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Prologue
           
Home for Youth, West Complex Three,
           
Earth, Sol

           
3/3127
            Mark looked to Tyler, his brother. They weren’t related by blood but they’d watched each other's backs for as long as they had been alive. When they turned eight they picked their last name, they’d both gone with Victor, cementing their brotherhood.
            Now a year later it was time they left their prison, otherwise known as the government funded home for youth.
            “Clear,” Mark said, his voice low, whispering was for amateurs, people were more likely to pick up on the hissing noises.
            Mark moved from his position, knowing Tyler was behind him, their steps were silent as they passed Marty Choi the night watchman. A small, but angry man. When you were twelve years old or younger, it didn’t matter if Marty was massive or small. He was still bigger than you and knew how to give a beating for being out of bed.
            Mark flowed through rooms, using the shadows as cover while they moved from the second floor down to the first, towards the kitchen.
            A light came on ahead. Mark and Tyler pressed underneath a cart to their side.
            Mark saw Tyler’s face, determined as his own.
            Marty came out of the kitchen, having fixed himself a sandwich he walked through the halls. He was tossing his baton carelessly between both hands, fiddling with the thing.
            Mark felt his chest tighten as Marty walked right down the hall Mark and Tyler were hiding in.
            Tyler squeezed Mark’s calf, signalling he’d back Mark’s play.
            Mark didn’t move, his breath catching as Marty passed their cart with a tuneless hum. His humming faded, his light doing so a few moments later.
            Mark moved his head a few inches, trying to watch where Marty had gone.
            The corridor was empty and Marty nowhere to be seen.
            “Let’s go,” Mark said his voice still low as he and Tyler got to their feet and continued on their route.
            They got to the kitchen, pulling rags over their mouths and rough goggles they’d made from food containers over their eyes.
            The goggles itched something fierce, and scratched the sides of their face, but for the next part they’d need it.
            Mark could feel his adrenaline spike as he walked to the delivery door where food was brought into the home.
            Mark saw the grin on Tyler’s face, feeling it on his own face.
            They tapped forearms, a gesture they only used with one another.
            Mark took a few breaths, looked to Tyler, getting the nod.
            He threw open the door, a siren went off as Tyler rushed out first and Mark rushed right behind him, out into the swirling rust clouds of Mother Earth.
            Mark and Tyler pumped their legs and ran fueled by adrenaline and desperation.
            They might be nine, but they had been in orphanages for their entire lives. The strong won and the weak lost. Whether the strong be the older kids, or the people running the orphanage who only cared about their credits. If a kid stepped out of line, a beating or going without food was the norm.
            You grew up fast in those walls; Mark and Tyler were done with it.
            They reached across the street, when they heard yelling. Marty had reached the delivery door.
           
Too late, Mark thought as Tyler jumped onto one wall, and up to another wall, clambering onto the roof. Mark followed, they kept running.
            West Complex three was a mismatch of old buildings with shacks resting up against them and one another. The major color was rust red, the building’s bricks were made from rust dust, and anything that tried to have a different color quickly got covered in a thick homogenous coat.
            Neon signs showed where bars and flesh clubs lay.
            People shifted through the streets, covering against the dust storms that covered Earth.
            Mark and Tyler had only seen the city from a distance, now they ran over it, jumping from tin roofs to red dust formed patios.
            “I think we’re good,” Tyler said in a rush between breaths. They were inside what had been a parking garage; lean-to’s and flimsy shelters laid everywhere, cutting down the wind and dust.
            “Yeah,” Mark said, careful to not remove his rag. There was dust everywhere and breathing it in would just turn him into a coughing wreck.
            “What do we have here?” Someone said, slowly walking up on Tyler and Mark.
            There were three others with them. Goggles, masks and thick clothes hid their sex. It didn’t hide the makeshift blade in the talker’s hand.
            “We don’t want any trouble,” Mark said, stepping up beside Tyler, they were both at least a foot and a half shorter than the shortest member of the group who was fanning out around the two.
            “Oh I do like you, the sex shops are going to love you,” the talker said, laughs came from the other three.
            Mark saw people moving away from the commotion, hiding in their tents, or turning their backs.
            It was all for yourself in the slums.
           
Just like the orphanage, Mark thought.
            Mark and Tyler had put their noses into more than one altercation. They didn’t fight the adults, that would only get them a bigger beating and there were more adults. Once they got to a new orphanage they were known to put most bullies down, if they could.
            It had been a painful road, more than one broken bone proved that, but they had become decent fighters out of necessity.
            “Fox, Miller, grab them,” the talker said.
            Tyler and Mark looked to one another. Tyler held out his arm, Mark felt something dark and cold fill his body, determination and anger, he tapped Tyler’s arm with his own and they faced outwards, side by side.
            “Ohh, look at that, you have a little ritual, maybe they’ll keep you together to please the old men and women from mega city,” the talker laughed, it sent a shiver down Mark’s back.
            The shortest one, Fox, was coming towards Mark. His hands were out, reaching to grab Mark.
           
At least I hope it’s a he.
            Mark let Fox grab him, he let Fox wrap him up.
            So that Mark could drive his knee into Fox’s groin. Fox’s hands quickly opened, bending over to grasp his grown.
           
Yup, a man. Mark grabbed the man’s mask and goggles, dragging them down as he drove his fist into the man’s face. Fox’s nose crunched against his fist, blood pouring from his face.
            Fox stumbled, backwards, reaching into his clothes.
            Mark felt a new surge of adrenaline; he rushed Fox, grabbing his hand before he could pull it out. Slamming against him to jar Fox’s hand.
            Fox let out a gasp and Mark felt wetness around the blade.
            He pulled backwards, getting a cry from Fox.
            Fox coughed and then slumped down. Mark held a wet blade in his hand a pool was now forming under Fox’s body.
            Mark couldn’t focus on Fox, Tyler needed him.
            Tyler and Miller were in a tousle, the non-speaker was moving to join in.
            Mark was only a few feet from them; so he quickly closed the distance.
            Miller raised his hands, Tyler rolled away and Mark slammed his fist into Miller’s temple, the fist with the blade.
            Miller pointedly froze, Mark pulled his hand back but Fox’s blade stayed in Miller’s head.
            “You’re going to pay for that, kill them Hume,” the speaker said.
            Hume didn’t look so confident now, glancing between Tyler and Mark. His eyes rested on Mark as if seeing him with new eyes.
            Mark was getting pissed off with the itchy damned goggles, their odd shape made it hard to see around the sides. If Hume figured that out there would be hell to pay.
            Hume seemed to make a decision and moved forward.
            A cracking sound echoed through the parking garage, Hume looked down to see a hole in his chest, he fell down dead instantly the shock still plainly on his face.
            Another crack and the speaker’s head disappeared, brains and gore flying everywhere as the body dropped.
            Five men walked forward, one of them holstering a pistol under his large black duster coat. On his arm there was a black patch with W3C stitched into it with faded white lettering.
            Mark turned to face the new threats, three moved to check behind them, the shooter stepped forward another standing next to him and watching for any signs of danger.
            Mark could see their organization and trust in one another. No one turned their back onto someone armed in the slums unless they trusted them.
            The shooter stood five feet from Mark and squatted down.
            Mark was ready to rush him if he needed, it would be futile, this man looked dangerous, but Tyler might have a chance.
            “Hello there, sorry about this mess.” The man waved to the four dead people as if it held little importance. “These four thought that they could start abducting people in our territory. Though it looks like you helped us out a fair bit with those two,” he shifted his chin to point at Fox and Miller.
            He seemed to wait, seeing if they said anything, sizing them up.
            “Well I’m Quentin Richter, leader of the Westerly Three Complex crew. What are your names?” He asked, looking to Mark and Tyler.
            “Tyler!” Tyler said. Damnit! Mark thought, he resisted the urge to glower at his younger brother. Never taking his eyes off this strange man. 
            “Hello Tyler,” the man said. Mark could see the man’s mask move as he smiled, “And who are you?” He turned his gaze onto Mark.
            “Mark,” he sighed.
            “By your clothes you’re not part of a crew and the way you killed those two I’d say you’re from an orphanage, you look a little young, runaways?” Richter asked. Neither Tyler nor Mark said anything.
            “Strong silent types, I get it,” Richter said waving the conversation away.
            “Well if you want to join a crew, come to our compound and tell the people on watch your names.” Richter’s hand went in his duster but he moved it slowly. Mark tensed; Richter pulled four blades from inside his jacket, tossing two at Mark’s feet, the other’s at Tyler’s.
            Mark grabbed one, his eyes never leaving Richter.
            “If you want to learn how to use those, come and see me. Anything you take from these four are yours.” He looked to the bodies as if he were unaffected by their death.
            He stood and looked to Mark and Tyler.
            “I hope to see you soon,” He said, looking them over again before leaving.
            The other Westerly Three Complex crew fell in around him, their dusters whipping around in the rusty wind.
            
 
 
 
 
Chapter 1
           
West Complex Sector three Marketplace
           
Earth, Sol System
           
5/3136
            Mark moved through the market, his duster hiding his features and the armaments underneath his cloak. His duster bore the W3C patch of the Westerly-three-complex gang.
            People in the market moved out of his way as he scanned for threats. Four other gang member’s roved ahead of the main group with him.
            They were walking down what was once a three-lane road, either side was flanked with four or five story buildings in disrepair with graffiti covering them more than the original paint.
            Vendors set up in various pieces of junk that they had got into something resembling a stall. These all lined the streets. They were an amalgamation of air cars, air conditioning units, or even bricks made up of the red dust that covered Earth.
            In the distance the gleaming mega-towers of complex five could be seen disappearing into the red clouds of Earth.
            Everything was covered in red sand; Tyler said it was because so much metal had come through Earth that most of the sand had some kind of metal oxide or something.
            Mark knew that the red dust was bad for anyone that inhaled it for a long time, and that it got in damned well everything. He could already feel it under his head wrap and goggles.
            “In position,” Tyler's voice came through Mark's earpiece.
            “What took you so long? Taking in the sights of Red Street?” Mark said, his voice muffled by his face mask.
            “Well I had to see if the red cougar was in, Laurie is dancing tonight.” Tyler said without missing a beat.
            Mark sighed at his brother's antics. His eyes catching the furtive glances of a group of thirteen to seventeen year-olds.
           
Too old for the orphanages, too young for Earth's Military Forces.
            “I've got five possibles in the alleyway three hundred meters to my right,” he muttered, hoping they'd just stay in the damned alley way.
            “Gotcha, I'm on them.” Tyler voice was all business for that statement. But he instantly reverted back to his casual conversation, “I don't see why the boss just lets people come to him; this walking around stuff puts him in danger.” 
            Tyler and Mark had been through enough shit that this was nothing to write home about, well if they had a home, or a family other than each other.
            “The boss is the boss, we just listen and do,” Mark said, his eyes roving the stalls around him, he glanced back at the main group. There were twelve bodyguards around the boss who was talking to different stand owners before moving on. His bald head was covered in scars and what looked like gum spread across his skull. He looked as if he was twenty-five with deep blue eyes, though if one looked at those eyes long enough you would see the years that lay behind him.
            The boss was a veteran of the EMF; he had put down uprisings and been to other planets.
            Something caught Mark's eye. Five years of hard living in the slums had made Mark trust his gut feelings implicitly. Another group moved into place. In an alleyway to his right. Another group was spread across the vendor stalls to his front.
            They were looking at the stalls goods but not moving out of the gang’s way, instead they were glancing up at them, their eyes flickering in nervousness.
            Mark tapped a control on his arm, connecting him to Was, the security details leader.
            “I've got a group to my right and left trying to hide in alleyways about two hundred meters out. There are also a bunch of people among the stalls that are eyeing us, not getting out of the way and wearing clothing that could hide weapons.” Mark reported, not even slowing his pace as he rolled his shoulders, feeling the weapons under his duster touch against his body.
            Was opened the channel up to everyone in the security detail and the runners that were in the crowd.
            “Das Flo, Exinie, Oli, two hundred meters from forward elements, alleyways to right and left, get behind them and check it out.”
            “Loah, move through the vendors up front and see if any of the ones giving us eyes are packing.” Was said, no one in the security detail even paused. They had done this a number of times.
            Mark would have felt proud of their proficiency if his own anxiety wasn't making him move his fingers in anticipation.
           
If they attack us, then the collateral is going to be high. He tried to push that thought from his mind but it was hard. These people were just trying to earn a living in the hard slums, and as per normal they were going to get fucked over by others with a modicum of more power than them.
           
The way of Earth. He thought sourly, getting within a hundred meters of the alleyway to his left and the group in the market.
            “The ones in the market are packing.” Loah reported back, her hands doing quick work as she tripped, touched and glided past the rival gang members. She was the gangs’ best pickpocket and was quickly relieving them of side arms or whatever she could.
            “Alleyway to the right, four possibles, looks like, they've got rifles.” Oli said, his voice pitch was still high because he hadn't hit puberty yet.
            “Mark, see about trying to piss them off,” Was said.
            “On it,” Mark sighed as he walked up towards one of the nearest possible rival gang members. He moved his arms, feeling the two blades that rested under them, close to his armpit.
            He was taller than most slum dwellers, standing at just under two meters, he still had a lot of filling out to do, but food was a prized commodity in the slums. He got more by being in a gang, but of course slum food was never going to fill his appetite.
            He pushed past the other possible gang member, the goggle and face-cloth wearing person went tumbling, barely staying on their feet.
            “The fuck was that for CEO-wannabe?” they demanded, coming back at Mark, trying to get a rise out of him. He couldn't see their eyes through their dusty goggles but he could see them tensing up, ready to fight.
           
Just needs a little poke, Mark thought, adrenaline coursing through his veins.
             “Get out of the way for a real man dirt dweller,” Mark's said with a voice full of scorn as he looked the man up and down in disgust.
            “The fuck did you call me you fucking WECK fuck?” The gang rival said. W3C's nickname was WECK; no street person would use it to their faces.
            The goggle wearer seemed to realize what they had said as their hands went to their belt.
            Marks' right hand lashed out to his side, his triceps flexing oddly as the smart cloth recognized the movement and released the blade that lay against his arm. He grabbed it with practised efficiency. The other gang member had just gotten to their blade when Mark grabbed their hair with his left hand, and drove his blade through their jaw and up into their brain with the efficiency of a factory machine. Blood covered his hand as he let the man fall, pulling his blade from their lifeless head in one swift motion.
            The suddenness of the move stunned more than one person as W3C dusters were pushed aside and weapons were pulled into the daylight. Vendors and market goers fled as the three gang members closest to Mark lay dead. Holes the size of a pop can in their chests.
            Tyler hummed as his rifle chugged again, sending projectile after projectile through rival gang members.
            The W3C chattered off rounds, the rival gang members that could make it to cover were returning fire; the marketplace had erupted into a warzone.
            Mark ducked behind the stall the man he had killed was standing in front of; he raised his hand, letting the blade slip back up his sleeve, twitching his triceps for the smart cloth to hold it in place. He checked his pistol making sure the well-used gun was charged and loaded.
            Once his blade was back in place he fingered the pistol with his right hand.
            “Alright Brother, you've got two coming up on your left, shotguns,” Tyler reported.
            Mark held the pistol close to his chest, coming around the side of the stall, pushing the gun out from him and firing into the two shotgun wielding thugs.
            The first went down; the second was so close behind the first that they only got grazed by the rounds coming out of the first. Their first shot slammed into the side of the stall Mark was hiding behind. Mark ducked back as the shotgun went off, hitting the red dirt where he had just been crouched.
            Mark saw the W3C crew spreading out, Wes was coordinating getting the boss to safety and letting the forward guys keep the enemy gang at bay. 
           
So no support coming from that side. Mark came back around the side of the stall, firing at the attackers, trying to keep the bastards heads down more than anything.
            He caught the second shotgunner trying to get up, they’d tripped on the first shotgunner’s corpse and went sprawling.
            Mark didn’t give them time to get up, putting two rounds in them; it looked like two fist blew out of their back as they slumped in the dirt. Blood pooled underneath them.
            Mark ducked back into cover; death wasn’t enough to faze him now.
            “Dimi give me some cover; I'm going to make a run for the alleyway to my left,” he said, holstering his pistol and pulling out his rifle.
            “Got you covered man,” Dimi said back, her rifle firing more frequently as Mark ducked and ran, putting his big legs to work as a few rounds chattered around him adding to the red dust swirls behind him.
            “Oli, how is the alleyway on the left?” Mark asked as he made it to an alley way just ten meters behind it.
            “Umm, it's clear Mark, yeah.” Oli said, sounding as if his stomach was about to rebel against him.
            Mark peered out from his cover, his rifle leading first. The way boss and Wes had drilled weapon handling and how to fight in urban areas time and time again, it was why W3C was one of the hardest gangs in all of Westerly Sector.
            Mark sent a stream of rounds at a stall made from discarded electronics and what looked like broken a piano.
            The bursts ripped through the piano, catching whoever was on the other side.
            Mark fired some more bursts at the more adventurous enemy gang members before running for the alley way where he had spotted a group of the attackers.
            “Mother fucker!” He yelled as he slipped on the gore in the alleyway. 
            He got up shaking the red dust encrusted blood from his duster.
            “Fuck Mark,” Oli said, letting out a sigh as he lowered his shotgun.
            Mark saw the boy’s hands were shaking as he put the butt of the shotgun into the dirt and leaned his head against the barrel.
            Mark didn't have to ask what happened Exinie was looking up at the sky with glassy eyes, a hole the size of Mark's fist through her chest.
            The enemy gang members must have been turned to shredded mince from Oli's shotgun; the alley way had channelled the deadly cone of its fire.
            Mark moved to Exinie, she was fourteen years old, a shy girl but hard. Mark had seen something familiar in her, but now he pushed those memories away.
            “You did good kid.” Mark said, putting one hand on Oli's shoulder in reassurance.
            Oli shuddered but looked up at Mark, his eyes covered by the dusty goggles all Slum-dwellers used.
            “Thanks,” he said, his voice weak and so very young.
           
You're saying he's young, but you're only seventeen yourself!
             Mark patted his shoulder again and moved past the corpses of the toughs. People grew up fast in Earth's slums.
            “I've got one holding out behind that stall you raked and three more in the stall across from them. If you can get the first guy then you'll have a clear line of sight onto the other three, or you can cover Dimi and Lez up to it.” Tyler said.
            “Thanks for the voluntold,” Dimi growled. She wasn't actually pissed at Tyler, just trying to blow steam off with some banter.
            “More than welcome my love.” Tyler's voice was light, understanding the need to let off steam as his rifle cracked, hitting the cover that the three remaining gang members were hiding behind.
            Porxha was being tended to by Heller while Jinn covered them.
            “Alright,” Mark exhaled, rocking on his legs. “Moving!” He said, turning and sprinting for the piano stall. He was nearly at the stall when he dropped into a slide.
            Dimi, Lez and Tyler were laying covering fire over the enemies’ heads.
            He used the stall's wall to pop him up to his knees.
            He didn't pause as the turned the corner he couldn't see, finding the remaining gang toughs huddled behind their cover.
            His finger tightened on the trigger before he released the pressure and edged up behind the person.
            “Don't fucking move,” Mark said, pressing his barrel to the person's neck, they stiffened with fear.
            “Drop your gun and walk backwards,” Mark said, grabbing the back of the person's duster with his left hand, his barrel still in the back of their neck.
            He pulled and they followed his directions until they were back behind the stall, “lay down and put your hands behind your head.” They did so as Mark pulled ties out of his jacket with his left hand, his right keeping his weapon trained on them.
            He slapped the tie onto one arm and then the other.
            He let his gun fall on its sling as he patted down the person for knives and weapons, after a few moments he had a decent collection out in the dust.
            “You making friends again Bro?”
            “Thought the boss might want to know just where in the hell these assholes came from.”
            “Gotcha. I've got them in my sights,” Tyler replied.
            “Good stuff.” Mark leaned down next to the person. “You move and my brother will put you down.” Mark flashed his hand out from his cover. He was rewarded with a round landing a meter away from him.
            “Got it?” He asked, the gang member nodded viciously into the dirt.
            Mark turned and raised his rifle.
            “Alright, let's see about these last three assholes.”
            “Bout damned time, you having a picnic over there?” Dimi said, her usual happy self.
            “Sandwiches and all,” Mark said, used to Dimi's banter.
            He got a scoff in return.
            “Fucker's got grenades!” Lez said, his voice hard with exertion, his words punctuated with an explosion.
            Mark knew that Dimi and Lez would be thoroughly fucked if the rival gang got a few grenades in the right place.
            He pushed out of his cover entirely, seeing the three fuckers that were throwing grenades at his people. He didn’t think, just fired single rounds as he walked towards them.
            They panicked and started falling over themselves.
            Mark saw a grenade drop, he jumped away.
            It went off in a fountain of blood and gore.
            He got up and walked towards the stall they’d been hiding behind, there wasn’t much left of it, and even less left of the attackers.
            “Clear,” Mark said, a shudder going through him, as he turned away from the vaguely human leftovers.
            “Heller, Jinn, I'm moving up Lee to get Porxha stabilized. Das, Flo, help Oli get Exinie back here and gather up the guns and gear from the other gang members. Dimi help Mark with the gang member he's got. Lez, Tyler cover our people as they move back,” Wes said in clipped tones. Mark moved to his secured gang-member.
            “Didn't think I'd forget you now did you?” Mark asked, dropping his rifle and grabbing his pistol. “Up you get,” Mark half-hauled them to their feet, using his pistol to guide them as he held onto their wrist ties.
            “Thanks Mark,” Dimi said, coming up beside him as he walked back to where they had come from. Already store vendors were coming out of their hidey holes now that the fighting had died down.
           
Just another day in Earth's slums.
            “No worries Dimi,” Mark said back to her, she was about a one-point-seven meters tall, about normal height for everyone in the slums. Those that lived in the mega towers were usually taller because of enhancements and their ability to get real food, it had led to more than one jab at Tyler and Mark expense who were both damned tall. Her duster and leather looking clothes hid her athletic and curvy body, at nineteen she was harder than most of the EMF rejects that drank their sorrows away in Earth's slums.
            She walked with a confidence that only the stupid or deadly had. Being cocky was a sure way to get your face down in the red dirt.
            Mark thought it was damn sexy.
            “Let me know if you want to get rid of some tension later,” she purred.
            “I’d love to,” Mark said, looking her over and winking.
            She laughed, moving to cover Mark and the prisoner with her gun.
            They brought the gang member back to the security detail which had holed up in a building.
            They checked the person in ties before ushering them onwards. Dimi stayed with them.
            Mark nodded in greeting to those he saw on his way to the building's back room. They gave tight nods in reply, not wanting to look relaxed around his prisoner.
            Two of the security detail were waiting with the boss, their rifles out and ready, Mark could feel their eyes on the prisoner.
            The boss had his goggles and face mask off; he looked perfectly calm despite there being an attempt on his life not five minutes ago.
            “Why am I not surprised you somehow found a prisoner,” The Boss, or less formally known as Quentin Richter said with a slight grin and crooked eyebrow.
            Mark just shrugged.
            “Eloquent as ever, well if you could let us see eye to eye,” Quentin waved at the prisoner's headscarf and goggles.
            Mark pushed them to their knees, grabbing the scarf which was tucked into their shirt and pulling up, their face coming free of the scarf and goggles.
            Dirty blonde hair cascaded down her back. Cold blue eyes stared at Mark as he walked past her, standing off to the side of the room.
            “Well hello miss, it seems that you've met my good friend Mark,” Quentin gestured to Mark who stood straighter with the praise.
            Her eyes turned to face Quentin; they were full of fight and anger.
            Her shapely cheekbones and pretty face naturally had Mark's teenage brain wandering.
           
Time and place you idiot.
            “I want to know one thing; what gang do you come from?” Quentin asked, his voice conversational, like he was asking a vendor how much they wanted for water.
            The room was quiet, the noises from the street, drifted in with the sand and wind, vendors sorting out their wares and complaining about the damage, a window banging against something in the wind’s push and pull. All attention was focused on the nervous girl.
            Quentin continued to stare at her, assessing rather than confrontational.
            “The shippers? Dog band? Hell's own...” Quentin's face transformed into a smile. “Hells own eh? Interesting,” Quentin held his chin, his fingers tapping on his jaw in thought.
            The girl was still angry as hell, but Mark thought he saw a glint of anxiety in those eyes. The boss had read her tells like she was open book, it was one of his specialities. 
            There was a reason Mark never played poker with the man.
            “Mark, take her back to the compound, see if you can find out anything else from her. Take Dimi, Tyler, and Oli.” Quentin put emphasis on the young boy’s name, his eyes telling him to keep an eye on the kid and help him get past what he'd done and seen.
            “Yes boss,” Mark nodded, hoping that Quentin saw his understanding in his own eyes.
            Mark put the goggles on, pulled the girl backwards and wrapped the scarf over her face rapidly. She wouldn't be able to see, but he didn't need her getting any ideas and screwing him over.
            Mark tapped links open with Dimi, Tyler and Oli.
            “Get your butts to my position; we're going back to the compound.”
            Getting back to the 'compound' was easy enough. Not many people wanted to mess with a gang that had just been in a fight. Rumours passed faster than diseases in the slums.
            The compound was a group of six four story-buildings with one ten floor building in the middle of them.
            W3C controlled all of the buildings, the gang lived here and maintained out post towers that looked outward protecting their territory. It allowed them react to any gang trying to come into W3C's area.
            The compound was linked together with sheet metal, a large gate allowed people in and out from the front of the main building. It was hard to squeeze three people through the gate.
            “I heard it was Hell's own,” Zing who was on watch asked.
            “Seems that way,” Mark said, knowing that the information would be out soon enough.
            “Fucking assholes,” Zing said, shaking his head and continuing his walk along the walls.
            Oli looked nervous as they got to the main tower, not many people were allowed the privilege of coming into the actual tower.
            “Come on lad,” Mark said, his voice already getting a deeper tone.
            They walked into the tower, the darkness making everyone's eyes blink in an attempt to adjust.
            Everyone let their guns fall on their slings, hiding them under their dusters, or in Mark's case tucking his pistol back into its holster.
            “I'll take her to a cell, Tyler see that Oli has a drink.” And see that he's okay, Mark added with his eyes.
            “Gotcha bro,” Tyler pulled his headscarf, goggles and mask off. His long dark curls framed his carefree young face, he flashed those pearly white teeth that he polished clean every day and they made girls swoon under his twinkling smile.
            “Is this your first time being in the tower?” Tyler asked, putting an arm around Oli.
            “You got her?” Dimi asked, nodding to Mark’s captive.
            “Yeah, I'll get her locked down,” Mark answered.
            “Alright, find me when you're done. I owe you a beer,” she said pulling her goggles up to reveal her deep brown eyes.
            “I'll take you up on that,” Mark replied, watching her leave, and maybe admiring her umm assets.
           
Can't be blamed for hoping that a beer turns into something more, I've only got a week until Tyler and I are old enough to apply to the EMF.
            He pushed the prisoner ahead of him; she bumped into a few walls and items on her way here and there. The red dust made a kind of carpet, even in the tower.
            Mark finally got her into a cell, and closed the door, locking her in.
            “You got bum shift eh?” Mark asked Lucy who was sitting at the prison's desk with her feet up on the table with a shotgun resting in her lap.
            He pulled off his head scarf, goggles and mask, running his hand through his short hair to clear it of any dirt and grit. He had deep brown hair and green eyes. He looked older than his seventeen years, his eyes had seen more than most.
            He was tall and had strong scars that ran through his hair where his skin had been cut open. He looked well suited to being a bar guard, though there was a spark of intelligence in his eyes.
            Mark wasn't deadly because he was a good shot, he was deadly because he sucked up all the information he could find that might keep him alive and practiced religiously. He reacted when he needed to, but if you gave him time to think, well there was a reason no one wanted to fight him one-on-one anymore.
            “Just looking forward to racking out, was training last night. I swear time disappears down in the pit,” she said shaking her head.
            “Yeah, agreed,” Mark said, in the process of removing his firearms and blades, well all of them except the ones underneath his arms.
            Lucy quirked an eyebrow at his weapons.
            “The boss told me to question her,” Mark said, Lucy nodded in understanding, pulling out a tablet to relieve some of her boredom.
            Mark took off his duster, it was a sign of his position and he usually only took it off when showering and sleeping. It was part of him. He laid it over his weaponry.
            “Best get this crap over with,” he sighed turning to the cell.
            The noise of the door opening and closing again made the Hell's own girl turn to face him, she'd been trying to get the wrapping off of her face but failed.
            Mark turned her, his knee between her legs as she fell backwards onto it.
            He pulled off the covering and goggles quickly, pushing her away and moving to the other side of the cell.
            She looked like she was going to spit at him as he grabbed a bucket, using it as a seat.
            “Do you have a name?” He asked, already getting the feeling that he wasn't going to get many answers out of this girl.
            “I'll take that as a, 'I do but I ain't gonna tell you' So I'm going to call you icy.” As soon as those words were out he regretted it, his mind turning to Exinie who would be having a small ceremony before being processed into the growing gardens of Westerly Sector.
           
Can't change it now.
            “Okay Icy, I want to know who authorized the hit on my boss, and why?”
           
This is going to be a long day. More questions followed, but not a whole lot of answers.
***
            It was sometime later when he heard someone enter the corridor filled with cells.
            “Mark?”
            “In here Tyler. What are you doing down here?” Mark asked as he made his way down the cells, his eyes never leaving Icy.
            “Thought I might as well get you some damned food, even though it's our last week out here. I don't think the Earth's Military Forces are going to want you half-starved on their doorstep,” Tyler said, coming to the cells door. Mark noticed that Icy looked away, sudden nervousness making her look at the floor.
           
Interesting.
            Mark let Tyler in, seeing that he had three meals.
            Tyler set the food down on the bed sitting next to it and leaning against the cells wall. He grabbed the noodles and soup combination, nodding to the girl and digging into his food with the chopsticks he had.
            He looked to Mark with a questioning glance.
            Mark rolled his eyes and shook his head in the negative.
            “Well she is pretty,” Tyler said with a mouthful of noodles.
            Mark scoffed a smile coming to his face as his brother grinned.
            “So is the boss back yet?” Mark asked, leaning against the wall himself.
            “Nope, he continued on his adventure, he seems to have taken a walk into Hell's own country,” Tyler slurped in the noodles on his chopsticks. “I swear that man has balls of steel.”
            Icy was looking even more unhappy with Tyler's announcement. W3C's boss didn't idly walk into another gang’s territory without a meaning behind it.
           
Looks like the Hell's own better watch out, the W3C is coming in. Mark thought with the cold thoughts of a gang teenager that had seen more than a few gang wars.
            Icy took a seat against the cells bars, Mark watched her like a hawk, Tyler sending sideways glances at her.
            “Something up?” Mark asked sensing something in the air.
            “I was going to join the EMF in a few days, well I will be if you don't kill me.” Or worse she left the last part unsaid, but her eyes said all.
            “When's your sign-up date?” Mark asked, hoping to get something else out of her.
            “In three days.” She said.
            “Same damned week as us, what's the chances,” Tyler snorted as he finished off his food.
            “A hundred percent apparently,” Mark said.
            “You're sign up date is this week too?” Icy asked, looking at the two of them with renewed interest.
Probably trying to figure out if we’re lying or not. Mark thought. 
            “Well his was a week ago, but being my big bro he's got a soft spot for me,” Tyler grinned at Mark who was not happy to be sharing his history with a girl that had tried to kill them this morning.
            Their sign up date was when they turned eighteen, as long as they were healthy then the EMF would probably hire them and start their training.
           
If the boss lets her out of here, then we could be in the same training cycle. Mark thought as Tyler handed him his food.
            After a while it became clear that Icy didn’t want to talk to Mark but Tyler was making some progress. Mark made some excuses, grabbing his weapons from lock-up and heading up to the compounds bar.
            It wasn’t anything special, bar to the left, booths to the right, dancing area in the back, with a stage, speakers dotting the place and W3C patches all over the place. Talking, dancing, and drinking.
            It didn’t take him long to find Oli at the bar getting a good buzz on.
            Mark’s paternal instincts took over in making sure the boy had a good time, but not too much to drink that he found himself in the toilet.
It was subtle things and gestures, but being in a gang Mark had been drunk quite a bit, he knew how to handle other drinkers.
Oli calmed down a bit and found Mark some time later sitting at a table, drinking a beer and taking the edge off.
“Hey Oli,” Mark said, making it clear Oli was fine to take a seat and talk.
“Hey Mark,” Oli said, taking a seat, the bar was filling up as the day wound down.
Oli sat down and looked at his drink, Mark looked away, knowing only too well the pain of losing friends. As much as Mark tried to keep people at bay, they always seemed to crawl in, just like Oli had.
“I’ll let you in on a secret,” Mark said, looking at the people dancing without seeing them. Oli’s head came up, listening.
“Shit is going to happen, that’s the way life is. Down here in the slums, it just happens more. At least in Westerly Three you’ve got people to watch your back. In this business people die more often than not. It’s something you’re going to have to get used to. We’re not immortal and death comes for all of us. Training, will keep you alive, train whenever you can. In the end you can only trust in yourself. Others will come and go, but you and the voice in your head, that’s the only thing you can rely on. Mourn those that pass on, but remember their loss. They died and you lived, their sacrifice led to your life, don’t be sad for that,” Mark looked to Oli, their eyes meeting.
“Life is too short to regret, people die, we all do at some point, the best we can do is live this life to the limit. The world won’t give you anything, you have to take it, rising on the shoulders of those that didn’t make it,” Mark said, his voice soft but powerful as he saw the teenager nod slowly, his eyes travelling back down to his beer.
Mark picked up his glass, holding it towards Oli, the younger man tapped it, and Mark hit the table. 
“To the fallen,” Mark said, raising his glass and taking a swig.
Oli stayed at the table watching the bar and getting his thoughts together. Mark got another beer and looked over the bar, nostalgia washing through him, soon this would just be a memory. The EMF would take over his life.
            Dimi made her way over to the table.
            “Hello boys,” she said, looking to Mark and smiling.
“This seat taken?” She asked playfully, sipping her beer and pointing to Mark’s knee.
“All good for you,” Mark joked, brushing his leg as if he was cleaning it.
“Good!” She said, sitting on it, getting a laugh from Mark and a smile from Oli.
Dimi had been doing this job for a long time, she knew how it was losing your first friends.
Mark and Dimi flirted, but their focus was on getting Oli out of his funk.
Dimi even got Mark up and dancing just to get Oli laughing at Mark’s ridiculous moves. The evening spun into a less serious mood and Oli found a cute brunette from the dance floor.
Dimi and Mark left Oli as his conversation with the brunette turned into breathless making out. 
“You need a place to stay tonight? Got my room to myself,” Mark said to Dimi as they walked out.
“Are you asking me to stay the night?” She said, faking a shocked tone.
“Well if you’re really nice I’ll let you have the floor,” Mark grinned.
Dimi gave him a playful hit.
“Maybe I’ll drag you down there,” she said equally playful.
“I might like that,” Mark said, pulling her to him and kissing her, pulling away by biting her lower lip.
Her eyes fluttered open.
“Oh, I forgot how good you were at kissing,” she said, her voice husky.
“Man of many talents,” Mark smiled, tapping her butt with one hand.
He grabbed her hand and started walking, she didn’t try to stop him and followed. A few catcalls, wolf whistles and scattered applause followed them as well.
***
           
A week to go. Mark thought as Dimi lay on his bed with him, a thin sheet covering their naked bodies. He could feel her toned muscles against his own. Usually it was enough to keep him awake for different reasons. 
            Now nostalgia kept him awake.
            Mark looked over Dimi, she had joined Westerly Three Complex Crew around the same time as him. 
            Mark and Tyler had waited a week before taking Quentin up on his offer.
            They’d arrived and been told that if they wanted to be part of the Westerly Three Crew, they needed to go through what Quentin called selection. 
            This selection would give them training to fight with their hands, blades, and weapons.
            Mark and Tyler agreed, getting stronger was always useful.
            Then selection started, they did physical training, using muscles they didn’t know they had. Sleep was a luxury they weren’t afforded as they ran around the compound in their masks, doing push ups in the rust colored dust.
            They learned how to rest while doing push ups, to breathe through their nose so they didn’t get dust in their mouths. Limits were just a figment of their imagination.
            Anything their trainers told them to do, they did as fast as possible. Those that gave up were dismissed to other groups; the crew needed people to feed them, to look after their gear. Not everyone was meant to be the crew’s warriors.
            Tyler and Mark never gave up, even when they were the youngest by three years except for Dimi. Dimi had been pulled from a sex shop in a raid when Richter was expanding his territory. She was a year older than them but she was determined. In those days she rarely talked to anyone.
            Hand to hand was a series of moves done until they were mere reactions. Melee and edged weapons became an extension of themselves. Mark and Tyler took the blades Quentin had given them and made their under-arm sheaths.
            Mark excelled with hand to hand, he could put down most people, even a few of the trainers.
            Tyler was the best shot in the crew. Final training came around and they moved out of the compound to a real-life scenario.
            They attacked a club run by EVR, a gang within Westerly Three Complex.
            Mark looked away from Dimi, not seeing the wall, but that night.
            He had moved in through the back, hoping to funnel them out onto the street, right into Tyler and four other ‘recruits’.
            People looked at them coming in, they might be kids, but they had guns. As Mark and recruits came in through the back, people dropped to the floor, fleeing as the recruits moved past.
            Aza a larger boy, about fifteen who loved to make up grand tales about his girlfriends and how he was really from mega-city kept point in front of Mark.
            Someone must have alerted the people inside.
            Aza opened the door, adrenaline taking over as he failed to follow their training.
            Mark was about to say something as Aza’s head disappeared, a shotgun had taken him out from a few feet away.
            Gore and what had been Aza splattered over Mark. He didn’t hesitate, shooting the shotgunner, throwing them back as he moved into the club. People were screaming and running, guns fired, loud cracks and whizzes past Mark’s head. He continued to fire, trying to get the EVR’s heads down as he pushed into the room.
            There was a bar to his left. The center of the club had two islands on either side, a stage connected to the left island. Girls and guys were jumping from it out the front door. Seats and tables were everywhere, turning into cluttered obstacles as people tried to run and ended up falling over.
            An odd low pink light filled the smoky room.
            Flashes came from all across the room, centered on the door.
            There was no amazing head shots or fancy shooting, he sprayed in the direction of the muzzle flashes, knowing that he was more likely to hit the people running away than the EVR’s.
           
Fuck if it didn’t make them put their heads down in a hurry, Mark thought grimly.
            Mark heard the guns outside, Tyler and his lot were taking down the EVR’s running away.
            Mark’s gun clicked empty, he dove for cover, his hands ripping the magazine out and slamming another in.
            Three of his Westerly brothers and sisters were also in the room, putting fire into the EVR’s positions.
            Two of them had died at the doorway.
            Mark felt for his gear pulling out a sphere, he twisted the top, feeling a click just like the training prop.
            “Grenade!” Mark yelled throwing the thing into the largest group of muzzle flashes.
            The Westerly crew ducked, the grenade went off, louder than any of the simulations, the Westerly crew rose, their guns up and looking for threats.
            “Moving up!” Mark said, moving around the bar to the nearest cluster of tables and chairs. People cried out on the floor, wounded, scared, dying and dead.
            All Mark could smell was the smoke and the tang of spent rounds. Mark tasted fear, hell he felt it, the acidic bile in the back of his throat, the way it felt like his body was shaking but was rock steady.
            “Head in the game,” Mark said to himself, hearing his brothers and sisters firing behind him. He shouldered his gun and rose over the cover, sending controlled bursts at the shooters. Few were actually aiming their shots, hitting the ceiling or the walls.
           
Amateurs, Mark snorted, Dimi moved against him.
            He remembered the fire fight, how he’d seen people he’d become closer to in four months than anyone other than Tyler, cut down. One moment they were there and fighting, the next they were just another screaming casualty or soundless corpse.
            All it took was one unlucky round, they weren’t invincible, but Mark knew they were better trained.
            They won the day. The club had run red with blood and most of the pink lighting was gone, but they won.
            That day Mark became a warrior, they went back to the compound, subdued as they carried their dead in a cart.
            All of the recruits sat in the cafeteria, tired and worn out in a way that training couldn’t hope to achieve.
            Richter came in, everyone called him ‘Boss’ his call sign, the mark that he had become a Westerly Three Complex warrior. He looked at them all, they were sweaty, covered in dust, and many had injuries, with sand encrusted blood on their clothes and boots.
            They started to rise to attention.
            “No need for that Westerlies,” Richter said, waving us back down.
            He pulled out a stack of Westerly Three Complex patches.
            “You came to us looking for a home, looking to become warriors. Today you have become those warriors. A number of your recruit brothers and sisters didn’t make it. Never forget them or the lessons their lives provided you,” Richter looked around, letting his words sink in.
            “Today I welcome you to our warrior clan, a patch to show your status and a call sign that names you as a warrior,” Richter moved down the tables, giving us patches and telling us our call signs.
            “Tyler, your call sign is SWAS,” Richter said.
            “SWAS?” Tyler asked, confused.
            “Serviced with A Smile, every time you hit a target on the range you smiled a little,” Richter said by explanation he turned to me.
            “Mark, yours was a hard one, but I arrived at Diablo, I’m from what was called Central America before unification. It means devil in Spanish. You fight like the devil possessed and like to get in and personal with your targets. You killed more people in the club than any other and continued on even as your friends were cut down, well done,” Richter said.
            “Thanks boss,” Mark said, looking at the simple black and white patch in his hand.
            “Diablo,” Mark said into the night air, Dimi moved again, her naked leg moving over Mark’s midsection.
           
Well I’m not going to sleep anytime soon, Mark thought.
            In the crews you lived without regrets and knowing you’re probably going to die sooner rather than later. Mark had a week until he left for the Citadel to join the EMF. He wouldn’t be able to enjoy Dimi’s company for probably a long while.
            He started kissing her, his hands wandering under the thin sheets.
            “You’re a horny bastard Mark Victor,” a sleepy voice sighed, her breath catching as her legs moved over Mark more.
            “I don’t hear any complaints,” Mark teased.
            “Cause I’m a horny gal,” she replied, moving so she was on top of Mark, letting her naked breasts slide over his muscled chest.
            Mark grabbed her hair, pulling her lips to his own, they kissed hungrily as Dimi pushed Mark into her.
            Mark didn’t get much sleep, but he was a damned happy man in the morning. He and Dimi had been bed companions a number of times and they both knew tricks to use on the other.
            
 
 
 
 
Chapter 2
           
Tower
           
Earth, Sol system
           
6/3136

Nivad was the defacto head of Earth’s government, if there even was such a thing anymore. There was still a president, a figurehead that was bought by bids from all of the companies. When you have the wealth to own planets, politics becomes an interesting hobby.
No one would say the same thing about Nivad. He ran what he called the ministry of information. He knew everyone’s secrets and where all the bodies were buried. Through the ministry of information, he advised Earth’s Military Forces, which simply put meant he told them what to do.
When someone had a problem they went to Nivad. Say a company was doing inside trading, bring it to Nivad and he would find out. If you were right he’d sort it out, if they weren’t you’d be footing his bills.
He was the only man capable of telling companies what to do and being a negotiator between them. You had a problem you went to Nivad.
You made a problem, the last thing you wanted to see was Nivad’s people.
So say if your colonists wanted to turn your company-owned planet into a government run planet, then you went to Nivad.
When CEO’s representing the Sacremon partnership between Salafil foods, Credari builders and Montasiri growers came to Nivad with this he’d carefully looked to their reports on the matter.
The CEO’s had tried to reason with those that wanted to turn Sacremon into a government run planet instead of a company run one.
They worked to try and find a compromise that wouldn’t affect their bottom line too much. Yet the rebellion had grown, people didn’t want to live under companies on Sacremon.
They were actively working to hinder Sacremons’ progress.
Some people were already heading to the cryo-pod filled bunkers under the towers that made up every colony city. None of the rebels tried to stop them, if they did then when the troopers finally arrived they’d not only kill them, but anyone that they could find linked to them.
It had happened twice and was broadcast across Earth and Her Colonies. No one tried to stop people from entering the cryo-pod bunkers anymore.
Work ratios were declining and the CEO’s didn’t think that they could deal with the rebels anymore. They came to Nivad with a contract that would ‘hire’ the EMF.
Nivad looked at the projections, Dalia his second had gone through and made sure that the numbers were realistic.
Sacremon supplied food across the EHC. Every planet was useful to the EHC but not all of them could make food in numbers that the workforce could live off of.
Nivad continued to go through the information on his desk, pressing a button on it absently.
It only took a few moments until the head of the EMF answered.
“Sir?” The man asked, as Nivad flipped through pages.
“Do we have any Carriers capable of taking down a small rebellion, might be good to bloody a new Carrier,” Nivad said, only half-paying attention to the man’s response.
“Yes sir, the carrier Reclaimer is just about to take on personnel for training purposes, they’ve been in limbo for fifteen years,” the head of the EMF said.
‘In limbo’ meant all of the troopers and non-essential personnel for keeping the ship in working order had been in cryo, not earning time on their forty-year contract.
If the troopers were up and walking around then Nivad was taking a loss, well not him personally, but he could funnel the money taken from the minimal taxes on companies into other pursuits. Only waking them when he needed to train them, or give them leave after a battle was better for the bottom line and kept them effective.
Too much free time after war and they could lose their edge and will to fight. Too soon and they would resent the EMF for not giving them time to mourn.
“How long would it take for the carrier to be ready for a mission to Sacremon?” Nivad asked.
“Couple of days, no more than a week,” the man said on the other side of the line.
Nivad saw the CEO’s right index finger twitch even as the rest of her face stayed completely unaffected. Many wouldn't have even caught the twitch, but it was those kinds of things that made him get his position.
“You show here a three percent share, if it was say seven, then I could possibly have a carrier dispatched today,” Nivad looked to her, putting the surface down, seeing the same finger twitch.
“While we do appreciate the offer, seven percent is just too much Mr. Selvra, five percent would be an agreeable number to the Sacremon partnership,” she said, excreting hormones that were supposed to make Nivad sexually responsive to her.
Interesting implant, but useless, Nivad thought, ignoring the hormone and pheromone release.
“Seven is the best I can do Ms. Sioux,” Nivad said, giving her a smile that never reached his eyes.
Her finger twitched sideways this time, her smile never fading, it actually only increased in intensity. Even when her tactics didn’t work she didn’t lose composure.
“Might I be able to get you to six?” She asked.
Nivad let his smile slip for a second, he saw her eyes widen in fear.
“I really must push on seven,” he said the smile coming back. His momentarily loss of composure showing who was the lone piranha and who was the real shark.
“Very well mister Selvra, we have a deal,” she said, rising and offering her hand over the desk.
“Thank you Ms. Sioux I hope that we are able to meet again in the future,” Nivad said, standing and shaking her hand, she really was a stunning woman but he had the company of many stunning women. Credits, now that was the tally of a true winner.
He let go of her hand, her eyes unfocused, using her internal implants and hands to move in quick precise motions.
Nivads’ table registered an incoming contract, he checked it, and agreed to it.
Seven percent didn’t sound like much but it added thirteen billion to his portfolio, with the stock tanked and still at that number, when he sent the EMF to clear the system of Rebels, stocks would again rise.
If the stocks dropped anymore then he could pick those up as well. Making him a tidy profit when he wanted to sell.
“Have Reclaimer depart at its earliest convenience,” Nivad said, pressing a button on his desk, ending the channel to the head of the EMF.
            
 
 
 
 
Chapter 3
           
Westerly Three Complex compound
           
Earth, Sol System
           
Citadel, Mega City-Central Complex
           
Earth, Sol System
           
6/3136

            “So we've been able to get quite a bit of information from Alexis,” Richter said, seeing Mark’s confusion he sighed and looked to Tyler who shrugged. Obviously he’d forgotten to tell his brother something important again.
“Icy as you’ve been calling her. Her real name is Alexis. Anyway, it seems that she has a lot more information on Hell's own than we initially thought. With that information I'm already looking at new locations for our outpost.” The boss said to Mark and Tyler who sat in the two chairs opposite him.
            He'd asked for them to come and have a private meeting with him before they left for the EMF. Holding them back would only create animosity between them and the gang, plus those that came back from the EMF to the gang were some of the hardest bastards out there, the boss was a clear example of this.
            “When I talked to her she was as stiff lipped about anything Hell's own as a gardener is protective of their plants.” Mark said, wondering just how in the hell the boss had got her talking.
            “Well it looks like we got lucky with the information about her sign-up date. She cut a deal with us, we're going to make sure that she gets to the Citadel, with you two, and when she's in the EMF we said that you would look out for her if you can,” The boss said, his eyes level with us,
            “I know that you might get separated into different regiments, but it's unlikely. EMF ships don't usually overlap too much.”
           
So we should look to keeping her on our good side instead of having a blade at our backs, got it. The EMF frowned on things like killing those that joined up with you. If the enemy killed you then it was fine, that was just numbers, having someone kill their teammate made things like morale come into the equation. The EMF didn't like it when their equations were messed up, so if you killed someone, and it was deemed intentional, well you would be catching a round to the back of your skull.
            “Understood boss,” Mark said.
            “Good,” The boss opened a drawer and pulled out two boxes the size of a person's thumb. “Now these are worth more than all of Westerly Sector's greenhouses. They're augments.”
            We recoiled, it was hard not to, augment users were the hardest bastards to fight. Not many gangs had many augments. The people that came back from the EMF usually had augments of some kind or another, people that got augments out in the slums usually had large units that were cobbled together and not all that safe.
They changed their look with every process, combat pumps that flooded the human body with endorphins, adrenaline and hormones that looked like a small sac with hair-thin wires sprouting from it.
Most of them were small units that fit inside the body with thin leads that were grafted to the interior. They had to be surgically implanted and were supposed to work for a lifetime. 
            As Mark looked closer it was hard to see anything that looked cobbled together about these units.
            This one had a sleek black finish to it, it was a few centimeters thick and fit in their palms comfortably.
            Thin connectors were wrapped up behind it with gold and silver lines showing nano-circuitry etched into the stones exterior. Making it both expensive and high quality. It even had serial numbers and Guaranaks’ brand on it.
            The entire planet was devoted to making medical devices and aids, they were the only planet to sell anti-aging treatments.
           
They look brand fucking new!
            “These units are from tower dwellers, they're the latest in injury repair systems. Once in your bodies they use your movements and your food to keep themselves running. They'll accelerate your healing, look after your wounds a hell of a lot faster than a medic will and they'll get better with time. As more information on wounds is uploaded, these puppies will use that to heal you faster, or fix any issues you might have. It isn't no med-unit, but it'll give you a damned good chance to keep alive.” The boss pushed the units over to Mark and Tyler who took them.
            “Put them with your personal kit and get them installed as soon as you've finished your time in medical. There's a ton of information you can gain access to through the EMF, look into augments, tactics...”
            “Battlefield medicine, history and sleep, eat and train like your life depends on it, because it will,” Mark and Tyler said, getting a grin from Quentin.
            “Seems that my lessons didn't fall on deaf ears. That education is the best thing they can give you, know where you're going, know everything about the environment and train for it, learn everything about anything that could be useful to you. Once you're on the ground your mind is the most powerful thing you can use.” Quentin's grin was gone, his eyes searching Mark's and Tyler’s, as if checking that his words were getting through to them.
            “Assess, practice, execute,” Mark said, his memories of the training he had been put through to become a W3C now held a new importance in his mind.
            Quentin looked over them with something like, sadness passing over his features. The soft eyes and pressed lips disappeared as soon as they had appeared.
            “I hope to see you whenever you get back on leave.” That was going to be hard, even with the fastest ships the farthest systems were nearly fifty-five years away. Some, like Gliese would still take fifteen years to travel to it and another fifteen years back. With the augments and the condition Quentin was in, it was possible that they would be seeing him. The augments and medical treatments from the EMF would keep him active for a number of decades. Though living on Earth as a gang leader wasn’t the best way to live to an old age. While it was unlikely, Mark and Tyler held onto the hope that he would be alive. 
            “Now let’s get you down to the citadel eh?” Quentin said, a mixture of sadness and pride in his voice. Clearly he could see the thoughts moving through their minds. It wasn't like he was their father or anything dumb like that, but the time that they had spent together in hard situations had made them closer than most. They would all miss each other and the comfortable stability they had within the gang.
            Mark and Tyler tucked the gadgets away with their account details that they had pulled out of storage. Having their account details on them when they went on patrols or through the slums was a good way to lose them and any real money that they had accrued.
            Quentin led the way out of the office and down the simple pole that ran down the length of the tower, yelling at people to get out of the way.
            People yelled their goodbyes to Mark and Tyler as they followed the boss, their faces hard as they hid their emotions. This place had given them a life, had turned them from nine year-old orphans into eighteen year olds with a reputation throughout Westerly Sector.
           
I'm going to miss this place. Mark thought, knowing that Tyler was as well. I can't even imagine what other people thought when they went to their sign up date alone.
            Mark and Tyler dropped to the last floor their dusters flaring as they finally stopped. People hooted and hollered, making the two grin nervously as they followed in Quentin's wake.
            People yelled out to keep a place open for them when they joined up, or words of encouragement.
            A large security detail formed around them as Quentin ordered them to move out.
            Mark felt naked without his slew of weapons, he only had his two blades that lay under his arms. He hadn't walked out of the tower with anything less than a few blades and at least two guns.
            He stood straight in his duster, proudly displaying his W3C patch on his shoulder as Alexis looked around, confused by the celebration as they moved through the main gates and into the streets.
            People turned, smiles on their faces, shouting encouragement.
            “Why are we getting a guard and why are the people happy?” Alexis asked, perplexed by the whole situation.
            “In Westerly-three-complex we brought order and safety to the people, which was all because of Quentin, seeing us off to the Citadel shows that more of the crew could come back and keep that safety going. Instead of lording over the population, Quentin provides a policing force. We keep the peace and the people know how rare that is in the slums. It's why Westerly-three-complex is so big in population and why our people are less likely to turn on us,” Tyler said pulling his goggles and mask on. Mark had his on and was scanning for potential threats, it was hard not to.
            “But why the guard to the citadel?”
            “Cause we have to cross through nine territories to get to the citadel. You must know that a lot of people don't make it through those territories if they're from a rival gang,” Tyler continued.
            Mark saw her flinch slightly; she probably knew the truth but she'd hoped it wasn't true.
            They continued in silence, people waving and clapping as they moved to the air-transport-system.
            These places were neutral territory unofficially. People moved out of the way for the thirty or so Westerly-three-complex crew. They boarded the train, it was covered in grime and sand but it still ran. The windows looked out through the tube they were inside, accelerating away from the station, covering hundreds of miles in an hour.
            A gang member from the Three Skulls walked onto the train, he looked at the W3C crew with shock, the doors closed behind him before he could run.
            “Don't worry lad, neutral territory, going to the Cit,” Quentin said in calming tones.
            The boy nodded but his eyes looked over the weapons W3C were carrying warily.
            The train continued on until Mega-city came into view. That wasn't its official name, but the number of mega towers grouped together were the most on Earth, it was Capital City, but the people in the slums didn't like giving the CEO's their own city. So the slang Mega-City stuck.
            The dust seemed to stop as they passed through a thin blue line.
            There were sounds of amazement as people looked at the city that didn't have sand covering every surface.
            Mark and Tyler looked on with indifference; they had escorted more than one person to the citadel.
           
I wonder if they do it just to impress us. Mark thought as air cars, hover-trains and even combat shuttles moved through the air between the mega-towers in apparent chaos. Everything was shiny silver; rust seemed reserved for the slums compared to these silver edifices.
            Mark looked to Tyler; his brother seemed to sense his stare.
            “It's finally here eh?” Tyler asked, Mark knew his brother was feeling the same nervous butterflies in his stomach.
            “Yeah,” Mark said, licking his lips, his mouth dry as the train continued towards its final destination.
           
I’m more nervous than when I go out on a raid. He thought moving his shoulders in anticipation; the calming feel of his weapons against his body was gone.
            The train glided to its next stop as people started to pile out.
            Mark's eyes were immediately drawn to the tall sword looking building that dominated the courtyards in front of him. To either side of the sharp point of the building were the letters EMF.
            Quentin pushed on like he had been here a hundred times. He glanced over the decorative potted plants that lay through the courtyard.
            Mark had been told that weapons systems lay under those potted plants. He used that to draw his attention instead of thinking about what he was going to do. As soon as he and Tyler were signed up then their lives would change, the people they knew from before would probably be dead by the time that they got their first leave, their lives would never be there for them to come back to.
            Some people had even come back to their gangs being wiped out.
            He tried to push those thoughts from his mind as they pressed on.
            Mark didn't falter, remaining straight as they walked to the glass doors which lay open at the base of the Citadel.
            The group left dust trails behind them, robots followed cleaning up those trails.
            Quentin stopped, the detail stopping with him.
            “Alexis, Tyler, Mark, follow me, the rest of you stay here.” Quentin moved through the detail, the three mentioned following him.
            The citadel’s doors were twenty-foot-tall and remained open, showing the burnished metal and high alcoves around the lobby. 
            Mark was proud and awed to just be standing in it, a symbol of overwhelming power.
To the left people in EMF uniforms walked through security checkpoints, not giving a second glance to the ragtag group of recruits that were heading up to the consoles at the center and right side of the citadel.
            Behind the main desk sitting ten feet up on the polished steel walls, was a massive emblem of the EMF. Earth rested in the background, stars for every system underneath it. An Earth Military Forces Carrier was in the foreground, Combat shuttle to its lower left and a trooper in armor to its lower right.
            The place was spotless, even with the slum dwellers looking to become troopers heading across its polished steel floors.
            There was no time to enjoy it as Quentin led the way to the front desk in the lobby. 
It was made of dark wood, glass fences breaking up the table as screens with the revolving EMF logo sat behind sturdy crystal matrix glass. On their side there was a simple scanner and a speaker. Quentin passed his hand over the scanner. The screen came to life with an androgynous looking man-woman smiling, their voice also carefully modulated to sound like all of Earth’s accents and none of them.        

“Hello Captain Richter, what can I help you with?” The brown skinned, brown hair brown eyes computer screen asked, its mouth even moved.
            “Three new ones for the troopers,” Quentin said, nodding for the three to come up beside him.
            “Will the applicants please press their tags under the scanner?” The computer said
            Mark did it without thinking.
            “Mark Victor, please look to the floor, do you see a red line leading to the left of this desk?” The robot asked.
Mark looked down seeing that the floor around the lobby had different colored lines heading in different directions, like the lines in the private hospitals that led people to different sections.
“Yeah I see it,” Mark said.
“Good, please follow the red line for testing,” the robot said.
            “Tyler Victor, please follow the red line for testing,” the computer said, Tyler running his tag through the scanner.
            “Alexis Xin, please follow the red line for testing,” Alexis looked to the other two expectantly. Mark saw a bit of nervousness in her eyes. He didn’t miss Tyler’s hand grabbing hers and giving her a reassuring squeeze, or the way she returned it.
            Quentin looked at them all.
            “Look after yourselves and those in your squad, listen to order but think for yourselves. If you can, get more training than in basic, take the pay cut for staying awake. That time could keep you alive on your first drop,” Quentin said, looking to us all as if we were no longer subordinates to him, but had entered a group exclusive to those that he believed to be his peers.
            “We will,” Mark said, Tyler nodding while Alexis looked as if she was regretting the whole thing.
            “Good, then get your testing done, W3C will always be there for you, all of you now,” Quentin said with feeling, his eyes falling on Alexis who straightened.
            He took another moment to look us over, as if impressing our faces into his memory. With that he turned to the doors and headed out to meet the rest of the W3C crew that were waiting for him.
            “Come on,” Mark said, his footsteps heavy as he followed the red line on the floor that led to an armored door.
            Running now would mean that troopers would be dispatched to bring you back, no one made it past the courtyard. Once you touched your chip to that scanner, the EMF owned your ass unless you were deemed as useless, you died, or somehow survived till your thirty-five-year contract was up.
            The door let them through, medics wearing the red cross of their trade on their shoulder pushed applicants through doors.
            “You three, over here, one per door!” One of the medics said, calling them out.
            “See you on the other side,” Tyler said, holding his wrist up.
            “Been some time since we did this,” Mark said, they both grinned, tapping their wrists three times and shoulder barging one another.
            Tyler laughed as they separated and walked to their doors.
            Alexis shook her head at their antics.
            The door opened for Mark and he stepped inside.
            He found himself in a room the size of a large closet, lights went off for a few seconds and then came back on before panic could overcome him. Another door opened and he found a medical person an examining table and a few cabinets along the room’s walls.
            “Scans look good, do you have any augments?” They asked working on a tablet and not even looking up at Mark.
            “I have one I want to get put in,” Mark said, remembering the tech in his dusters pocket.
            “Let’s see it.” The medical person held out their hand, Mark hesitated for a second before putting it in the medic's hand.
            “Where the hell did you get this?” The medic asked, changing from bored worker to intrigued medic, putting away the tablet and pulling out a scanner.
            “Gift from my boss,” Mark said.
            “Damn, actually purchased part, with a sanction for implantation. I can put it in you right now,” the medic said.
            “Umm,” Mark said, unsure.
            “It'll be free, I just want to see how this puppy works, this thing is sweet,” the medic grinned.
            “Sure, what do I have to do?” Mark said looking around the room. 
            “Lie down, I'll put you out, get this in and you'll be good,” the medic said, moving to a cabinet.
            “Is there a way I can stay conscious?” Mark asked, not happy with the idea of being knocked out with someone holding onto this augment.
            The medic looked unhappy but sighed.
            “You newbies are always less trusting, makes sense coming from the slums,” the medic said, moving to the other side of the room and grabbing tools.
            “I can do it, but I suggest you look at the ceiling, getting your guts cut open is an odd experience to see and not feel,” they said, pulling out a rolling table, putting various tools, needles and the augment on it.
            “That's fine,” Mark said, his voice calmer than he felt.
            “Good then, on the table, lie down,” they said, coming back to Mark, their rolling table now with a collection of tools on it.
            The medic brought over a tray of medical instruments and the augment.
            He injected Mark with three needles before he could start to complain. He stopped feeling his side as the medic pulled out a laser, opening along his lower ribs.
            “Fuck me,” Mark said, breathing heavily as the medic pulled out the augment, hit a button as small hair-thin lines moved outwards.
            “This is going to feel uncomfortable,” the medic warned, retracted the augments lines and putting it up and into Mark's ribcage.
            “Almost,” the medic said, sounding calm as hell. Mark felt like he was watching someone else get their innards played with, but the feeling of pressure on his back made him feel the blood drain from his face.
           
Calm down, he's done this before. Mark thought, looking at the ceiling.
            “Done,” the medic said, their hand coming out a little bloody. They sprayed something into the wound which started to clear up.
            “It will feel odd for a few days, but it won't hurt, you have any problems talk to your unit medic. I'm putting it on your file now.” They pulled out their tablet, “Those nano-machines are awesome, and they’re already integrating into your systems and starting to get to work. It’s running an internal scan of you. Damn I wish every person had this, its instantaneous information and self-repair!” The medic squealed.
            “Thanks,” Mark said, another needle snaked its way into his leg.
            “No, thank you I don’t get to see this tech, like, ever!” They grabbed a needle, jabbing it into Mark’s leg.
            Feeling returned to his body and he felt, fine. Well it felt like the area under his right peck was itchy, but it wasn't painful or annoying.
            Another needle snaked into his arm.
            “You love those things don't you?” Mark grunted.
            “And last, but not least, you get a new chip.” The medic pulled a clamp looking thing from the side of the bed.
            “Arm,” they said holding out their hand.
            Mark offered his limb, getting it pushed into the clamp and sealed.
            It made a hissing noise as he felt something being stamped into his flesh. Thankfully he didn't have to see it and it felt more odd than painful.
            “You're all done now,” the medic said with a grin. The clamp opened and Mark had a longer scar where his original identity chip had been located.
            “Thanks doc,” Mark said, getting off of the table and heading through the next doors before the medic could think to do anything else with his body.
            He walked out of the room greeted by a row of kiosks like the ones in the lobby. Mark looked around for the other two.
            “Did you get yours in?” Tyler asked from behind Mark.
            Mark lifted up his shirt to show the pencil-thin line under his rib.
            “Same,” Tyler showed a similar line under his rib. “Shoulda told them to knock me out,” Tyler muttered.
            Mark laughed and clapped his brother on the shoulder.
            “Hurry up recruits!” The two bronze lines over a dot on her shoulder marked her as a sergeant.
She watched recruits come out of the medical wings, probably put there for the very act of pushing the recruits along with a stiff glare and her loud voice. 
            “Yes Sergeant,” Mark said, getting an odd look from the woman.
            Mark saw other sergeants yelling at recruits, some bodily pushing the crying and scared individuals.
They caught sight of Alexis, Tyler waved her over.
Out in the slums they might be from rival gangs, but in here there were no gangs, just troopers. Mark was already finding it nice to have at least two faces he knew in the crowd.
            Alexis followed after them, stepping up to a kiosk.
            “Next of Kin?” The new screen asked. This kiosk wasn’t the polished wood and steel of the lobby, instead it was utilitarian rough aluminum and good ole crystal matrix glass.
            Mark and Tyler said one another's names, grinning to one another.
            “Do you have an account or wish to make one?” The robot asked.
            Mark pulled out his account details and pushed them through the slip at the bottom of the blast-proof glass.
            “Account verified and updated to your chip. Proceed through to sanitation and depository to your left.”
            The group pulled together again and headed for the door. They headed into cubicles on the other side.
            “Place all belongings into storage box to your right,” a voice said, Mark did so, and Quentin had talked them through the process of signing up so this didn't alarm him.
            He stripped down, leaving only his smart-cloth bands on his upper arms and the blades under his arms. “Are you done?”
            “Yes.” The box disappeared with all of his belongings and a spray covered him. His skin tingled as he washed himself.
            The hair covering his body seemed to dissolve, he reached up to touch the hair on his head in alarm. It felt clean but not much shorter than its usual length.
            The water, or whatever it was stopped and dryers started. A new box with a plain grey smart-clothes appeared. He put them on, the cloth forming to his body. It felt as if he was wrapped in a thick sweater, it was comforting.
            The fact that Mark knew it was marginally bulletproof made him even more comfortable. He'd been forced to leave the armor he usually wore under his clothes back at the tower.
            A door opened as soon as he was done.
            People all with the same haircut and smart clothes were moving to the only door in the room.
            Mark waited for Tyler and Alexis.
            Tyler came out of his cubicle, rubbing his head, clearly unhappy.
            “I was hoping the boss was lying about that part,” he said, grieving for his lost hair.
            Alexis came out her hair trimmed but not shortened.
            “She gets long hair, why couldn't I?”
            “You still look fine pretty boy,” she said, rolling her eyes while Mark laughed. Tyler shot dirty looks at the two of them.
            “Before we go on, let's agree that the past is the past, unless we're on leave or done with this, the gangs stay on Earth,” Mark said, offering his hand to Alexis.
            “Agreed,” Alexis said, offering her first real smile that Mark had ever seen.
            “Onto the transport,” Tyler said jumping in the middle, putting his arms on both their shoulders and propelling them forward.
            Alexis pinched him, getting him to pull away.
            “Ow! What was that for, I thought we were friends!”
            “Doesn't mean I want your arms all over me,” Alexis said with a smile.
            “Too soon eh?” Tyler said with a wink, he moved on before she could say anything else.
            Mark saw the look of outrage mixed with perhaps just a little note of curiosity.
           
Interesting. Mark thought, looking between the two of them, before shrugging and following Tyler.
            Elevators waited for them on the other side. These elevators held seats as soon as one was filled then the doors would close and rise upwards, a new elevator rising up out of the ground.
            Tyler led to a newly arrived lift. They quickly took their seats. People looked around in wonder; most of them had probably never been told what was going to happen when they touched their chip to the receptacle at the front kiosk.
            It wasn't long before their elevator sealed and they shot upwards.
            “Well that is one hell of a sight,” Tyler said, looking to the side of the lift, it looked out over Earth; red dust covered everything outside of the bubble that covered mega-city. Dust seemed to stop outside the invisible wall that covered mega city, swirling all around but never making it past the barrier. 
            Mark could make out a train stop in the distance; westerly-sector was too far away from the citadel to even see.
            That life was gone now he knew.
            The elevator stopped and they came to a new area surrounding the elevator were airlocks, Mark only knew them from what Quentin had described and drawn.
            Mark and Tyler headed for the nearest with a NOW BOARDING sign above it. Alexis and others from the elevator followed. The airlock was open as Mark saw inside his very first combat shuttle.
Seats lined the walls and centerline of the shuttle, making the people in the center look at those along the wall.
            Mark looked at the drop-plates below the seats and the wire lines that would attach to a person's armor if they were doing a drop onto a planet.
            He and Tyler sat opposite one another, Alexis sitting next to Tyler. The combat shuttle smelt like ozone, metal and grease. There wasn't an inch of rust on the whole thing.
            “Get in your seats and seal your harnesses, if you don't know how to, ask,” the Cargo Master barked as he walked through, walking over to those that clearly didn't know how to use the harness but weren't going to ask.
            He got them sealed away amongst annoyed looks and a few choice words about the person occupying the seats ability to think.
            Mark pulled the lower harness up and into place before slamming the upper harness down, locking all four pieces across his chest, they compressed, pushing him into his seat. A few let out confused noises as the harness tightened.
            The Cargo Master hit the combat shuttle's side door closed and went through checking each harnesses by pulling on them.
            “Good to go Pella,” the Cargo Master said, walking to his own seat as locks disengaged from the airlock.
            The combat shuttle lifted up and turned, there was no seeing outside as windows were just another weakness that space would exploit to kill everyone inside and only when they had helmets with HUDS would they be able to jack into the combat shuttle's exterior sensors.
            The combat shuttle accelerated forward at an alarming rate, tilting and heading into a steep climb the noise of the engine and atmosphere fighting their climb, nearly drowning out everything. 
Tyler grinned letting out a whoop.
            Mark laughed. People around the shuttle looked as if they were enjoying the ride as much as them. It was too much for at least one of them as they puked all over themselves.
            “If you're going to throw up, puke on the floor, the drain will take care of it.” The Cargo Master sounded annoyed with people's need to throw up, but they knew it was an eventuality.
            A few people took him up on the advice, the smell was nasty but as long as they got it on the floor then jets pushed their vomit to the drain.
            The rattling stopped suddenly.
            “Welcome to space germs and worms,” the Cargo Master said with the bored tone of someone that had said that saying a few too many times for it to be interesting anymore.
            It wasn't that long before the sounds of locks could be heard and felt through the combat shuttle's walls.
            “Alright, time for boot camp newbies, so get off my combat shuttle!” The Cargo Master barked as harnesses unlocked and moved to the combat shuttle occupant’s sides in unison.
            “The door won't open,” someone at the door said.
            Mark used his larger size to wade through the people amidst grumbles and complaints. Mark didn’t pay them any notice. Join the EMF, fly in combat shuttles, have airlocks stop functioning. This is about as shit as Richter said it would be. Mark smiled to himself as he continued to push his way through recruits.
            “Sort it out,” the Cargo Master said, seeing to his own duties.
            Mark got to the airlock and checked the light panel next to the door.
            “Cargo Master, it looks like the locks aren't fully engaged. And the air in the connecting airlock hasn't been pumped through,” Mark said.
            “Seems there's at least one smart one in this group, seal her up and connect us will you Pella,” the Cargo Master said though his implant.
            Another lock rumbled into place and air pumped into the airlock chamber that separated the combat shuttle from whatever lay on the other side.
            “If anyone of you tried to force that door open then we would all be dead. Don't fuck with airlocks and if something doesn't work then get someone else to deal with it that knows better. Don't screw with shit you don't know and get a fucking adult,” the Cargo Master said, looking over the newbies. The airlock door opened into an area that seemed to go the length of the carrier, the predatory combat shuttles that were secured to the deck told Mark it was the flight deck.
            “Now get off my combat shuttle and remember that everything in space wants to kill you, it only takes one fuck up,” the Cargo Master growled.
            That was all the sightseeing Mark had time for as Corporals, Master Corporals and Sergeants yelled them into lines and onto lifts that took them up a number of decks.
More trained troopers yelled them out of the lifts into an area so green that it hurt his eyes.
           
I haven't seen so much green in all my life. He thought, looking around the massive room that was covered in what must be grass. There were taller things which looked something like the trees he'd seen in the growing gardens.
            “Move it Recruits!” A master corporal barked at the recruits piling off of the combat shuttle. “Get some goddamn life in your bodies! I want three ranks facing me! That means three deep and spread to my right, follow the footsteps! Move it, I ain't your damned orphan mother!”
            Mark and Tyler were amongst the first to make their way to the painted feet on the floor.
            The Master Corporal was unrelenting as they yelled at people to find their positions. The way that she held herself and the confidence that seemed to radiate off of her would make any gang member think twice about mouthing off to her. Those that did were swiftly slapped upside the head as she singled them out. Anything else from them and she made a comment about putting their useless ass back in gravity and in the slums.
            This combination of threats served to get people into order.
            “I've seen spit move faster than your slum asses!” She said looking thoroughly disgusted with all of their performances.
            “In the next three weeks I will have the pain of pushing you through basic, which basically means I have to make sure you don't fuck over the real fighters. You will learn how to shoot, move and survive as troopers in Earth's military forces.” She marched in front of them, her eyes finding them wanting.
            “This training contingent will be combined with the other twenty to see if you are worthy to make planet fall with us. If you are deemed unworthy, then you will spend the entire campaign and flight in sleep, thirty or more years will disappear like a dream and you'll be dropped off on Earth. The EMF does not have the time to send your ass back to Earth.”
            Mark didn't exactly feel a chill run down his spine but it was a close thing.
            “First we need to see if you're going to be of any use at just carrying out your physical responsibilities!”
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            The Boss had pressed in the fact that the training they had received to become Westerlies was nothing compared to the training that would turn them into troopers.
           
He was right, Mark thought as he sat on his assigned bed or rack.
            The Physical training wasn’t training at all; it was hell with their assigned staff, meaning Master Corporals and above, picked up on the slightest hiccup.
            As they recovered the staff would happen to remember someone’s fuck up.
            One person’s fuck up was everyone’s fuck up. They all dropped, staring daggers at the person who’d fucked up. Or feeling the heat and anger aimed at themselves. There’s no self-loathing quite like the kind inflicted on yourself for a minor fuck up.
            They were given a section pod. The pod was simple, it was a barracks that held twelve people that made up a section, their bunk beds and the lockers that held everything except their armor and weapons. There was a shower and bathroom that connected to a pod on one side. The other side had a door leading out into the corridor.
Other than the rubberized black decking and white lettering on various sections of the walls, everything was gunmetal grey. It isn’t as cool as it sounds. It’s as grey and mind-numbing dull. But fuck if it doesn’t sound fucking cool as shit. Mark snorted at his thoughts. 
To others it might be minimal, to the troopers it was more than they had back on Earth. Hell their beds actually had mattresses. 
With the orders to check over their gear in the lockers and make the place presentable, most made excited noises about the brand new clothes and toiletries in the lockers and drawers.
            “What in the fuck is this? Looks like a whore house filled with a bunch of genetic rejects!” Sergeant Balhauser said, barely fitting through the door with his wide frame. His eyes filled with anger and his mouth turned into a snarl, looking at the sorry excuses of flesh in front of him that might also be called recruits by others. 
            “Oh, fuck I see you eyeballing me there Fucking Diez!” Balhauser said, Tyler felt his stomach drop, fear of the oncoming punishment.
            “Since Diez wants to eye fuck the shit out of me, you can all join her in a round of push ups,” Balhauser sounded almost conversational. 
            Balhauser turned to Cha mid-groan. 
            Twelve people got on the floor resulting in pushing and noises.
People were territorial and the bigger pushed the smaller out from between the bunks. No one gave it a second glance, the strong survived in the slums, weak died.
Balhauser, came around and kicked a larger boy in the face who hit his bunkmate.
Before the boy could react, Balhauser had him in the air, holding him by the neck.
“You fucking hit another recruit and I’ll have your fucking balls, Got me?” Balhauser said.
The boy nodded, shamed that he’d been beaten up. 
The words might have been at the boy, but the message was clear to everyone. Don’t fuck with one another or the training staff would put you straight. 
Ain’t the slums no more, Mark thought.
“The fuck you rest waiting on? I said get into push-up position!” Balhauser said, releasing the boy.
People didn’t fight and got to their toes and hands. Balhauser got down with them and started doing push ups. He called out the numbers, getting the others to do the same, no one looked to Cha or the boy that Balhauser had kicked.
            “Cha, what the fuck kind of name is that, your parents not know how to spell! Did your mother want a Chai fucking Tea and you flopped out?” Balhauser said, clearly not forgetting the former.
            “Ser...” Cha started.
            “That’s a rhetorical fucking question Chai Tea! We all know your mother got knocked up with you to get a damned Chai tea! Learn how to shut the fuck up and do as you’re told. Start pumping, you just added another twenty to your section,” Balhauser looked at the newly minted Chai Tea.
            “Got something you want to say to me Chai Tea?” Balhauser asked.
            Chai Tea pressed his lips together and got to his hands and knees to do push ups.
            “Good,” Balhauser said, looking to Chai Tea for a few moments and then back to the room. 
            Tyler looked straight ahead not making eye contact with anyone. He could hear the yelling in the other section’s rooms.
            “My fuck, I turn around for a second and you camel fuckers can’t even do push ups in fucking time! Let’s go for sixty fucking push ups. Follow my lead,” Balhauser dropped to the floor, his hands holding him up as he looked at them all. They copied his position.
            Balhauser lowered himself and pushed up to the top, slowly.
            “One,” he said, dropping down again, his eyes scanning as he reached the apex again.
            “Two,” he said, holding his position.
            “From now on you will call out your push ups, down will mean to hold your weak useless assess an inch off of the ground, up will mean to extend to this position,” he said, seeing he was understood.
            “When I give you an order you recognize it with Yes sergeant, you will do the same with the other enlisted ranks, and with the officers you will address them all as sir. Am I understood?” Balhauser looked to them.
            A mismatch of fuck ups came back, most getting it right but timing was all off.
            “Do you understand?” He barked.
            “Yes sergeant!” They returned, stronger and no fuck ups.
            “Fuck a doodle fuck, there might be something in there of use to this fine Earth Military Force! Down!”
            At any time, a person could say that they had enough, go and tap armory one’s bulkhead and they were taken to the spine of the ship, put in cryo, to be woken up when we got back to Earth and released from the EMF.
            After the first few days’ classes came in, we learned the history of the EMF, the roles of troopers. Theory on tactics, given familiarization with our kit, from medical supplies to the plates of armor strapped over our smart clothes.
            Fuck ups were rewarded with more Physical training, or PT. They weren’t told when their training was over and when they would become Troopers. Their flight to Sacremon was going to take nearly thirty-three years. Due to time dilation and things that Mark couldn’t wrap his head around, it would feel like thirty years. Thirty years was a lifetime.
            Their time in the auditoriums was reduced as more time was spent in the sparring areas.
            Mark and Tyler were the best brawlers in their section, but they weren’t in the same league as their staff.
            Something that Sergeant Balhauser reminded them as he took Tyler down and brought Mark to a tie.
            He’d only given Mark a small nod, Mark returning it. They might be staff member and a useless recruit, but there was a respect for the other’s skill and an understanding that they hadn’t come from sitting on their asses.
            “Well it looks like most of you know how to fight, somewhat. Now we’re going to turn those basics into skills,” Sergeant Fredrickson said. 
            Sergeant Balhauser with Master Corporal’s Lastrade and Fei set to walking the ranks of recruits while Fredrickson displayed the right way to fight, a blend of more than a centuries worth of fighting techniques from across Earth. 
            Richter had taught Mark and Tyler the basics, but this went well beyond it. Their reactions were honed, leading to bruises and spilt blood. None of them got past without a cut.
            Mark, Tyler and Alexis became close through training, the rest of the platoon turned to them with issues and the training staff turned them into section leaders.
            Tyler and Alexis got a bit closer than Mark did but this was the EMF, what happened in the crews transferred to the troopers. If you needed to blow off some steam or have a relationship, go for it, no one cared as long as you did your job.
            They trained with their issued knives, they were crude but effective, Mark and Tyler both murmured about using their own blades tucked under their arms but never brought it up. It wasn’t worth getting the platoon stuck doing PT.
            Fredrickson singled Mark out as he fought Alexis.
            “You scared to hit her or something?” She demanded, walking onto the sparring mat.
            Mark stumbled over words for an explanation. Fredrickson pushed her head into Mark’s personal space.
            “What is your fucking job?” Again Mark stumbled over his explanation.
            “To kill recruit!” She said running over his poor attempts to cobble together some kind of explanation. “That is your sole purpose, to be made into a killing machine; the EMF and I will turn you into a killer that will make the enemy piss themselves!”
            Her cold blue eyes stared into his own, he looked away first, not just because she was good looking. She was right.
            “Recruit Xin, you are relieved,” Fredrickson said, pulling a blade from the small of her back.
            Alexis bobbed her head and moved out of the sparring circle; Mark could see the other recruits were watching, the staff doing the same.
            “You can use the blades you hide on yourself,” Fredrickson said, the center of his attention as she prowled.
            He sheathed his issued blade and flicked his arms down and to the side, his forward facing hands now with blades in them.
            He moved them in his hands, their familiar grips combining with the new and old training he had.
            She squared off with him, holding her blade to the side.
            Mark had fought a good number of people with blades. She wasn’t holding it at her side because she didn’t know what to do with it.
            She wanted to build his confidence up into making a mistake; she could move that blade damn fast. If he got into her personal space but didn’t protect himself from the cross cut or stab she performed, he’d be screwed.
            “The EMF has a great number of tools that allow us as humans to become the best damned soldiers Earth has ever seen. Among them are our medical machines. We can heal cuts, internal bleeding, rebuild lost limbs and more. Getting stabbed is a minor injury. Remember your medical classes,” she cast an eye around the room but didn’t turn from Mark.
            “It is a lot better to get stabbed here than on the ground in the middle of a firefight for the first time. Only body blows, you hit someone in the head your ass is mine,” she growled. I could see the rest of the staff looking at the recruits with threatening gazes.
           
So don’t stab her in the head, but put her down. Oh how I’d like to do that in a different way, Mark felt a smile on his lips at his own immature thoughts. When your adrenaline was up and you were in a shitty situation, your brain thinks of some of the weirdest possible shit.
            Mark let it happen, allowing the humor to release some of the tension and focus.
            “Something interesting Recruit?” Fredrickson asked, not pleased with his smile.
            Mark moved in closer, flicking his blades, his left down and his right up as if giving the thumbs up.
            “More like it,” she said, Mark could see the hunger in her eyes. The want, no the need to fight.
            This was the universes greatest game, human against human. Blades, skills, and bodies against one another.
            Mark’s features cooled as he took a breath. He felt clarity overcoming his adrenaline induced twitches, asserting control.
            Fredrickson saw her opening and jumped in the four feet, her blades coming up.
            Mark reacted, his left blade came up to block hers, he sensed more than saw an opening, his right blade stabbing in.
            He felt nothing as he backed away from his target. She whipped around, her blade coming back and across his back.
            He winced, his leg hitting her knee; she let out a grunt and rolled away.
            Mark waited instead of following up.
            It had all occurred in seconds, Mark hadn’t been doing anything fancy, he’d been just reacting with the training that had imprinted into his brain.
            Fredrickson’s grey sleeve was now red with blood; his left blade had cut her arm when defending.
            His right blade had caught her back, missing her more vital side. His right shoulder blade hurt, he moved it, checking mobility, growling at the pain, using it to focus more.
            “Well done recruit, there might be something worth the EMF’s time in you,” Fredrickson said, her weapon still up and ready, their fight had just begun.
            They circled; Fredrickson didn’t want to rush in again.
            Mark felt the blade in his right hand, rolling it around as he clenched his back muscles to feel the scabbard on his back.
            He got closer, within five feet, slowly, carefully.
            She was waiting him out, her blade moving to keep limber.
            Mark threw the blade in his right hand at her shoulder.
            She turned away from the blade. Her eyes not leaving Mark as he used her turn to get in close, pulling the blade from his scabbard out.
            She looked to his right hand pulling out the blade behind his back. Pain blossomed on her face as she looked to her right, there in his hand was his second blade his middle finger through the ring in it turning it into a single-blade knuckle duster.
            His blade went through her chest and up to her shoulder blade.
            She grunted, fire in her eyes as she drove her right arm in behind Mark, pinning him to her as she fell.
            Mark felt a pain in his lower back, as if it had gone painfully and completely numb. His right hand came up and he buried his blade in her gut.
            They hit the ground a hissing and grunting mess.
            “Get off of me and leave the blades in,” she hissed.
            Mark pushed off, trying to not aggravate the blades in her and the one in his lower back.
            Tyler and Alexis were there, Mark could see Fei and Lastrade moving in as well.
            Balhauser was yelling.
            “Good fight,” Mark said.
            Fredrickson turned and smiled to him.
            He couldn’t help it, he started laughing, Fredrickson joined in, wincing in pain from the blade in her gut.
            “Will you two idiots stop laughing?” Tyler said, sounding annoyed more than worried.
            Mark gave a noncommittal grunt.
            It was a cool feeling rather than pain as sealant was put on his new wound.
            Alexis was putting the paste on Fredrickson at the same time.
            “Just another day in the EMF,” Fei said, sighing as if he had seen this kind of thing a million times before.
            They were taken to the medics, who looked excited to be finally doing something. With all of the trained troopers on ice and only the flight crew wandering around the command deck and engineering areas of the ship, they had little to do.
            “On three. One!” Qui the medic pulled the blade out of Mark’s back.
            Mark glowered at him, as he hummed; using sealant inside Mark’s back fixing his kidneys. Another solution was injected into his thigh making Mark relax, two more needles and a spray of sealant on his back he was good to go.
            A final needle cleared his senses and he got off of the table gingerly, his back was itchy, but as he looked in the mirror it was closed with a glue-like substance, it didn’t hurt anything like before, just another cut turning into another scar.
            Mark looked to the medic; it had taken months for him to recover from similar injuries on Earth.
            “Miracle of modern medicine, we can fix nearly anything as long as you get here still breathing and your skull is mostly intact,” Qui said, putting his tools away. 
            “Huh,” Mark said, looking at his wound. He didn’t want to check out how true that was, but stabbings were looking a whole lot worse. 
            “Now you’re thinking if major injuries aren’t an issue then I can let myself take more damage and worry about them later,” Fredrickson said, she had been on the table next to him. Blood was still on her clothes but her wounds were also just scars now.
            They’d cut open her clothes to get to the wounds, where he’d cut into her chest and shoulder there was now a swell of flesh, the tight smart clothes acting as the world’s best push up bra.
            “If you do that, take extra sealant, IV’s and immune boosters,” Qui growled. “There won’t always be a medic but if you know how to do basic self-heal you can get through most scrapes,” Qui looked to Mark and Fredrickson.
            “Quite right, the medics have more important things that dealing with simple stab wounds and shrapnel when they’re fighting for your brother or sister’s life,” Fredrickson said. “Now stop staring at my boob recruit! You’ve seen enough tits, dongs and vaginas in the showers.”
            Mark averted his gaze, turning a bright red.
            Fredrickson laughed, it was the first time he’d heard her laugh, hell it was the first time he’d seen her smile.
            He grinned, shaking his head.
            “Go draw new smart clothes and get washed up, the day’s still young,” Fredrickson said.
            “Yes Sergeant,” Mark said, hurrying off.
            “That one’s going to be trouble,” he heard Qui say.
            “Yes, but I think he’ll be the kind of trouble that Troopers need,” Fredrickson said.
           
The hell does that mean? Mark thought, not knowing if that was a compliment or not.
***
            The next day they were fitted for full body armor. Plates clipped to one another, covering their upper body and legs. It was heavy but comforting.
            The final piece of the kit and the most advanced was their space rated helmet.
            The helmet had a HUD on it that displayed a myriad of information. From a person’s heartbeat, their respiratory intake to flight plans, tagged enemy locations, and the ammunition levels of a user’s rifle could be displayed.
            Their hand to hand and melee weapons training moved from being their focus to a secondary skill as they turned to weapons handling.
            “This is the E-12, bullpup rifle, ambidextrous safety and charging handle. It relies on an electronic ignition system. That means no more big firing system, that and the propellant mix the EMF has come up mean this puppy fires smaller rounds at a higher rate of fire and speed,” Balhauser pressed a button and pulled a box from the rear of the gun.
            “The magazine holds a hundred rounds. Hold down the trigger and you’ll waste it all in less than a minute. First we’re going to go over clearing the weapon and making sure you don’t shoot someone,” Balhauser looked like he didn’t trust anyone to not do this, even with unloaded weapons and no rounds in sight.
             They met the repulsor, the section and platoon support weapons. They were fed by a reinforced belt feeders attached to either ammunition boxes or a massive ammo pack repulsor gunners wore on their backs.
            Recoil systems meant they could be fired from the standing, most gunners fired from the hip, their helmet’s overlaying where they were hitting.
            There was a bipod built into the weapon and there was the ability to mate two of them together on a stationary tripod for double the fun.
            They fired hundreds of rounds per minute, sounding like the worlds loudest and greatest chainsaw.
            “This is the AMR, stands for Anti-Material Rifle, it packs a forty-five calibre round. I know some of you might be going ‘ohh but I thought the seventy-five calibre rounds were the shit!’ Well that’s the reason you’re recruits,” Fei said, grabbing a round from the table it was about as long as his middle finger and thick as his thumb.
            “This thing will fuck your day up, better propellant and because there are no Geneva conventions anymore, this thing will hit the target and shatter. If this hits your arm, you now don’t have an arm, leg, same thing. Wearing armor, you have a fifty-fifty chance of surviving if this thing hits you in the chest. Now we’re going to fire this rifle for familiarization, if these things come into play then the EMF have lost their minds or we’re so deep in the shit they don’t care about their expenditure report.” 
            Tyler was studying the rifle, it was bullpup like the E-12 but longer, about four-foot-long in total, with a muzzle break at the end of the rifle which seemed to add to the deadly lines of the destructive weapon.
            Tyler felt a grin on his face, the weapon was just asking to be fired, it wanted its power to be unleashed.
            A week later and Tyler was behind the gun, Balhauser next to him.
            With weapons training they were taught a bit more like adults, the instructors teaching them instead of yelling, inspections were still the same and fuckups were dealt with group PT. But here on the line they were honing an art, the art of killing an enemy kilometers away.
            “I’m not going to fuck around you, talk me through what you’re doing. I know you’re a good shot I want to make sure that you’re going through the steps,” Balhauser said conversational, almost comforting.
            “Target identified, accounting for wind speed, time to target, oddity of straight ground before simulation of planet curvature, gravity at one point four, cleared to fire?” Tyler asked.
            “Fire in your own time,” Balhauser said.
            Tyler focused on the target, letting the rest of the world blur as it moved in a lazy zigzag, the projection of the colonist was good. Tyler could almost make out the bored expression on the simulation.
            Other rifles fired and Tyler held, breathing, concentrating, feeling the rise and fall of his breaths, of his heart.
            He stroked the finger. Air rushed out of the air brake, the whole free floating barrel coming back to compensate for the forces at work.
            Tyler rode the recoil and movement, watching his target going down in a splat of blood. The AMR was semi-auto, Tyler shifted his aim, a new target rushing to the first’s aid, this one was zig zagging.
            Tyler stroked again. A new target, his dial told him three hundred meters but it looked like five hundred. Tyler compensated aiming high and off target, he pulled, the round moved at near hyper-sonic speeds. The target died before they ever heard the shot. By the time the sound reached them, another was on the ground. Tyler disregarded his targeting computer, turning it off as he singled in on targets, estimated distance and calculated all of the other factors that could throw his shot off.
            “Fuck,” he sighed, a head disappearing instead of hitting the target in their center of mass.
            He threw the first magazine out and slammed a new one home. Twenty rounds, one in the pipe, leaving one in so he didn’t need to hit the bolt release from running out of rounds.
            Tyler hit a runner, no more midsection for them.
            “Back in!” He said.
            “Shit,” Balhauser whispered.
            Tyler winged five out of the sixty, winged meaning he’d taken a limb or an ungodly chunk out of them but they weren’t immediately dead.
            Only two would have survived, mostly.
            “Where the hell did you learn to shoot like that?” Balhauser said.
            “Westerly Three Complex Crew,” Tyler said, checking his gun and showing it was clear of rounds to Balhauser.
            “Clear,” Balhauser said with a glance. “Who taught you?”
            “My boss, Quentin Richter,” Tyler said.
            “Round here we called him Captain Richter, didn’t know he was still alive, must’ve been fifty or sixty years Real-Time since we last saw him,” Balhauser said.
            “You knew the boss?” Tyler asked, looking at Balhauser, he’d known Richter had been in the EMF but he didn’t think he would see anyone from his ship, let alone unit when he served.
            “Yeah, he was in charge of me when I was a private. He’s a good officer, too many lose touch with the troops, not Captain Richter, probably why he stayed a Captain instead of moving to Major or Colonel. So how did you work without the computer?” Balhauser said.
            “Ran the calculations in my mind, don’t need some holographic sight picture on my scope to hit someone. The ranges on the scope were weird so I ran with my gut. I was going to ask you if the scope was broken,’’ Tyler admitted.
            “Well done, you are one of the scariest people I have seen with an AMR. You are now weapon qualified, make sure you pass the final training exercise,” Balhauser said.
            “Yes Sergeant,” Tyler said grinning. He left the rifle at the position, another recruit taking his position and laying down their three magazines.
            “How did you do?” Alexis asked coming up next to him. She was one of the few girls that could make him flustered by being next to him. 
            She walked with a grace that few had since the smart clothes always seemed to hug a person’s skin, the way it hugged Alexis’ frame made him a bit nutty.
            Tyler looked to the ceiling remembering her question.
            “Missed Five,” Tyler said, shrugging, not pleased with it but knowing he’d just need to do better next time.
            “‘Only five?’ I missed twenty-seven!” She said, even pouting she made Tyler smile.
            “Well I was the sniper for Westerly Three,” Tyler said by way of explanation.
            “You’ll have to teach me some time,” she smiled, her blue eyes sparking as she tilted her head, a coy look on her face.
            “Sounds like a plan,” Tyler grinned in return, realizing she was flirting with him. He let his eyes move down and up over her body. His mood turning into boyish delight.
            “Gonna need more than just a good shot,” she said, walking ahead, her hips marching away.
            Tyler’s brain caught up with reality.
            “Well what would that entail?” He said, jogging to catch up with her.
***
            They moved from learning to shoot weapons to living with them like their life partner. 
            They cared for them better than they cared for themselves. A person might be able to jump in the mud, but you better pray you never dropped it in the mud.
            All fuck ups were imprinted with a liberal use of PT.
            Clearing a room of hostiles was easy in theory, in reality it took hours upon hours to become anything like proficient.
            The staff threw in boarding a combat shuttle, dropping from it, or exiting through its hatch.
            When in troop transport mode the cargo holds of the Cargo shuttles had four rows of seats, two back-to-back in the middle with the other two against the shuttle’s exterior wall.
            Jumping out of the shuttle’s hatches was easy. The hatches opened at the rear of the shuttle and you jumped off, hitting the ground rolling.
            Dropping was easier and faster.
            The harness that locked into their armor plates would pull them into standing position, the floor beneath their chair would open to the ground below. They’d drop, a wire thin as a pencil would wind out attached to the shuttle and the harness.
            The wire would plummet them fast, but not fast enough to make them mush on the ground.
            When they hit the ground the harness would cut the cord and fall off of their armor. There was a manual release that would cut the wire if the automatic systems didn’t work.
            It was nerve wracking as hell when the line didn’t disengage but training took over. No one fucked up too badly on dropping or clearing rooms.
            There had been five platoons when training started, there was three left. All of them had earned the right to be there. No matter where they came from they were the plain grey of the EMF.
            In Mark’s mind they all deserved to pass, but he knew that wouldn’t be the case.
            The staff faced the recruits, Mark stood in front of Two Platoon Two Section, Tyler in front of One and Alexis with Three.
            Captain Petrovick was in charge of all the recruits, he looked over them all, silence stretching as Mark’s back tightened up and he had to move his feet as blood pooled uncomfortably in his shoes.
            “Let’s see who survives to be Troopers, begin the final training exercise,” he walked away, the staff yelling their platoons into action.
            “Two Platoon, get your gear! You have ten minutes!” Fredrickson barked, her face hard lines and eyes.
            Tyler’s section led the way, Mark and Alexis following with their own.
            “Vests and helmets first!” Mark yelled, agreement came back as they rushed into the armory, their lockers opening showing their armor, helmet, weapons and rucksacks that carried extra ammunition, plus water and food paste.
            They pulled on their gear, calloused fingers used to the motions from discipline and training.
            Few spoke while they suited up. Only a few asking for help with a strap they couldn’t get, doing the same service to their friend afterwards.
            Before they wouldn’t have asked for help, they were proud members of varying gangs, different sectors, complexes, no one trusted anyone. Now they were troopers, trust was automatic, even if they were from another platoon or section they trusted them to have their back.
            “Two platoon get moving for the city!” Balhauser barked.
            People moved in a flurry of confusion, flashbacks of the first weeks coming to mind. No one wanted to be last.
            Mark pulled his helmet down, hearing it connect to the collar of his armor and smart clothes, ripping his rifle from its rack and moving to follow the others.
            “Get into sections!” He barked through the Platoon’s chat and his helmet’s speakers.
            People started moving automatically, they all knew their spots and who was around them, even in their armor. Only a few of them didn’t have their helmets and vests on.
            Most did and at least another piece of armor on their legs or arms.
            Mark got to two sections. Tyler rushed past getting to one and sorting them out. Two platoon was sorted out as they got to the hatch that would lead to the city scenario.
            “You think you’re going to just run across the planet! You’re going to need to have a combat shuttle to drop you in!” Lastrade yelled.
            Tyler led, heading for the simulated hangar deck a few decks above.
            One and three section filed into one combat shuttle as Mark filed onto another that was filled with a holographic weapons section. Hosting mortars, tripods for their repulsor’s and ‘screamers’, high velocity missiles.
            Mark counted everyone off slapping their back’s as they went past. He took the last seat on the craft, checking his rifle was slung and putting it on the clips near his stomach. He grabbed his harness and pulled it down.
            “Everyone good?” Mark asked, he got a list of green lights down the side of his HUD, all of them had their helmets. 
            Mark threw a stick of gum in his mouth as the ramps pulled up and the rear hatch closed.
            It took off, rising up and pushing forward.
           
Nice and smooth. Mark thought, soothing his mind.
            Some yelled out as they hit atmosphere.
            “Damn masochists!” Mark growled, getting a few laughs. They were in a tense situation, getting them to ease up would give them confidence.
            The buffeting was the universes’ worst turbulence, they rose up and dove down, while going side to side and moving in three hundred and sixty-degrees, the simulated pilot evading incoming fire.
            Thankfully those that did throw up got their helmets open to throw up into the grate running down the center of the seats.
            Mark chewed his gum with grim determination as his stomach lurched and butterflies filled him. His inner ear tried to convince him he was going to crash, the rest of his body wished they could murder his inner ear, and the simulated dickhead in the cockpit.
            The movement increased as they got lower, the enemy fire was more accurate at this level.
            More people threw up and Mark’s clothes chilled, air blowing on his face at a higher rate to fight his nausea.
            Seats moved and they were hoisted into the air and turned so they were all facing forward. They checked one another’s gear, the holographic Cargo Master checked Mark and the other three people on the end, holographic and not.
            Green lights came on as harnesses checked out.
            Doors opened below their feet, ground rushed past, lush forest and fields. The shuttle dove hard, pushing the recruits on a slight angle. They leveled and Mark was dropping through the air.
            He almost swallowed his gum, as soon as he was clear of the craft, the person in front of him was coming down. It looked like four waves of troopers descended.
            His helmet beeped telling him he was ten feet from the ground, his descent speed was good, he grabbed the manual release.
            It activated perfectly and he hit the ground, rolling and coming up with his weapon.
            He checked the area with his gun, using his gloves to manipulate the information. He’d get implants to make the whole thing faster when he became a trooper. 
            He picked a site two kilometers away from their drop point, sending it to the whole platoon.
            The last person dropped to the ground.
            “All around defense,” Mark said, the Section moved into a circle, they weren’t trusting the holograms that made their own circle.
            The combat shuttle’s engines were already fading away, the trees shaking.
            Mark had thought the trees and green of the planet interesting the first few times he’d been in the training area. Now they were just a new challenge, new opportunities.
            “Alright, move in fire teams. Bravo upfront with the pulse, Alpha on me behind them, Charlie, Delta and pulse trail. Move for the Platoon objective,” Mark said. Green lights filled his screen.
            “Move out,” Mark said, the repulsors moved to either side of the line as the rest of the section spread out, weapons section mimicked them, moving parallel.
***
            Fredrickson’s eyes returned to the room as she stopped using her implants.
            “Well this should be interesting,” she said, sipping coffee.
            “Better, win, I bet Ting thirty credits,” Balhauser said exhaling his fragrant smoke, his look of perpetual annoyance and weightlifting pucker would make most people think he was angry.
            Fredrickson had been around Balhauser for seven years, a lifetime in the EMF. She could see the glimmer of excitement in his eyes. They both knew their platoon had what it took. At this point they wouldn’t be happy to lose people. Once someone was broken here they were no use as a trooper. 
            If you said you couldn’t crack it once, then it was all the easier to fail again. Fredrickson and Balhauser were not in the practice of letting failures through their training.
            Their Platoon had regrouped and moved towards the city. Their helmets relayed their positions back to the staff. The recruits were moving into the city trying to find enemy positions.
            Fredrickson knew there was a whole other platoon in those cities. 
            “The Four to one rule,” she sighed, drinking more coffee.
            “If there’s three or less enemy dug in, use a section. A section’s dug in, use a platoon. A platoon’s dug in, use a company,” Balhauser recited from memory. “At least they’ll understand the reason behind the four to one rule.”
            An alert came up on Fredrickson’s HUD.
            “Looks like they requested air support,” she said looking to Balhauser.
            “Victor brothers?” Balhauser asked.
            “Yeah, Mark, Tyler’s scouting with his people.”
            “Those two are scary, pulled some files from goings on in Westerly Three Complex. Seems that they are two rather deadly criminals few hope to cross, diablo and SWAS. Diablo’s a bigger brute who loves to fight. SWAS is a sniper, uses a bolt action. They say he can kill people even in the middle of a category five sandstorm,” Balhauser looked to Fredrickson, the two of them sharing a knowing look.
            “SWAS?” Fredrickson asked.
            “Serviced With A Smile, cause he’s good looking, and can service any target anywhere,” Balhauser let out a snort. “I don’t think it’s about his prowess in bed, though recruit Alexis Xin would beat the crap out of him and anyone he was caught in bed with.”
            “When did you figure out they were an item?” Fredrickson laughed.
            “Clearing rooms, I told them to stack up behind one another with twats and twigs to ass. I swear they were in one another’s underwear,” Balhauser laughed, shaking his head and smoking.
            Fredrickson laughed as well, Balhauser had a way with words.
***
            The city was like every other colony city.
            In the center were the tallest and oldest towers, other towers spiraled around the central tower, each shorter with each new building project. Polished steel and the crystal matrix, which substituted glass, shone in the light. 
            Mark heard the shuttle’s work rather than actually see anything. A simulation could only do so much.
            “Get into the city, spread out!” Mark said, the green dots of his platoon turning and heading for the city, the shuttle was five minutes early.
            The Weapons detail opened up with their mortars, mounted repulsors and screamers.
            Mark was out and running across the cleared ground towards the city, there was just five hundred meters, half of what it would actually be on a colonist planet.
            “Shift out, don’t group up!” Mark yelled, people pushed apart as they ran.
            “Contact!” Alexis yelled from Mark’s right, her section slowing as they fired.
            “Fire and keep moving. Repulsors, give those fuckers something to worry about!” Mark said, people’s markers disappearing on his HUD as the defenders picked them off.
            He gritted his teeth and kept running, scanning the windows for weapons fire.
            “Mark targets!” Tyler said, red halos started appearing, guiding fire onto their positions.
            Chai Tea apparently caught a round in the head, swearing he laid down on the ground.
            Mark couldn’t focus on that, instead he scanned the buildings.
           
There’s going to be no one left by the time we get to the city. Mark thought, chewing his gum in anger.
            Mark saw a window shot apart as two more went down.
            “Pulser!” Mark said, haloing the target, he fired his under barrel grenade launcher into the building. Others with sights on the repulsor’s position opened fire.
            The oncoming fire stopped.
            Mark looked at his overlay, fourteen were dead, five wounded. They were getting slapped.
            “Tyler get your section to make entry on the nearest tower,” Mark said, they were just a hundred meters from the city.
            “Rog,” Tyler said as a way point appeared.
            Tyler’s section barely slowed, smashing through the nearest access door, barreling into the lower levels and spreading out.
            Mark was right behind his section. They’d done clearing rooms nonstop. The lower levels of a tower were all the same, lobby faced towards the central tower, three desks lay in a rough U shape. At each corner of the U there were stairs that led up to elevators and a corridor that led to more elevators and the offices and work spaces that were used to maintain the tower.
            They were coming in through the access door to the right of the lobby, through what looked to be a water purification system.
            “Xin, set up a casualty area and get us control of the tower, SWAS keep moving forward, will support,” Mark said.
            Two green lights lit up on the top of his HUD. 
             “CS four-nine moving off of position,” the pilot cut into Mark’s thoughts.
            Mark greened up, acknowledging their message and checked the weapons detail, they were down to two shooters.
            “Cease fire and look to your wounded. Be prepared to give fire support if requested,” Mark said.
            He pushed the info off of his HUD and headed in behind the latest group waiting for the lead person’s request for support.
            It wasn’t long before they were running through an office, passing troopers watching the lobby’s entry and the elevator banks.
            They swept into rooms, weapons up and ready as they moved through the office cubicles, simple constructs that had been around since the twentieth century, just with holographic screens that flickered with projected light.
            The building shook.
            “Got incoming for the lobby, weapons detail supporting,” Yilmaz said.
            Mark could hear his people returning fire trough the walls.
            “We need to secure this floor and now, toss mines on the entrances, our people need our help,” Mark said to the platoon.
            The ear splitting shriek of a screamer ended in the ground shaking and a number of markers in the lobby changed colors. Mark grimaced, Alexis’ marker disappeared, they were down to nineteen people still able to fight.
***
            Lastrade, Fei, Fredrickson and Balhauser watched the mess’s screens; each showed a different platoon fighting it out.
            The rest of the training staff were also watching the videos.
            Xin had gone down but they were fighting on, supporting the fighters in the lobby and pulling people back to the casualty area where the people who did the best on their first aid course were patching people up as best as possible.
            Ammunition and medical supplies were pulled from the dead and pushed up.
            The first floor was clear and a pitched battle was going on in the lobby. 
            Tyler was trying to get Combat Shuttle support as he accessed the tower’s controls, entering codes that would give him control of the tower’s systems.
            CS was unavailable but he still got the control systems.
            “Not bad,” Fei said, high praise as another breath of smoke drifted up to the mess’s fans.
            “Ting better give me my creds,” Balhauser said.
            Fredrickson felt a smile on her lips even as her eyes flicked between the attackers and defenders.
            The defenders had reacted to her platoon’s attack and moved in to counterattack. The problem was they were now in the open with only transport vehicles, cabs and an array of trees and planters for cover and the attackers were now the defenders.
            Fortunately for them, they had set up fire support to cover their movements which was turning the lobby into hell.
***
            “Moving to the third floor, get an angle on the fire support,” Tyler said, scanning cameras as he locked down the tower and made sure there was no one on the second or third floor.
            A green light showed Mark understood. He’d moved to the lobby and offices. Coordinating the efforts there.
            Tyler rushed past heading for a stairwell. Red tracers crossed through the air, sending parts of the wall spraying across the lobby and tearing into the haggard desks Mark and the remains of one and three section hid behind.
            Tyler heard another screamer hit the lobby.
            He flinched but didn’t act on his impulse, Mark’s best chance was if he got to the third floor and killed the fourth section who were all using repulsors and had items like mortars and screamer missiles. Most people just called them weapons detachment instead of four section.
            Ecke, rammed the stairwells door open.
            “Clear, covering down,” Ecke said, the rest of the section flowed in and headed up, their weapons searching for targets as they moved quickly, knowing their brothers and sisters were relying on them but not wanting to fuck up and put those around them in danger.
            Someone opened the second floor door and tossed mini mines behind it before they continued to the third floor, Ecke acted as last man, making sure nothing came from below, all that was down there was the cryo pods for the non-combatants.
            They weren’t going to take the chance there wasn’t anyone down there.
            Tyler emerged on the third floor, seeing the red E-12 tracer fire below.
            “Fornuk, find yourself a position to hammer the fuck out of those weapons Det cunts. Everyone else, we’re going to break the windows and bomb them back to the fucking Stone Age. Charlie fire team. I want you to start getting fire into the attackers moving through the streets.” Greens lit up Tyler’s face.
            People moved along the windows, pushing desks and cubicles out of their way to make better positions. Others pushed bedroom or living room furniture, these towers weren’t just offices but living spaces thrown together. They spread out through an office area and half of a housing unit, waiting.
            “On my mark,” Tyler said, shifting his rifle in his shoulder, checking the ammo count on his HUD and the positioning of everyone.
            “Three, two, one, mark!” Tyler aimed at the enemy weapons Det’s haloed positions, firing a burst and kicking the window. It shattered massive sheets falling towards the ground below.
            He didn’t pause, eyeing the other building and putting a string of grenades into the floor the weapons Det owned.
            He ducked into cover as fire started coming back, explosions were going off across the opposite tower’s floors, windows blowing out as fires could be seen inside.
            The weapons Det’s fire cut off as Tyler slapped a new magazine into his grenade launcher.
            “Alpha, Fornuk, switch to targets on the ground,” Tyler said.
            The opposing recruits had their shit together and were now returning fire at Tyler’s section.
            They were trying to withdraw but they were learning how withdrawing under fire was hell.
            “Moving up,” Mark said over the platoon channel.
            Tyler saw he was moving through the lobby; the attacking platoon had been caught out in the open.
            Tyler’s section sent plunging fire into their ranks.
            Tyler willed one and two section on, there were just six of them now working in pairs, pushing out into the street, the enemy troopers being haloed by Tyler’s sensors.
            Anywhere Tyler saw movement he popped a grenade off at it.
            “Watch for friendlies,” Tyler said, waiting as Mark’s people got to the cars.
            “Switch to rounds, watch your shots,” Tyler said, switching to three round burst. Three rounds loaded into the barrel, firing so fast that the recoil only hit after the third round.
           
Fucking A. Tyler thought as three rounds cut hit a runner, they looked like they were going to throw their gun in frustration before thinking otherwise and lying down.
            Tyler smiled and looked for more targets, there was less than a section left, but they were fighting for all they were worth.
            Tyler’s section got them pinned down behind a large transport. Tracers hammering into its frame or whizzing off.
            “Grenade!” Mark said, he and the remaining two tossed grenades around the truck, they went off, shaking the truck. 
            Mark and one other rounded the truck, their guns fired, red halos evaporating.
            “End Simulation,” the simulations monotone female voice said.
            The street became boxes instead of vehicles and the towers lost their windows, displays and tech, all of it had been holographically projected.
            The ‘dead’ started rising and heading towards their section leaders.
            Tyler slumped down in an office chair, feeling drained.
            “Report to the armories for resupply and redeployment,” Fredrickson’s voice came through their helmets.
            Mark threw down a new way point and they started to move.
            “You heard the sergeant, we ain’t done yet,” Mark said.
            Sighs and complaints came back but they started moving for the elevators. It was going to be a long ten day.
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            Mark looked around at his platoon, all of them were slumped in some kind of position pouring ration paste down their throats and drinking from their canteens.
           
If you don’t need to stand, sit, if you don’t need to sit, lie down, if you don’t need to be awake, take a nap.
            They’d done two battles a day, they’d all gone down and had to change their tactics. They looked forward to defending to grab just a handful of minutes to sleep. This was the first time they had been ordered to eat, the rest of the time they ate through their helmet’s tubes.
            They weren’t humans anymore, but automatons that reacted to words of command. They weren’t humans, they were troopers, creations that looked like humans but could live on nothing and still carry out their mission. They would die in droves, they could fail, but they, or another trooper would win.
            It was a kind of power that not many would understand. That even if you fell, you would live through those that followed and carried out your mission, your revenge.
            Being a trooper wasn’t for everyone.
            Thirty-six had started, seven had tapped the armory door.
            “Get that in you, hurry up about it, we still have one more day to go!” Balhauser said, walking around them.
            Mark swore that this was the last day, he poured the rest of the faintly salty, faintly sweet paste in his mouth, swallowing it down with a drag of water.
            He stowed the paste tube away, garbage was an easy way to detect if humans had been in an area on colony worlds. Everything was recycled on them, no one littered except people from Earth.
            The Platoon’s training staff, Warrant Odal and Second Lieutenant Mitchell stood waiting for them to get into formation. It didn’t take long, moving without thinking into their places.
            Mitchell stepped forward, looking at them all. Rank was dictated by two things, time in and merit, or brown nosing like it was your day job. Mitchell’s hard brown eyes, the scars on his face and neck even the way he walked showed how he had got his rank.
            School and education didn’t get you status here, the EMF taught you all you needed to know, surviving was the only test you needed to take.
            “You all have one more day to go, then you can wear the tattoo of the EMF with pride and be called troopers.” Mitchell looked around, probably letting their sleep fucked brains understand what in the fuck letters and sentences were.
            “You have broken bones, been stabbed, slashed, fought for days on end and applied first aid in the most realistic manner possible save actual combat. We use an old saying in the Troopers, the more blood and sweat you lose in training, the less on the battlefield.”
            Mitchell waved Lastrade forward, he had an E-12 in his hands.
            “I have yet to meet someone that has not been shot while in the field, so today you will be shot. It won’t kill you but you will know what being shot feels like and not panic when it happens for real. Shock kills ninety-five percent, if you know what that pain is, you can turn it into action. Think don’t just react.” Mitchell looked over everyone.
            “Who wants to go first,” Mitchell asked.
            Mark stepped forward, Alexis, Tyler and the others did so as well, a few hesitated. While they might be pale as the ghost of Christmas past they were troopers to the end. They would endure, a bullet would hurt, but they would survive and they would fight.
            Mitchell smiled, it was the first time Mark had seen him do so.
            “Lastrade, looks like Mark is going first,” Mitchell said.
            “Stand in front of the wall,” Lastrade said, pointing at the simulation city wall they had been sitting against.
            “Take off your leg armor, you pick,” Lastrade said.
            Qui who had been with the training staff now moved to Mark’s side as Mark pulled off his left leg’s armor.
            Qui checked the leg and put an X on the side of Mark’s leg.
            “Turn it juust, so,” Qui said, Mark’s unarmored leg turned away from Lastrade.
            “You ready?” Lastrade asked.
            “Do it,” Mark said, putting weight on his right leg releasing the tension in his left. It was hard to make it relax but he knew tensing would only make it worse.
            Lastrade kneeled, his gun steadying.
            Mark was about to ask him if he was going to shoot anytime soon when the rifle cracked and Mark’s left calf disintegrated.
            He screamed, pushing off with his right backwards into the sand.
            Qui was there, saying things slamming needles into Mark’s leg a length of bandage coming out and going around his leg.
            “Tyler, next,” Fredrickson said.
            Even through the swearing and pain Mark heard Lastrade talking.
            “The reason you’ll get a round in your leg is because a round anywhere will most likely cause you to die or need to be replaced by a limb printer. We’re using non-shatter rounds here and less propellant. If we did, your leg would come off and the shattering rounds could kill you.” Lastrade’s gun barked as it sent Tyler into the dust.
            Two medics with a stretcher grabbed Mark and took him off. Mark saw that the stretcher bearers had hidden behind the wall, but were now ready to pull out the newly shot recruits to the medical bays.
            “Just stings a little, you can do it!” Mark said through gritted teeth, hoping his words were enough to push them all through the test.
           
How the fuck are we going to be able to fight tomorrow.
            Even with the pain the meds started working and he went to sleep, he knew he’d need it after they fixed his leg.
            They pulled him into the med-bay the change in lights waking him up. They rolled him onto a table, his face down and his leg exposed and went right back to sleep, he felt an itch in his calf but it wasn’t enough to keep him awake.
            “Mark!” Someone yelled, sleep was forgotten memories coming back as Mark sat on the bed, he got off of it, seeing Balhauser waiting.
            “Get to the armories for ammunition and your armor,” Balhauser said.
            “Sergeant,” Mark acknowledged, his left calf was weak, but it functioned, he jogged off, getting a feel for his fixed limb. Making it into the armory.
            Fredrickson and Fei were waiting for him.

            Fredrickson held a gun with a wide mouth on it.
            “Welcome to the EMF trooper,” Fredrickson said.
            Mark looked at the two of them waiting for the joke. Their grinning faces didn’t show a hint of malice.
            “Get out of your gear and take your shirt off for your tattoo,” she said.
            “Yes Sergeant,” Mark said breaking into a smile. He couldn’t believe he’d made it, he’d thought he’d be relieved, and he was, but more than that he was damned proud to be asked to wear that tattoo.
            He stripped out of his gear storing it in his rack. He pulled off his shirt, with all of the Physical Training and custom diet he had filled out his large frame and added hard earned muscle.
            He stood about a half foot taller than Fredrickson, tall and heavy without being a muscle bound creation. She pressed the gun to his arm, pulling the trigger, it stung but it was nothing compared to getting shot in the leg.
            He looked at the tattoo, it showed Earth with twelve stars underneath to symbolize the colonies, his service number laid under that. Two E-12 rifles crossed over it all, the sigil of an EMF trooper.
            Tyler came in next looking at them all and Mark admiring his tattoo.
            “Well fuck,” Tyler said, he and Mark shared a grin, they’d done it.
            Tyler got his tattoo. The whole platoon did, no one opted out, Alexis had made someone hold her in place but she’d had her calf shot out as well.
            They milled around in the locker room, admiring their tattoos.
            “You’re entitled to three days’ liberty, use them wisely, get your calves trained up. The messes will be open for you to grab a beer and relax. I don’t want to have to drag anyone out. If I do then you’re going into the cryo and you’ll wake up with the universes worst hangover,” Fredrickson said, making sure her words sunk in.
            “Now get out of my sight!” She said.
            “Sarge, I was wondering if I could stay awake, get my leg trained up and read up on a few things,” Mark said.
            “Knock yourself out, there are some medics awake at all times, you’ll get reduced pay and it won’t count as time on your contract, but do as you want,” Fredrickson shrugged.
            “Thanks Sergeant,” Mark said turning and leaving with the rest of his platoon for a shower and a cold beer.
            After the showers Mark didn’t miss Tyler and Alexis sneaking off, he had an almost pre-natural skill at knowing where his brother was.
            He felt happy for them, before he might have been scared that Alexis was trying to lure him away to plant a blade in his back. After training he knew Alexis much better than that. She was the little sister he had never had and he could see she was smitten with Tyler.
            Mark smiled, a touch of sadness in it, not for them, but for himself. He had regularly bed women on Earth and there were a few girls he was interested in, but he found it hard to invest in a woman more than just sex.
            He was a lonely and focused man. He did what he had to, he knew that if he got close to someone then he would be constantly worrying about them, he already worried about Tyler constantly and he could handle himself.
           
A girlfriend was just another way to get hurt. Mark thought.
            “Beer?” Moe, a large dark skinned man asked, no one was skinny anymore, lean yes, but all had a healthy slab of muscle. 
            “Yeah,” Mark said, pushing those thoughts to the back of his mind.
***
            “What’s up?” Tyler asked as soon as they got to the library, a data repository filled with nooks and cranies for people to access information, and where a number of more private but no less informative meetings were held.
            Troopers were a lonely group, few interacted with them other than the strippers and hookers on Resolute or Strike station.
            Troopers might die any day so few looked down on relationships with any sort of disdain. What you did and who you did on your own time was your business as long as it didn’t fuck with your job.
            Tyler and Alexis’ growing interest with one another had started with simple talking, they had been around one another more than they’d been around most others.
            They were from the same area and the stuff about the gangs brought them closer rather than further apart. Alexis had jumped gangs a number of times, losing another was kind of rough, but the EMF had given her a new gang and people she could trust to have her back.
            Tyler was focused when in battle, but sweet, almost boyish and free when he had free time.
            Alexis’ walls had broken down with every smile and joke they shared.
            Now they were sitting in the library, a place they’d visited a few times to enjoy the others lips, the urgency of their bodies pressing against one another but never passing an unspoken boundary.
            Tyler was fine with that, and that made Alexis want him even more than before. She could already feel heat spreading across her body, hungry for his touch, his lips. The feeling of his hard body against her own.
           
So much for the cold shower helping! She thought, smiling.
            Tyler caught the expression with an eyebrow rising with the side of his mouth in a way that made her want to give in and kiss him.
            She pressed those feelings down, she needed to do this even if it was difficult. She looked away, his hand rested on her arm, reassuring rather than pressuring.
            “I don’t know if I can do this,” she said.
            His hand slowed for a moment before continuing.
            “Why?” He asked, thoughtful rather than condescending.
            “Because I can’t share,” she said, looking to him.
            Her guts were a ball of emotions burning like acid through her stomach, till she saw his brow pulled down in confusion. That combined with his opening and closing mouth like a fish trying to form words as his brain had short circuited, drove her to laughter. 
           
God he’s so cute and careless.
            “Um, so, ah what does that mean?” He finally asked go with the most neutral answer he could think of.
            “You’ve seen it, the way the other girls look at you, the way they flirt with you,” she said.
            “Yes, I’m not that blind,” he said.
            “So you’ll want to go and do them as well,” Alexis said.
            “Nope, not really,” Tyler said shrugging.
            “What?” Alexis asked, her turn to look puzzled.
            “Sure they’re good looking girls, but they don’t have your fire or determination. They don’t have that inner hardness that comes from being in the gangs as soon as you were old enough. You’re not a lady, you’re a woman, and that’s much sexier than a few looks.” His tone became lower and huskier his fingers moved over her arm in loops “Have you seen a mirror, the way you fill out smart clothes,” His fingers trailed up her arm as he spoke, giving her a wink.
            Familiar heat flushed over her body and colored her cheeks.
            “I couldn’t handle seeing you with anyone else. Especially if you were willing to become mine,” Tyler said.
            “You’re bad,” she said, not caring how her own voice had become husky, as she leaned in closer.
            “Oh so bad,” he said winking, that boyish smile playing across his face.
            She leaned in, pushing him back on the love seat, arching her body so it pressed against his.
            Their breaths mingled, lips just inches away from one another.
            “Mine?” She asked, pushing off of him and tracing her finger over his chest.
            “Yours, if you’ll be mine,” he said as she could feel his excitement.
            “All yours,” she replied, her will falling apart as her body came back down on his, their lips coming together.
            His arms wrapped around her, pulling her to him.
            He picked her up and leaned her back so he was now over her, their lips coming together with slow luxuriates repetition. His lips travelled down along her neck, caressing every arch with careful patience.
            She arched in wanton release.
           
I could get used to this, she thought as she nibbled on his earlobe, his body and muscles quivering as her own.
            “These smart clothes are rather restrictive don’t you think?” She said.
            “That a hint?” He asked, his voice low and husky with tension.
            “Maybe,” she answered bringing his head down and kissing his neck.
            He basked in that feeling for a few moments before his finger found the sealing line, he traced it down, her blouse coming apart, cold air playing on her bodies sweat.
            Lips followed the line, the two became lost in one another’s bodies, hot breath, moans and touches.
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            Mark, Tyler and Alexis as well as a few others spent a few months working on expanding their knowledge, with everything and anything they could find from tactics to weapons to fighting styles and using their implants. They hadn’t been able to use their augments before.
Augments increased their natural abilities or added assistance to get the most out of their bodies. There were chemical pumps that could keep them in a state of alert for days, or medical augments that could fight off disease, or help heal wounds. There were others for helping fix broken bones, or turn off a person’s inner ear so they didn’t get sick on exiting and entering atmosphere.
Implants were the only other tech that could be stuck in your body, they interfaced with the user and could be used to give and receive data, like subvocal implants, or HUD’s that linked to the user’s optical nerves. With a helmet neither Mark or Tyler wanted to spend money on them.
Augments were the most expensive things to buy, the model Richter had given them was one of the most advanced medical augments that would look to keeping them alive and functioning even with really bad wounds. Implants wouldn’t help out in any way.
            Tyler and Mark had pooled their money for Alexis’ augments, calling them a birthday present. 
            Mark saw how Alexis and Tyler looked at one another, it wasn’t just physical. They were closer than Mark was with Tyler. 
            Instead of being angry or jealous he was happy for the two of them. He just had to make sure he did everything in his power to look after the two.
            They’d all been unhappy when they made their way to ‘the spine’. The central area that ran the length of the ship and carried all of the lower ranked personnel’s cryo-pods. 
The higher up officers had their own place in officer territory of the ship and the ship’s crew were close to the bridge in case they needed to be woken in emergency. They found their empty pods, passing rows of sleeping troopers, waiting to wake up in Sacremon System.
            Mark got in his pod, the medic giving him cryo-injections. He immediately felt the sleepiness wash over him as Tyler and Alexis kissed one another.
            He’d commented how it looked like they were trying to resuscitate one another with mouth to mouth.
            Alexis gave him the middle finger, making him laugh as the medic’s injections made him feel cold and heavy, settling into his pod. 
Some thirty-three years and thirteen lightyears later…
            “Move it troopers, it's about time you earned your damned pay!” Someone yelled as Mark's body came back online, he stepped out of his alcove feeling like a limp noodle. He pulled his smart clothes on with numb fingers as he looked around blearily.
            His smart cloth and chip linked up, a one-line rank tab appeared on his shoulder as Victor scrawled across his nametape.
            “Move it Victor, you’re damned big ass is holding everyone up!” Sergeant Pullo by his name tape and the two lines above a plain dot, said, he clearly wasn't happy with his performance.
            “Yes sergeant,” Mark mumbling through the words as he got his legs moving through the flow of people.
            A scrawl of written information appeared in his sight. While he had been sleeping the cryo chamber had done a full medical on him, and plugged in all the augments, implants and enhancements into his body.
            Other people who clearly hadn't been listening to their training staff were howling in confusion as they started seeing things.
            Veterans pushed past them as training staff barked them back into order. They would have time to adjust later, right now the EMF needed their slab of meat moving and ready to carry out orders.
            “Fuck, I feel worse than that time at Barry's after the sanders gang,” Tyler said from behind Mark.
            “Bout damned time you woke up,” Mark said, seeing that Alexis was also following him. “What squad you guys got?” He asked, not even pausing his jog.
            “Second division, fourth regiment, Charlie company first platoon third section,” Tyler rattled off, Alexis was in the same Division but in second regiment.
            Mark was in Bravo Company.
            “Who’s in Charlie Company here?” Mark asked. A few heads turned and Mark moved to those people.
            “What platoon are you in?' He asked, going from person to person.
            It took some time before he found someone going to Tyler's section, when he did he used his implants to transfer orders with them. It was an odd feeling using his eyes to change commands.
            “What the hell you do that for?” The person asked as their HUD updated with the new section they were reporting to.
            “Just wanted to stay with my bro,” Mark shrugged running off.
            “Get yah both damned killed anyway,” the man growled.
            “Someone's not a morning person,” Tyler said, his voice quiet enough so it wouldn't carry as they moved on.
            They moved out into the massive floor that was configured to look and act like Sacremons’ environment.
            “See you guys at chow,” Alexis said, waving and going off to her platoon.
            “Don't get too attached,” Mark warned.
            “Well we're not exactly doing that ourselves,” Tyler said giving Mark a knowing look.
           
You did just force someone to change their orders with you so you could be with your bro.
            Mark shrugged and moved into place.
            The veterans looked at them as if they were some new kind of species that they had been told about, but were still wondering if they themselves were real.
            “So nice for you to join us Victor and... Victor,” Sergeant Pullo said. He was the one who had been kicking Mark's ass out of the cryo chamber had somehow beaten them onto the main floor. Sergeant Pullo had light brown hair cut down to a fuzz, blue eyes and a strong chin. His body had the weight of someone that had gained their muscle through hard work.
            Right now those blue eyes thinned as he was probably realizing that one of them had switched with someone else.
            “Your big damned bastards, what CEO chucked you out of mega-city?” The sergeant asked.
            Mark and Tyler thought themselves past that kind of name-calling, but here, just like in the slums they would have to prove themselves in order to get past the most annoying ribbing.
            Neither of them rose to the bait and the Sergeant quickly moved on.
            “First we're going to go down to the chow hall before everyone else crams in the damned thing, we'll continue our briefing there. Turn to your right, and we're jogging.” Everyone moved in a jogging column of three right into an elevator which took them to one of the three massive messes that served the three full-strength divisions aboard Reclaimer.
            “You looked at the most recent tachyon transmissions?” One of the veterans, his name tape labelling him as Gupta, asked his friend Simmons.
            Gupta was shorter than Mark, but he was heavily tanned with black hair, a plain face and had muscles that spoke of hard work.
            Simmons had a similar physical build, but she was also taller than Gupta, had red hair pulled back in a ponytail and sharp features.
            “Yeah, using fucking kid fighters, they're the worst. They can get in small spaces and will fight to the end,” Simmons remarked, she didn't sound upset about the enemy using kids, rather the fact that kids could be a bigger pain in the ass to kill than adults.
            Mark shrugged it off. He had killed someone that was trying to stab him and Tyler in the night when he was nine. There was little room for political correctness within Earth and Her Colonies. Kids got used for labor and any jobs that cut costs for CEO's. Unions and labor laws, none of them were adhered to on the colonies, on Earth they were a forgotten memory.
            The health and safety of the twentieth century had gone tits up when the economies of western nations tanked. The corporations sucked the nation’s dry and started setting up their own independent trading houses. When the rest of the world tried to take over the companies that were making more money than any other country, corporations shut off their companies products to their attackers.
            The attacks died overnight and corporations used their new-found power to do what they had always done, get politicians to see the world according to their view.
            With their new power and wealth, many politicians saw how things were going and let their greed take them. Governments that had been enemies for as long as history could remember, played nice and Earth's government came into fruition.
            The corporations were so entwined with government that 'elections' were basically companies trying to find someone that would be agreeable to helping their economy grow. Every CEO tried to get their person on Earth's throne to get them a position of power and open to the most lucrative contracts that Earth and Her Colonies offered.
            Mark and Tyler heaped food onto their plates and started to look around for a free table.
            “Sit with the section,” Gupta said, heading for the section's table, people were already lining up at the multiple dinner lines while the mess filled up.
            Sergeant Pullo sat in the middle of the table, people dug into their food with gusto.
            “Nothing like deep sleep to give a man an appetite!” Xiao said, shovelling food into his face.
            “Pssht, would hardly call you a man,” Simmons said, grins appearing while Xiao was unable to retaliate because of his mouth full of food.
            Mark and Tyler sunk into their food, taking their time, both of them remembered their first meal on Reclaimer, they'd never seen so much food before and people had gorged themselves so much that they'd thrown up. The run after that meal had been a disgusting affair.
            Tyler and Mark's stomachs were now accustomed to change, and their growing bodies needed every damned calorie they could pack in.
            “Alright, listen in,” Pullo said swallowing whatever he'd been munching on.
            “We're going through standard training,” there were groans from everyone as he continued. “We'll do some shooting tests, all systems from E-12s to Repulsors. Then its drills, I want to know how everyone's gear is by tomorrow. We'll be doing maintenance till we make planet fall. We've got a week to go before we're above Sacremon.” His head swiveled to Mark and Tyler who hadn't stopped putting food in their faces as they listened.
            “Listen to everything this lot says, most of its crap, but sometimes they pull something out of their asses.” That got a few laughs from around the table.
            Mark just nodded.
            “First thing. There ain't no gangs up here, there's just us looking out for one another and everyone else trying to kill us. This is your life now, get used to it quick. If I hear you starting shit I will come down on you like a goddamn orbital strike, am I understood?” Pullo's voice had a hint of iron to it. This was not a man to cross.
            “Understood Sergeant,” Tyler said, Mark nodding his agreement.
            “Good, I don't know how you both got in my section but I don't care, you pull your weight and you might make it to a full line after this mess.”
            “What's the situation looking like on the ground. I heard that they've been working on training up the kids,” Gupta asked, Mark realized that he was a master corporal, the second in command of this merry little section.
            The atmosphere was tense as Pullo nodded.
            “Yeah they've got ankle biters, they've also been working on making better weapons and they're hiding in the factories,” Complaints rose from around the table.
            “Soo no orbital bombardment,” Simmons said.
            “That is a big N-O,” Pullo said. “Most times we don’t even drop on the planet. These guys seem to have a bone to pick with the corporations so we're going to be dropping in. Probably hot and then it's our job to subdue the local population.” There were sounds of annoyance. They just wanted to visit a system, get them back in line and piss off. Having to fight it out, that was a hassle.
            “Hopefully we can pull an Eridani, secure the food production areas and starve them out,” Pullo said, talking about the only other action that Reclaimer had been involved in since being created. To the people of Reclaimer it had been just a few months ago. To the rest of the universe it had been nearly seventy years ago. 
            The reason they needed recruits was to make up their losses from the planet. They’d gone off and drank at Resolute station then gone right back into cryo-pods, sleeping the thirty-two years it took to get to Sacremon. 
            No one disagreed, but no one seemed to try and agree with him immediately.
            “Anyway the higher ups are figuring out a plan and we should have our marching orders soon enough. We've got another ten minutes till we've got to report for weapon training.” People doubled the speed at which they ate. Pullo quickly joined them.
            An annoying warning note went off on their implants. They vacated the table, other sections did the same, dumping their uneaten food into one receptacle and putting their trays on a conveyor belt.
            It still hurt Mark to see that food being dumped into the chute, though he'd been told by his training Sergeant that there were more things to worry about than food while in the service to the EMF.
            “Grab your assigned rifle and get up on the firing line,” a bored looking Company Sergeant Major said, they were signified by a circle on their arm with a 'C' in its centre.
            “Gupta get them going through drills. I'll observe.” Pullo's eyes fell to Mark and Tyler, making clear that his 'observing' was going to be making sure that they weren't crap.
            Tyler grinned to Mark mischievously as if asking Mark if he wanted to show Pullo their real skills.
            Mark let out a small laugh.
            “Guns aren't something to laugh about Mark,” Pullo said, his tone warning and his arms crossed as he tried to impress how displeased he was with their performance so far.
            “No Sergeant,” Mark said grabbing his rifle, checking it with quick and precise actions of someone that had been handling weapons for almost as long as he could remember.
            “So, four hundred or five,” Tyler asked doing the same with his rifle.
            “Want to try for six?” Mark asked.
            Tyler looked down at the rifle he was carrying with his one hand.
            “Easy enough, no wind, the centrifugal force might be a bit odd,” Tyler said.
            “Perfectionist,” Mark said. His brother was the best shot that he had ever seen, but he was also damned picky with making sure everything was juuuust right for him to take a shot.
            The firing lines were simple segregated areas; each was about four people big to allow room for a variety of weapons to be shot.
            They got magazines as they entered the range and spread down the sections' lanes.
            “We'll have a familiarization shoot first of all. Choose your target range, load and fire in your own time.” Mark and Tyler were next to one another. Mark used the panel of his lane to change the distance of his target, it didn't actually move further away, but it got smaller so it appeared to be further away.
            He slapped his magazine into the bull-pup rifle, and pulled the bolt under the weapons configurable sight to the rear, he lay down, focusing on his breathing, rolling his shoulders as he dug his elbows into the little rise in the floor, rotated his shoulder to pinch the rifle more and tilted his leg to make breathing easier.
            Guns chattered up and down the range, repulsors sounded like the universes loudest and fastest nailgun, simulated grenade launchers thumped and cracked, shaking the floor.
            Mark squeezed the firing stud, the gun surprising him as it went off. He continued plinking away at the target, aiming at the white splotch of skin that was his targets neck.
            Other people were blowing their mags off on full auto at close range.
            Mark moved through his target methodically, changing from the neck to the target's left elbow, then groin, then knees and up the other side and into what was supposed to be its visor.
            His bolt stayed open as his implant told him to reload in red capital letters.
            Mark ejected the magazine and inserted a new one in a few moments.
            “On this firing line we don't load until we're told to,” Pullo said with a reproving tone.
            Mark pulled out his magazine, irked by the need for him to wait for commands.
           
It's reload or die on a battlefield. Being used to taking my time with reloading is idiotic.
            “They're done finally,” Pullo said, apparently Mark and Tyler were the last two firing. The virtual target appeared in front of the stalls not even a meter away.
            Gupta came down, looking at Tyler's while Pullo looked over Mark's.
            Pullo looked at the collection of rounds which were less than ten centimeters apart on all of the vital areas.
            “Looks like you missed some,” Pullo said, looking at the large holes at the center of the weak areas.
            “I don't think I did Sergeant,” Mark said.
            Pullo quirked an eyebrow and looked to the screen which Mark had used to set the target.
            He made a thoughtful noise as he walked out of his stall and into Tyler's. He and Gupta moved to the rear of the firing line having a quiet but serious talk. Everyone shot glances at them, wondering what they were talking about.
            Gupta and Pullo finished their talk and came back to Mark and Tyler.
            “What gang were you two with?” Gupta asked.
            “Westerly-Three-complex.” Tyler said proudly. Neither Gupta nor Pullo looked impressed.
            “Who taught you how to shoot?” Pullo asked.
            “Our boss, though you may know him as Captain Richter,” Mark said. This made Gupta and Pullo look at one another with interest.
            “Bald dude with a lot of scars?” Gupta asked.
            “Yeah,” Mark said.
            Gupta looked to Pullo.
            “Well it looks like Richter screwed us,” Gupta said.
            Pullo sighed.
            “What are we going to do?” Gupta asked.
            “Nothing we can do, these things are recorded and stuck to a person's file as good as your ident chip is buried in your skin,” Pullo said.
            “Is something wrong Sergeant?” Mark asked, confused by Gupta and Pullo's talk.
            “With scores that you two just pulled our section's stats are going to rise above the BM which is going to make us get pushed to take on harder and shittier missions.”
            “BM Sergeant?”
            “Bare Minimum, doing anything more than the requirements will get you two flagged right off, then cause your squads overall stats to become higher. The officers only see a group with ratings, a group with low ratings can be really good, but they keep their stats low so they don't get picked for the shitty missions that they might have a chance of completing. Just try to miss a few shots, pick a place on the wall and hit that instead of the target,” Pullo said, sounding resigned. Gupta shook his head and walked back down the line.
            “Alright let's get through these firing tests BM style,” Gupta said as he walked back down the firing line.
            Mark and Tyler looked to one another, shrugging and turning back to their targets. Pullo told them what to do, whether it was running or doing push ups and then shooting at the targets, quietly reminding them to hit the wall when they fell into the practice of hitting their target too many times.
            Then they moved onto Launchers, they clipped under the E-12's barrel which looked like a long flare gun. The rounds looked like tall hockey pucks rounded at one end and were packed in three round magazines that went into the hand-grip.
            These rounds were duds with the firing lane simulating the rounds going off.
            “Remember, in real-life those explosives will blow a damned hole in most unarmored walls and a few armored ones too. They might seem like weird pop-guns but they pack one hell of a punch. So remember to keep out of the blast area,” Pullo said, his eyes falling on Mark and Tyler.
            Next came the repulsor.
            Mark never thought he had so much fun, the weapon had two barrels’ side by side, they could be pulled apart to make them two weapons, but the two-barrel system lived up to its name as ripper.
            It had a selectable rate of fire from ten thousand rounds per minute, to one hundred and fifty thousand rounds per minute.
            Ammunition boxes and their electronic belt feeders were slapped into place on either side of the turret, their whirring wasn't even close to audible as rounds spat out of the front end of the machine gun, the barrels recoiling and moving pack into position like pistons.
            Even with that massive rate of fire they were decently accurate, if someone was firing bursts then they could get a good amount of rounds around the target.
            When Mark found out that they could be fired by a single person on the move with four hundred thousand rounds on their back, he was in love.
            “Alright to the rooms. Have a quick shower and grab some food, good work today people, tomorrow we'll do some PT to work out the kinks and hopefully set up some games with other sections. Once we're done with dinner get yourself checked over by the medics and you're on your own time.” Mark and Tyler tagged along, getting shunned to the back of the line.
            “Brown nosing idiots,” Dolche said, his green eyes pulled together in annoyance.
            A few others made noises of agreement.
            Mark looked over them like he looked over people who weren't in the W3C, it was a cold and clinical stare that weighed what they might be capable of and watching in case they did anything.
            “Dolche,” Pullo's tone was warning as Dolche turned to more interesting things, not acknowledging that Pullo had told him to stand down.
            Dinner wasn't like breakfast, instead of trying to get a feel for the new people, most of them seemed to have found out the quality of Mark and Tyler, thinking of them as both assholes that were going to get them some shitty assignment.
            Tyler wasn't his usual chipper self, instead staying quiet and sharing glances with Mark. They didn't need words to pass on what they were thinking.
           
What a bunch of fucks, so what if we did good, that's what you need to do in order to fucking survive.
            “Pit?' Mark said as he finished his food, wanting to get away from the poisonous atmosphere as soon as possible.
            “Yeah,” Tyler said scooping up the remains of a broth with some bread.
            “Sergeant can't we get them transferred, at least one of them?” Mark heard Gupta say, he stopped himself from hunching his shoulders but he felt new anger tighten his jaw.
            He slammed his tray into the conveyor, sending it through the flap with a lot more force than was necessary.
            “I think you almost took out a kitchen lady,” Tyler said getting back some of his humor. Mark let out a snort, feeling the stares of the mess on his back.
            The 'pit' had been the training areas of the tower, there had been running areas, places to workout, ranges, everything that someone could use to tone up their skills.
            Though most of the people referred to the pit as the sparring and physical training areas.
            Mark and Tyler put some laps in, and ran the weights. Their extra nine months after training, that they’d been conscious had paid off in leaps and bounds. Food whenever they wanted it, regimented sleep and work schedule as well as enough learning data from a few centuries of documented exercises and they were stronger and more flexible than ever. 
The intervening thirty-three years of cryo-sleep had built up their bodies to withstand two of Earth’s gravities, the spine gradually increasing gravities so when they stepped out they didn’t even realize everything was two times as heavy.
            Mark forgot about the issues with his squad by the time they got to sparring.
            Mark was stronger and slower, he preferred striking with his arms, but if he landed a kick then they were devastating. Tyler was faster and nimbler; he could whip kicks out at a furious speed. His fists worked quickly to turn Mark's jabs and try to use any opening they could.
            Tyler was better at hand-to-hand combat, but Mark was good with blades, any kind of blade and he could put someone down in seconds.
            A few hours later and they were sweating and out of breath. It hurt to move a little, but that didn’t stop them from laughing the entire time. They went back to the mess grab drinks and food.
            Alexis found them in the mess.
            “Looks like you two had fun making puddles in the gym,” she said looking them over. They'd become close in the time they'd spent awake; it was hard not to when you were three of only a few handfuls of people awake.
            There was a short kid with her that looked like he would be heavyset as soon as he got enough food into him.
            “Mark, Tyler, this is Pablo, he's the new guy in my section with me,” she said, Pablo grinned.
            “Hey, are you the two sharpshooters on the range?” Pablo asked.
           
Just when I thought I had pushed that to the back of my mind.
            “I think so,” Tyler said, not sounding too pleased.
            “Unfortunately,” Mark added, leaning against his seat and drinking a strawberry smoothie. The tasty drink wasn't enough to pull him from his dark thoughts.
            “What's wrong?” Alexis asked, taking a seat, Pablo following suit.
            “Well apparently no one wants to get above BM so that they don't get put on the harder jobs that might come up on Sacremon. With our shooting, our section isn't going to be BM anymore, so it's more likely we'll be picked for shit jobs,” Tyler said.
            “I heard people saying that, BM, what is that?” Pablo asked.
            “Bare Minimum, basically people want to show that they're combat capable, without pulling any extra duties that could get them missions that are more difficult,” Mark said, coming up for air, and going right back to slurping on his strawberry milkshake.
            “You're going to get a brain freeze,” Alexis warned.
            Mark winked and grinned, getting a laugh out of Alexis and Tyler.
            “So everyone's trying to be a bit crappy so they all look the same on paper?” Pablo asked.
            “Yep.” Mark said.
            “Makes sense, trying to get to the forty-year mark is near fucking impossible. Not many even get to the thirty-five-year mark.” Tyler said.
            “Cheap bastards,” Alexis said.
            “Offer them a retirement package, then five years before their eligible, kick them out so they don't have enough time in to claim it. Brilliant!” Tyler said as if he was making the idea up himself, this got a kick from Alexis under the table.
            “So you want to check out the observatory?” She asked Mark and Tyler, Pablo seemed like he was stuck along for the ride anyway.
            “I'm gonna grab some more food and head to the library,” Mark said.
            Alexis didn't quite roll her eyes but it was a near thing.
            “I swear there is the biggest nerd I know hiding in there,” she said.
            Mark shrugged, the corners of his mouth lifting up in silent amusement.
            “Shall we then?” Tyler asked Alexis and Pablo.
            “Sure,” Pablo replied, he'd looked excited as soon as Alexis had mentioned the observatory, looking out over a new star-system wasn't something they'd be seeing all that frequently.
           
Maybe just once if Sacremon goes badly.
            They stood and left, waving to Mark as he went to get more food again.
            “I think that you're going to eat us out of food stores just by yourself,” a woman with short but curly hair said from behind the food counter.
            “Man's got to eat.”
            “That you do, and it looks like most of it is just piling on and up,” she said with the kind of smile that made her eyes crinkle.
            “Thanks,” Mark laughed.
            “Anything particular?” She asked, Mark checked what his augments needed and chose rice, chicken and another smoothie. She pulled out the food from their containers, the smoothie pumped itself into a new container and she put it all on a tray handing it to him.
            “See you around,” she said, her voice kind and gentle.
            “Thanks, you too,” Mark replied, giving her a nod and pressing his lips into something resembling a smile.
            He used his implants to bring up his latest reading material on ballistics, this brought a sour look to his face, but he continued to read as he absently ate.
            It wasn't long before he found he only had the smoothie left, he grabbed it, putting his polished tray on the conveyor and headed to the library.
            It wasn't like the library he'd read about, filled with books and ladders that were all musty and dusty.
            It was a series of four interconnected data cores that a person could go to and download straight from. There were also screens that a person could use. There were nooks and crannies around the library where someone could get lost and find some solace.
            From some of the noises Mark heard, some people were finding solace in one another's company.
            Coupling in the EMF was only frowned on if it was within your own section. Otherwise it was free game. Contraceptives were easy and convenient to find, plus when you knew you were going to be fighting for life in the not so distant future, finding some companionship was pretty appealing.
            Mark finally found a corner and started to go through a book on augments, the one under his ribs looked to keeping him alive, but there were others that could pump him full of combat hormones and drugs to keep him in fighting condition for days, or be so absurdly alert that it would be like he had a sixth sense. He wasn't sure about that one, it seemed more like a marketing ploy since the augment was actually called Sixth sense.
            If he was willing to part with some credits; weapons, kits, and body upgrades were all within reach. The corporations didn’t have to spend any money, instead their troopers paychecks would be circulating over and over again. They would actually be making money off of their troops.
            He traced the letters of his tattoos absently the M&T over a V with the troopers tattoo, feared and revered by all of the EHC below. It showed the Earth with crossed E-12's with the letters EMF over top.
            He looked up the ships implant retailer, the medics did the augments and the armorers did the gear.
            He headed off to the medics and dropped less than he was expecting into a sixth sense implant. They were almost shocked by his want to get an implant.
            Most people didn't spend their creds on augmentations, but rather the beers in the small messes, basically bars, on the ship.
            It was close to lights out when he woke up with his Sixth sense and enhanced implant package coming online. The doc had thrown the implant upgrade in for free, it would take a few days to fully integrate but they were simple enough.
            She, like the Medic back on Earth was more interested with how it would work than money, plus all the money was going to corporations anyway, so screwing them out a few credits was fine to her and her colleagues.
            Mark found his bunk area easily with his implants, his chip let him into the room, and the light chatter died as he walked through and made his way to the two empty cots.
            He didn't pay them any attention as he continued his reading, staring up at the back of the empty bunk above him until he passed out.
            Mark heard Tyler come in and climb up to his bunk.
           
“MMMMM,” Mark groaned, basically asking him how long he'd been out.
           
“Urggh nnn,” Tyler replied, the grunting equivalent of, I don't know but I want to sleep.
            Mark settled back down and was asleep in moments, you learned to sleep when you could in the slums.
            That wasn't to say that they slept lightly in the slums, everyone was trying to steal your shit or kill you to steal it. A life wasn't worth nearly as much as a coat and boots when the cold winds hit.
            “Ready?” Mark heard someone that had been creeping up on his bunk, he was laying on his side, his back facing whoever was behind him.
            Without a prompt battle hormones started to pump through his body, he was more awake than ever, with boundless energy.
            “You grab the one on the top, we'll grab the one on the bottom. Show them why someone doesn't try to be a...”
            Mark had figured out where the six attackers were, three were to the left, close to his head, the other near his chest and the other near the foot of his bed.
            The other three were on the other side of the bunk in the same positions.
            Mark twitched his smart cloth, his blades easing down his arm.
            “...goddamn brown nosing twat,” Dolche finished.
            Mark did two things, he rolled forward, out of his bunk and towards the three attackers that hadn’t been talking and whistled an alarm out.
            He slammed his foot into the attacker at the bottom of his bed's knee. His hand came out like a round from a E-12, pressing the second attacker into the ground. Apparently they were a woman, but they doubled over anyway.
            He pushed off of the bed, to get himself vertical, he rushed the third attacker.
            Tyler was awake and already jumping off of the top bunk, to deal with the three on the other side.
            It sounded like he'd landed foot first on someone's head.
            The third person grabbed Mark's arm as if to restrain him. This served to only make Mark angrier because now he had to get rid of this clinger.
            He delivered heavy blows to their stomach, making them double over, but still they held on. A light of madness entered Mark's eyes as he slammed his fist into their face, they released but now Mark held onto them, his free arm grabbed their shirt, the other grabbed his leg and he turned in the tight area between bunks and launched a screaming person into another bunk.
            They landed in a mess off whimpering.
            The woman Mark had punched was slowly rising recovering from the initial assault. A savage blow put her down. Knee boy was apparently broken knee boy.
            Tyler grunted, taking a nasty blow to the ribs. Mark turned, using the bunk as a bar to swing himself into the stomach of one of the attackers, next to Tyler.
            Mark's hand whipped out to the side, his blade tapping Dolche's jugular. Dolche froze as Tyler snapped a kick out at the man who Mark had delivered the stomach blow previously.
            Tyler's arms snapped to his sides, blades identical to Mark's in his hands as he looked for more threats.
            “Mark,” Tyler's voice was warning as the door to the barracks opened, Pullo stormed in, his angered face turning thunderous as he took in the scene.
            His eyes found Mark as two MP's appeared behind him.
            “Come with me now,” Pullo's voice brooked no argument.
            Mark dialed his battle hormone pump down, he looked to Dolche.
            “Next time I won't stop,” Mark promised, pulling his blade from Dolche's neck.
            In the Slums you needed to show your dominance, and you needed to show people you were willing to go the extra mile to make them pay.
            But the biggest reason Mark planted his boot in Dolche's chest was because he wasn't going to let him get away with only a little nick on his neck.
            Dolche’s head clipped the bunk bed behind him. He let out a yell, moaning on the ground while clutching his head. 
            Mark flicked his sleeve up with practised efficiency. Tyler did the same.
           
So much for working with my squad and getting to know them better than I know myself. Mark thought, sending a silent sorry to Quentin.
            “Get out here now!” Pullo barked, looking like he wanted to give Mark and Tyler a few belts.
            “We'll take them to the duty officer. We've called a medic for your lot,” the MP said, his voice reproving.
            Mark and Tyler passed Pullo and marched out into the corridor, waiting for whatever came next. They had slept in their clothes out of habit.
            “It looks to me like your people were trying to re-educate your two newbies. Thankfully your newbies weren't slacking,” the MP continued. Pullo looked like he was going to erupt but instead nodded.
            “It looks that way,” Pullo said, his eyes flicking to the six men and women sprawled on the floor. That look did not bode well for them.
            “Gupta! Get everyone up and in the fucking hall, right fucking now! And drag these pieces of shit out too,” Pullo snarled, jutting his chin out at those on the floor.
            Another four MP's showed up and the one that had been talking to Pullo had a quiet conversation with them. Their eyes moved from Mark and Tyler to the people hobbling and being pulled out of the barracks.
            They nodded to Mark and Tyler, their faces only slightly tightening as they looked to the injured. Even with their need to stay neutral, it looked like it was a tenuous position.
            Pullo joined the circle, looking none too pleased either.
            Then they broke apart, the MP returning to his partner and the victor brothers while Pullo stood in front of his section, his spine like a support beam for a house.
            “These fine ladies and gentlemen will be escorting us all to the medical ward where we're going to get these idiots patched up and then we're going to fill out reports, everyone will. Then we're going to run like we're in basic again and go through a full training rota. Vacation is over.” He looked them over with the expression of a father that was supremely pissed and unimpressed.
            “We're going to see the officer of the watch, we going to have any problem,” the MP asked Mark and Tyler.
            “No Master Corporal,” Tyler said, Mark's body was still winding down but he forced himself to relax.
            Master Corporal Freeman looked to Mark in question.
            “No Master Corporal,” Mark echoed.
            “Good, come on then.” Freeman led the way, his partner staying behind Mark and Tyler in case they got any funny ideas.
            They got stares from people as they were escorted through the ship.
            It didn't take long before they came to a locked hatch. Freeman knocked on the door with loud clanging thumps.
            “Come in Freeman,” a voice used to giving commands said as the door opened.
            “Blades first,” Freeman said, holding out a hand.
            Tyler looked to Mark in question. Mark's blades slipped into his hand, giving them to Freeman, Tyler did the same.
            “Don't worry you can get them back afterwards,” Freeman reassured them. Putting them in a leg pocket and walking in the room.
            Mark and Tyler followed while Freeman's partner hung out in the corridor.
            The room was the same gunmetal grey as the rest of the ship except for the Sacremons’ altered training areas.
            A cot lay to the right side of the room, a small washroom and shower at the end of the cot. The majority of the room was taken up with a desk bolted to the floor, with two chairs facing it, and one occupied chair looking at the hatch.
            “Master Corporal reporting sir,” Freeman said, coming to attention and snapping off a salute, Mark and Tyler came to attention as one.
            “Thank you Freeman,” the officer said, his nametape declaring him as Nerva. He had close cropped blonde hair and a tanned complexion, but his eyes were cold and it looked like he was incapable of smiling. He put down a screen on the desk, behind him was a detailed map of Sacremon with a city colored in different sections.
            Mark and Tyler kept staring at the wall behind Nerva, their backs rigid even though the officer had put them at ease with that salute. They were still new enough to stand on decorum and look like idiots rather than fuck ups, which would get them into more shit.
            Nerva's eyes looked from one of them to the other, weighing them before he sat back in his chair.
            “Alright Freeman I can take it from here, I'll send you a page when I'm done with these two. If I could get those reports at the soonest I'd appreciate it,” Nerva said, most people would have probably made this an order but Nerva seemed more laid back and made it a simple request, he wasn't going to fuck over anyone if he didn't have to.
            “Yes sir, it will depend when the... other persons involved in the situation are cleared by medical.” Mark's eyes darted between Nerva and Freeman. Freeman's 'other persons' sounded a lot like he meant 'attackers'. Nerva and Freeman's eyes seemed to sparkle, Freeman's mouth twitching ever so slightly. Nerva's neutral mask never slipped. Mark was beginning to think it wasn't really a mask, just how Nerva looked all the time.
            “Of course,” Nerva admonished.
            “I also have some of their personal belongings.” The statement came out as a question.
            “Ah, I'll take them then.” The four blades were placed in Nerva’s outstretched hand. “Thank you Master Corporal,” he said. Freeman let himself out, the door sealing behind him as Nerva weighed the blades in his hand and picked one up.
            Mark saw a flash of his arm that had three silver suns, declaring him Captain Nerva, and commander of fourth regiment.
            “Take a seat please,” Nerva said, waving to the seats. Mark and Tyler did so as Nerva put the blades on the table.
            “Who trained you,” Nerva asked. Mark was about to say The Boss, when he remembered how that life was behind him.
            “Retired Captain Richter,” Mark said.
            “Quentin Richter?” Nerva asked, his eyebrow arching in interest.
            “Yes sir,” Mark said.
            “He always was a tough bastard. Alright I'm going to lay the situation out for both of you as I see it. You two are decent with your weapons and training. Don't let that swell your heads,” Nerva warned. 
            “You didn't know how most people just want to be the grey men and women hiding in the middle of the ranks till they get out. Less chance that they get into shit. With your scores you got your squad elevated and certain people weren't that happy. So they thought to put you in your place. Now tell me then the events as they transpired in the barracks.” Nerva looked serene as he waited for Mark and Tyler to begin.
            “I woke up to hearing people moving around our bunks. I reacted before they could put whatever plan they had in mind to work,” Mark answered.
            “I was asleep, when Mark whistled I woke up and saw people reaching for him under the bunk. He had taken one person out and was fighting two others. I dropped into the three fresh attackers, putting one down and having a stand-up fight with two others. Mark finished off his people and barged one attacker out of the way. I finished them off as Mark stopped another attacker from continuing their assault,” Tyler added.
            “With a blade and then proceeded to kick his ass into the bunk behind him.” Nerva interlocked his hand on his stomach, looking for either of them to refute the claim.
            “Correct,” Mark said, knowing Tyler wouldn't drop him in the shit.
            Nerva looked like some kind of thoughtful statue for a few moments.
            “Okay, well it's too late to put you two in a new squad, but I can say two things. First your squad is going to be hitting the highest numbers on all the tests or I will personally come down there. If you survive Sacremon your squad will be moved to Alpha company first platoon, meaning that you will get a pay bump and be trained as special teams. You will also be fast-tracked to getting rank. If you can work with people then you will go far in the EMF, if not then I will make you wish you never heard of the EMF.” Nerva didn't raise his voice or even look angry, the calm and controlled fury of those words were only emphasized by his relaxed stature.
            Mark and Tyler straightened in their chairs.
            “Understood sir,” Mark said.
            “Good, then I hope to see you once we're leaving Sacremon.” Nerva grabbed the blades and put them on the edge of his table. Mark and Tyler grabbed them, flicking them up their sleeves and back into place.
            Mark turned for the door.
            Tyler made a noise that made him look to his brother.
           
Salute! Tyler's eyes seemed to scream.
            Mark snapped Nerva a salute, Tyler bracing.
            Nerva gave one back and Mark went back to the door.
            “So now we have to live with the people we just beat the shit out of, and drop on a hostile planet with them,” Tyler said, his voice low as passerby's shot the two of them glances.
            “If we make it out alive we'll get slotted into special teams which means better equipment we don't have to pay for, as well as augments,” Mark replied, feeling more tired than he had in ages. His sixth sense had stopped supplying his body with battle hormones and chemicals, they were leaving him feeling drained.
           
I need to mess around with the pumps settings a bit more.
            “Key phrase there, we need to make it off of Sacremon,” Tyler grumbled.
            Mark just shrugged.
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            Pullo had a quick word with Mark and Tyler when they came back from Nerva's office, they told him Nerva's ultimatum. 
            He didn't look pleased, but it was clear he thought it would be a lot harsher.
            “Alright, I'm going to level with you two. That shit you pulled isn't going to win you any friends and while those that attacked you aren't getting much sympathy from the rest of the section, they've been on the ground before. People are going to trust them more than you. I was honestly was hoping that Nerva would punish the section and get you two moved onto a new section. Though it looks like he wants to save everyone's careers from that embarrassment and get us to clean up our own act. 
“You can forget about that BM shit, now we're playing for the real money, getting into Alpha Company First platoon is a big deal. It also means we're probably going to be thrown into everything the Captain gives us. When we're on the ground that is going to be a lot. Captains are the second highest rank that actually goes in the field, everyone above Major usually stays on the carrier and pushes pieces around. He will pick and choose us for assignments and we are going to meet those requirements,” he said, looking at them to make sure they understood.
            “Get to the barracks and get some sleep, you're going to need it with all the testing we're going to need to do in the next few days.”
            Pullo left them with that.
            The atmosphere in the barracks had changed from sullen disregard to the two of them being the center of attention. The six that had gone through the medical facilities were stuck on the other side of the room looking not too pleased since Gupta's bunk was right beside them.
            People looked awkward as if they were trying to start a conversation. They were met with the stares of two boys who had been fighting for their lives for the past eight years.
            Remarks and conversations died on their lips as Mark and Tyler's dark eyes swept over them. Their message clear, you fuck with the Victor brothers and they won't show you mercy.
            Mark settled down on his bunk, dialing down his sixth sense which had added it’s own chemicals to make him as effective as possible.
            “Tomorrow is going to suck,” Tyler said getting onto his bunk.
            “Yeah, though I found a hook-up for an implanter, she upped my implant package for free.”
            “I feel we're going to need every advantage we can get,” Tyler mumbled.
            Mark made a noise of agreement, getting comfortable on his cot and letting sleep take him.
            Morning came too fast, and with it came an irate Pullo that had had been pulling people from their cots all night to get reports sorted out.
            The relaxed atmosphere from the morning before was gone as he walked up and down the barracks with everyone standing at attention.
            “Last night some people showed me an area in which we need development as a section,” He looked around, people avoiding his gaze. 
“I wasn’t the only one. Captain Nerva has extended to us a challenge. We are going to go through our workup testing and we are going to be the best damned section in this entire Company.”
            Xiao let out a sigh.
            Pullo turned, putting his face inches from Xiao.
            “Is something the matter private Xiao? I don't fucking remember asking you to try and taste the fucking air for me. But now you have, how does that air taste Xiao is it nice and recycled?”
            “Yes it is Sergeant!” Xiao barked.
            “Well that is good fucking news, on the ground everyone! I want to make sure that we fully circulate that air and get a good deep taste for quality recycled air!”
            Pullo was on the ground with everyone, calling up and down.
            Mark and Tyler were grunting through the push ups, their arms tight from strain.
            “Recover,” Pullo said, standing up with everyone. “Now that you are done sampling the air, might I continue with the offer the Captain has so graciously given us instead of pulling this abomination of a Section apart and dispersing us?” Pullo asked, more than one person's face drained of color, having a section disbanded would look bad on everyone no matter what part they had played.
            “Yes Sergeant!” Xiao yelled at the bunk bed on the other side of the room.
            “Fan-fucking-tastic! If we prove ourselves in training and we get through Sacremon then we will be going to Alpha Company. A nice cherry spot on Special teams with a pay bump and everything. Get out to the PT area and start moving through the tests. Help out anyone that might need the cobwebs knocked out,” Pullo said. “Dolche, a word.”
            “You heard the Sergeant, get moving!” Gupta barked, his eyes looking for stragglers as people piled out of the barracks in a rush towards the PT ground.
            They formed into two lines with Mark and Tyler beside one another.
            First Gupta pushed them through running, Dolche and Sergeant Pullo joined them as they were running, bringing the squad up to its full twelve-person strength.
            Pullo and Dolche kept running while the rest of the squad moved to the medical area, sensors and recording devices were attached to their bodies as they did everything from push ups and sit-ups to controlled curls, pullups and more running.
            Then it was onto sparring, Mark and Tyler went up against one another, the others gave them a ton of room as they snapped out kicks and attacks on one another.
            Pullo had them back in barracks as fast as the testers had their marks.
            They ran through their kit, Mark and Tyler looked over the plates and their helmet for racks and such.
            “Put it on and over pressurize the suit to look for leaks,” Simmons said, watching their confused looks.
            “How?” Tyler asked.
            She got them in their full kit, the armored plates fit directly over their smart clothes, straps pulled them tight to their bodies and rough areas adhered to the armored plates.
            They strapped around their legs, arms and draped down their chest.
            It had a comforting solid feel to it all. Mark jumped and moved just to text out all its flexibility.
            “I think you're going to need bigger armor,” she said looking at Tyler and Mark, their nine months had certainly paid off.
            “We gained a few pounds.”
            “Gupta, these two need to be refitted,” she called out
            “We'll go to the stores as a squad, it seems that more than one person’s smart clothes are frayed or their armors got weak points,” Gupta said.
            Everyone got their gear and went on another jog to the outfitters.
            New gear was issued and the outfitters ran every test possible on the kit to make sure no one came back to them before they dropped onto Sacremon.
            Pullo came in holding his helmet. “Alright ten minutes and we're moving out to the proving grounds. Line up outside when you're ready to go.”
            The proving grounds was the massive deck that was dedicated to simulating Sacremons’ environment. It was a humid planet covered with grass trees and all manner of plants.
            There were open areas which led to a small town with buildings the same type as those that would be found on Sacremon.
            Everyone was issued sensor gear and simulation guns.
            The simulation gear weighed about forty pounds and seemed to be specifically designed to make the wearer as uncomfortable as possible.
            Mark got one half of a repulsor, the unit was heavy but bearable.
           
This is going to be a pain to use all the time. He thought knowing the weight, though manageable, would turn uncomfortable after some strenuous lifting.
            It had two handles, one up front to steady the gun, and one at the rear with a button for a trigger.
            The ammunition pack made Mark grunt as it was slapped into place.
            Tyler got his E-12 and pulled out a selection of attachments he'd purchased from the armorer. This got a few surprised looks as he slapped higher capacity magazines, a longer barrel and flip up magnifier on his weapon.
            Mark was put with Utkin and Gupta. Gupta was there to keep an eye on Mark and make sure he knew how to use his gun. The second gunner was Dolche, being a veteran he knew how to deploy his repulsor to the best effect.
            Tyler was matched up with Simmons and Garcia, Garcia was the man Mark had thrown.
            “Alright we're going to sim a drop in and we need to clear the city. We're going in with two other sections from second platoon, third platoon have deployed at least a sections worth of people in defence. Questions?” Pullo asked moving to an elevator which took them to the floor above the fake Sacremon.
            Gupta put his hand up.
            “Gupta?”
            “Do they have any known special weapons, artillery support?”
            “None that has been identified so far,” Pullo said.
            “Well this is sounding more like every drop by the second,” Xiao said.
            Pullo gave him a dirty look but didn't say anything, choosing to shake his head instead.
            “Buddy check your gear and seal up you helmet,” he said, the elevator reaching the deck above Sacremon.
            Mark let the repulsors sling take its weight as he pulled his helmet into place. The visor was shaped like a Y with thick blast proof glass that allowed him to see out. It also had a rebreather clamped over his mouth and nose.
            The smart clothes sealed with the helmet. Utkin took the awkward air-lines out of Mark's hand and slotted them into their ports on either side of his neck, faster than Mark reacted.
            “Uhh thanks,” Mark said.
            “No worries, could you do the same?” Utkin asked turning around.
            “Gotcha,” Mark said. The air canisters were underneath a person's back armor to protect them, Mark pulled the lines from their places, putting them into their allotted slots.
            Utkin raised his thumb as they made a hard connection.
            Mark helped Gupta who was talking over the command channel.
            He nodded in thanks, listening intently to others on the channel. Mark pulled one of his clips together that had also come undone. Gupta looked in confusion and smiled a bit sheepishly.
            With their armor, weapons, and helmets sealed they looked almost identical except for the personal touches people had put on their gear.
            They also looked terrifying in a way that would make most people stare at them and see the destructive force that they represented. They would wonder how they could possibly fail in war.
            The section moved out with Xiao's squad in the lead, Pullo behind him, Simmons behind him and Gupta in the rear.
            Mark was at the very back of the line, and was able to see the three sections board a mock-combat shuttle.
            A Cargo Master got them in, sealing up the doors as troopers secured their weapons and locked their harnesses onto the anchor points on their armor.
            The combat shuttle seemed to flare to life as the Cargo Master held onto the ceiling and checked his charges' harness connections.
            The combat shuttle's vibrations slowed and it tilted.
            The cargo-master took their place as the combat shuttles started rattling, more and more violently, the noise making talking impossible.
            It was like the rattling Mark had felt leaving Earth.
            The combat shuttle swerved and skewed, bucking with simulated blasts.
            “You look confused Mark,” Gupta said, opening a channel to Mark's implants because it was the only way to communicate over the racket.
            “Seems like a lot of work for a simulation, not complaining, just kind of impressed,” Mark said.
            “This part is as much a simulation for us, as it is for our pilots. They're taking us through a simulated bombardment to get us down on the ground. Once we're dirtside they have to keep themselves going and come up for more, or stay in support. The one thing the corporations learnt early on was that more training meant less deaths, which meant having to pay for less kit,” Gupta said, Mark could hear the sourness to Gupta's words even over the shaking.
            “Well it also keeps us alive,” Mark said.
            “Yeah, but they can get a few hundred thousand of us in a month. Armor, weapons, visors, smart cloth, all of that has to be paid for and shipped. Once we're done fighting you'll see about the corporations’ priorities. Sure they'll patch us up as good as new, veterans are more useful than newbies, but if someone dies they'll have them stripped and check over their gear before they do a damned thing about the body.” Gupta's voice wasn't just sour now, he was angry.
            “Three minutes till drop, prep lines and hatches,” one of the pilots said, sounding harried as the combat shuttle's auto-turrets and decoy systems went into overdrive and the pilots turned their ship into the world’s scariest goddamn rollercoaster.
            The harnesses pulled everyone up into standing, troopers checked the person in front of them, making sure the thick cable at the top of their harness was attached and activated.
            Seats folded up, Mark slapped Gupta's shoulder to get his attention and flashed him a thumbs up. Gupta made a turning motion and Mark followed his directions, it took Gupta's practised eyes and fingers a few moments to check Mark over.
            Mark felt the dull hit through his armor, turning to Gupta's thumbs up.
            Mark hefted his repulsor, hooking it to his stomach like everyone did with their weapons so they didn't lose them, accidentally pull the trigger, or get them stuck on the hatch beneath their feet.
            “All good on harnesses, raising.” The Cargo Masters' voice overrode all the implants in her bay as the harnesses pulled up on their charges, their feet dangling because the floor that had been beneath their seats retracted, showing the training ground rushing below them.
            “In position in twenty.” The noises of auto-turrets fighting against an onslaught of missiles, or picking out anti-air or space vehicles filled the bay as air rushed past.
            The combat shuttle tilted, all of its thrusters fought to slow the ship.
            “Drop!” The ground came racing up as the lines played out, dropping the troopers as fast as they could without letting them hit so hard that they broke their bodies.
            Mark remembered his training, and Gupta’s reminders when they'd got into their armor.
            “Be a goddamned fish, limp and useless, you don’t and the trap doors will take your arm, leg or whatever stupid appendage you put in the way. Got it?” Gupta said eyeing them as they yelled their agreement.
            Mark had done simulated drops before but it was still terrifying. He let his body go limp, pointing his legs, when he hit he was as limp as a dead fish, the line ejected itself from the ship as soon as he landed, apparently the combat shuttle crew didn't want to wait around.
            The last person touched down, their line clearing the combat shuttle's doors and the combat shuttle rose straight up. In the entire seven-minute drop the simulated combat shuttle had only gone down about forty feet and dropped the troopers another thirty.
            “Move it troopers!” Pullo barked. 
Mark slapped his harness, its explosive bolts separated it from his armor, falling off of him as he grabbed his repulsor, throwing its sling around his shoulders and powering up his belt at the same time to start feeding rounds into the gun's chamber.
            He pulled the bolt, ejecting a round but making sure that the weapon was actually working, his feet pumping as Gupta waved for him to hurry the fuck up.
            Oxygen pumped through Mark's mouth piece, his battle hormones weren't even needed to keep him alert.
            He ran after his section, the others were getting shaken into formation following three section, they were back, to the right and left of three.
            The city they were advancing on was the same design as every colony city. The first mega tower stood at the center, the other towers becoming shorter as they spiralled around that central tower. As time passed the swirl would get larger, and the modular towers would grow horizontally and vertically into mega towers.
            It was cost efficient and showed the corporations power by putting them directly into center of the city in the largest building. Perfect for corporate Earth and her Colonies.
            The towers were metals, glass and grey cermite super structures capable of being kilometers tall.
            Weapon fire went off as the group in the towers opened fire.
            It was the oddest thing because the glass didn't disintegrate or even have holes appear in it. This simulated area was supposed to be used again and again so it made sense that everything wouldn't be destroyed every-time a new group used it to train.
            While the rounds weren't real, and nothing actually flew out of their barrels other than hot gasses, this was the closest someone could get to real-life.
            “Get some damned cover,” Pullo yelled, switching to a different channel. Mark jumped for the nearest rise on what looked like grassy plains.
            He fell on his back, keeping his weapon safe. He rolled, pulling the bipod out from the handguard, it sprung out and he braced the repulsor’s buttstock.
            “Closest tower one o’clock, third floor. Fuck them up,” Gupta yelled.
            The others in the section were laying fire into the building, the two following sections were pushing for better cover and trying to advance. Mark didn't think about that as he sighted his repulsor on the building, bracing the weapon as he let a stream of rounds fly.
            “Good effect on target, keep those bastards down,” Gupta said.
            “Alright we're going to keep them down and report on the enemy as the other sections move up along a ridge to our right.”
            Mark had seen the 'ridge', it was little more than a depression in the ground.
           
Going to need some damned good covering fire. Was Mark's only thought, he was one of the two main people that was going to be able to get them close to the target.
            The E-12 was a great gun, but repulsor’s had the firepower and heavier round that would make any sane person duck.
            “We're going to move in half section to get closer and make them pay more attention to us,” Pullo said. “My Section, prepare to move, move.” 
Xiao and Pullo's six-man half-section moved up a few feet and slammed back down into the ground. Mark and the people with him kept firing in controlled bursts to keep the enemies’ heads down. Not many were risking looking out into the maelstrom of rounds hammering their tower.
            Pullo didn't need to say when he was covering, his half's weapons did that job.
            “My half, move,” Gupta yelled, waving his half forward. People rose and moved as Gupta fell.
            “Man down,” Utkin yelled.
            Mark moved to help automatically.
            “Get that gun working, I've got him!” Utkin yelled, his voice reproving as Mark continued running forward.
           
Come on Mark, head in the fucking game.
            “Got a sniper somewhere in the second building one row back to the right,” Tyler called out.
            “Simmons take over for Gupta,” Pullo yelled.
            “Gupta took a round in the neck,” Utkin said.
           
Whoever hit him is good, I wonder if they did it because he was waving people on. If it was, that's even more impressive. None of Mark's thoughts made him any happier as he and Xiao were see sawing, one of them shooting a burst then the other.
            There hadn't been a need to communicate as Xiao had started doing it to Mark's random bursts. Now with a few moments to understand what was going on, Mark was getting into the unspoken rhythm.
            “Utkin, get up here, relaying to higher, Simmons take over.”
            “Sarge,” Simmons said, confirming she'd heard him.
            “Dolche, Jaol, Garcia, get some fire on that second building, Xiao be ready to add the pressure if needed. Tyler, find me that fucking bastard!” Pullo ordered.
            “You got it,” Tyler said, his voice serene and concentrated.
            Utkin finally made it next to Mark.
            “Ammo?” He asked through his helmet's speakers, so he didn't need to disrupt the main channel.
            “Decent, down a box,” Mark said. 
            “Good stuff. I have Gupta’s and my own ammo, might as well fill up,” Utkin said, chucking a box over to Mark. 
            “Cross loading ammo,” Mark said, on his section’s channel.
            “Understood,” Xiao answered, his gun adding to his words as he picked up his rate of fire.
            Mark grabbed the ammo box, it was simple grey with a belt on the top of it like the one snaking from his ammunition reservoir on his back, he hooked the belt into a flap on the reservoir, his ammunition counter rolling upwards on his visor.
            “Back in,” Mark said, letting the ammunition can drain itself as he fired his gun. Xiao's fire slackened.
            “Two-one and two-two are moving into position for the final stretch of dead ground,” Pullo said, referring to second platoon one and two section that had moved up through the small ditch.
            Jaol's suit redlined on the small display in the top left of Mark's HUD.
            “Jaol's down, got hit in the head, he's a bit fucked up but I think I can move him if I need to,” Dolche called out.
            “Got that sniper. I'm seeing movement on the ground, it looks like forces are pulling back from the first tower into the second row of towers.” Tyler's adapted E-12 could be heard barking as he talked.
            “Six made it to the second tower, marking.” A symbol appeared on their HUD, showing where the under-strength section had fled to.
            An odd noise screeched through the weapons fire.
            “Artillery!” Simmons yelled.
            “Move to tower at our two o’clock, three hundred meters, move and shoot!” Pullo said.
            Staying out in the open with their positions probably already zeroed in by the dickheads in the tower was a losing proposition.
            Mark stood, grabbing his repulsor’s carry handle, his HUD showed where it was aiming. He let out a stream of rounds as he started running for all he was worth. The gun jumped spraying rounds all over the place but all of the remaining section was firing, caring little for ammo conservation.
            Mark glanced to his HUD, seeing Utkin was about twenty meters behind him.
            “I want effective rounds on target, cover and move!” Pullo yelled.
            Mark dove onto the ground, he flipped his gun, putting rounds into the newly marked building which the other sections had reported shots coming from. His gun hammered out more fire.
            A simulated explosion went off, the ground shaking with from the impact. The noise was loud enough to make Mark's helmet dial down the audio intake, but no dirt flew into the air and there was no crater in the ground.
            Mark looked back to where they had run from. He saw his brother stop and turn.
            “Guess I'm hit.” Garcia sounded none too pleased with that.
            “I've got Garcia,” Tyler said, slinging his rifle. “Put your leg out.” Garcia did so hesitantly. Mark grinned as he fired on his new target building.
            The boss had shown Tyler and Mark the fastest way to get people out of the battlefield if they were wounded.
            Grab the wounded person’s leg, drop your shoulder into their gut, using your momentum to get to your knees and run.
            It was the fastest way to get someone on your back and get moving again.
            Mark saw the other two sections were now booking it for the first building. Indirect fire wouldn't get them in the towers, the things were built to last for damned centuries.
            “The other sections will cover us while we get into the first building. Tyler keep moving with Garcia to the ditch,” Pullo called out.
            Mark pushed the casings that were falling out of his repulsor out of the way between bouts of firing.
            “My half section will move through Simmons to the ditch at our eleven o’clock, fifty meters, in bounds. Moving,” Pullo said, exhaling the final word as he stood.
            The same odd screeching of artillery could be heard.
            Whizz-cracks of overhead made the entire section dive for the ground
            Here they were bright flashes and the holographic ground shifted from green to black, simulating impacts. There was no way to simulate the hole it would leave, or the cone of shrapnel it left in its wake.
            If anyone was said to be ‘dead’ or ‘wounded’ they laid down on the ground, just like training.
            Xiao's fire team went down under fire, leaving just Pullo, and Dolche who was mostly carrying Jaol in their half section.
            “Book it to the tower and zig zag!” Pullo yelled.
            Mark was already running; he was catching up with Tyler quickly.
            Utkin and Simmons were close behind.
            Mark had forgotten about the extra ammunition can as it flew off, empty as Earth's oceans. 
            Mark ran passed Tyler and kept going till he reached the ditch.
            He flipped his repulsor, sliding into the small ditch as he activated his augments.
            He flipped over, slamming his bipod into the ditch's rise. He pulled the trigger, raking the enemy which were taking pot-shots.
            Simmons went down with a grunt.
            “Utkin, Simmons,” Mark barked.
            “Got it, cover me damnit!”
            “I got you man,” Mark said, his gun raked across the unsuspecting enemy sections.
           
It seems like it was a platoon not just a section. Thankfully they can't hear shit over their own incoming fire. Mark's grin was dark as people fell in those towers.
            He tapped a command in his glove, indicating enemy forces everywhere he saw them.
            Tyler crashed through the ditch, looking like he was gonna stop.
            “Keep moving, get him inside. I'll cover the other two,” Mark said, not even looking up as he shifted his body, the spent cases of the repulsor jangling against his body as he fired again.
            Tyler grunted and kept going.
            Utkin was dragging Simmons who was spraying into the windows.
            “Dry!” She ejected her old mag, slapping in a new one, she fired off a few grenade rounds into the building, more people dropped.
            Mark slung his repulsor and ran out to them.
            “I got her, arm up Simmons.” She did so, Utkin covered them. Mark grabbed her arm, using the same rolling technique as Tyler. 
He grunted with the extra weight, grabbing his repulsor with one hand and started running for the tower. 
            Utkin popped off grenades at the upper floors with his under-barrel launcher.
            Tyler had reached the building, the sections that had made it there first were pulling Garcia into cover, they had the medics with them.
            Mark saw a flash on the floor above, rounds started coming down around him and Utkin.
            “Hold on,” Mark said. Simmons arms around Mark's left shoulder tightened as he grabbed his repulsor's trigger, his fire wasn't aimed, but it got whoever was still in the upper part of the tower to get their damned head down long enough for Mark, Simmons and Utkin to make it to relative safety.
            Mark's helmet was going at full tilt to supply him with oxygen.
            Someone helped to get Simmons off of his back, the second medic attended to her, she had apparently caught a round to the leg.
            With some painkillers and a splint, she would be able to keep fighting while what they injected knitted her body back together.
            Tyler came over to Mark one wrist extended, they tapped and slammed into one another's shoulder, hard. Mark laughed, relief flowing over his body as he checked his weapon.
            Dolche, Pullo and Jaol slammed into the wall through the doorway, right next to Tyler and Mark.
            They helped get Jaol and Dolche untangled as the two of them caught their breath from their much longer run.
            “How's that gun Mark?” Pullo asked.
            “She looks good, low on ammo though.”
            “Well that's why I'm here,” Utkin said, pulling a can from his back and tossing it to Mark. He caught it with one arm and his body, he let his weapon dangle and tried to attach it to his pack.
            “Here, let me,” Dolche said, taking the belt feeder and slapping it into place.
            “Thanks,” Mark said tentatively, a bit unsure of Dolche still.
            “Don't worry about it.” Dolche still didn't sound like he was too happy himself.
           
But hopefully, just hopefully we can put that bullshit night behind us. Mark thought.
            An officer marched into the room, his silver star showing all that he was a second lieutenant. He took a scan of the room, finding Pullo and moving to him.
            “Good work Sergeant, your section did damned well. My people are clearing this building and we should be ready to move onto the other building your people tagged with hostiles soon enough.” The officer's words were punctuated with more incoming rounds.
            “Get away from the doors and windows!” He barked.
            “Grab the casualties and move them further into the building!” Pullo said as the ground started shaking from rounds that found their mark.
            The officer turned his head as if to listen to something.
            “Fuck, look after the people down here Sergeant, I'm needed upstairs.”
            “Yes sir.” He turned to everyone else, “You heard the Lieutenant, get these casualties moved into the tower’s operations center.” Everyone grabbed a patient, shifting them as medics ran around, grabbing gear and moving ahead of them to get setup. They had all been in these identical towers on a number of planets, so much so that they were like a second home.
            The operations center was located on the tower’s first floor. It was the control center for the entire tower.
            An area was cleared in the middle of the cubicles, the medics descended on their patients once again.
            “Mark get out in the Lobby and make sure no one gets in through there, Dolche west side, Utkin East, I'll take the South where we just came in. Tyler get your ass out in the Lobby too, I want you to make sure that they remember we're still in here.” Pullo yelled.
            “Yes Sarge.” Tyler's visor hid his expression but from the jaunty way he held his rifle aloft and his voice, he was grinning, it was a simulation after all.
            Mark pulled the ammunition can from his pack. It had drained itself and put him at about the three hundred thousand mark.
            He hefted his gun and moved towards the main lobby.
            The lobby was shaped like a half moon, on either rounded side there were greeting desks, in the center there was the main desk, between them were open areas which led to the lines of elevators that would take people to their living quarters. Twin stairs curved down into the lobby that would take people to the floor above and to the elevators that were designated workspaces.
            Mark was nestled to the right of the main doors, peeking out of the lobby desk. Tyler jogged up the stairs to the second floor using the large three story windows he ducked into an office. He moved a work table into the hallway, taking off his backpack, using it as a rest for his E-12.
            Mark had spent his time watching the enemies building, using the zoom feature on his goggles to get a closer look on any movement he saw.
            “You ready yet?” Mark asked.
            “Just about, you able to see anything?”
            “I think they're mostly on the third floor, probably thinking about bugging out if they need to. They're about four offices in from the left, a light blue looking one.”
            “Mhmm,” Tyler said, concentrated and taking in the information.
            There were a few quiet minutes before the E-12 barked, pausing for just a few moments and firing again, then again. Five rounds rang out before Mark heard Tyler moving.
            “This rifle is going to make me lazy, auto-range finder, shows me the data on the environment and the rounds charge is so high that it would take some damned far ranges before the round starts dropping,” Tyler said as he moved through another office, sighting a new position, laying down his bag and nestling behind his gun.
            “Show off. I've got people on the fourth floor running about,” Mark said.
            “Got them.” Tyler's gun barked twice before he was moving again.
            “Seems they're getting a bit wary of the windows now.”
            “I wonder why,” Tyler said dryly.
            Mark looked at the enemy combatants, they were dragging themselves or crying out for help, except for the second lieutenant that had two rounds through his re-breather, his HUD reported all of this in quick succession.
            Tyler had turned them into walking wounded, meaning they were pretty useless in a fight, but their comrades would need to help them out for the duration of the simulation.
            “I hope I'm hearing good things,” Pullo asked over the communications channel.
            “Tyler's fucking with the enemy, four wounded, one El-Tee dead,” Mark answered.
            “Good job, keep it...” Pullo's sentence died in his throat. “I'm getting markers showing the enemy moving to you Dolche. Mark, get over there and help him out.”
            Mark grabbed his gun and got moving, the same markers Pullo was seeing now populating his HUD.
            He ran for Dolche's position that was highlighted on his HUD's map.
            He crashed through a room, seeing the tail end of a section his augment dumped adrenaline right into his bloodstream, he steadied his repulsor and squeezed the trigger, the repulsor buzzed and rounds fell as Mark drew a line through the stragglers. Three went down, including one of the section's repulsor gunners.
            He withdrew from the room, holding his gun ready instead of just carrying it by the handle.
            Rounds sounded as if they were flying into the room while he ran on.
            “Under fire,” Dolche reported. Mark could now hear Dolche's torrent of fire added into the melee.
            Grenade launchers made Mark lurch in an attempt to stay upright.
            “Fuckers!” Dolche said, replying with his own grenade launcher.
            Mark saw that going into the room Dolche was covering would put him right in the line of fire, he turned, heading for an emergency exit. He barrelled through it, his repulsor came up and fired a stream of rounds through the section. They'd bunched up on the wall covered from Dolche's attacks and from anyone that might shoot down from above.
            Making them a nice packed target for Mark.
            Seven were left alive of the twelve-person section. Four were left after Mark's burst.
            He dove on the ground, grunting with the pain that came with falling on cermite.
            He didn't have time to think of that as he flipped his gun and fired at the section. They were using potted plants, like those Mark had seen around the citadel, for cover. 
            He kept firing keeping their heads down.
            “I'll swing in behind them,” Dolche said, almost forgotten.
            “There's one waiting to the left of the door,” Mark said gritting his teeth as a round hit his left arm, thankfully he didn't need it since the bipod was taking the majority of the recoil.
            Another few rounds got him in the leg.
            A grenade put the person waiting outside Dolche's entrance down.
            Only one person turned for the doorway, Dolche put a burst into them, following up with three grenades in their middle.
            “Fuck yes man! Oi, someone gimme fucking cover!” Dolche said over the platoon wide channel, he fired into the enemies building. Tyler seemed to have got into the act with a vengeance, those that moved to the windows were not having a good time.
            “What's wrong with you?” Dolche asked, his phrase pitched in worry.
            “Left arm and leg. Grab my back and pull me, I can still shoot.” Mark pushed himself over with his good arm, sticking the buttstock under his arm and holding the handle with his remaining functional arm.
            He set a command on the gun and gritted his teeth, his implants relayed the set command for his weapon. His repulsor fired at it's highest rate of fire.
            Dolche was there now, grabbing his ammunition pack and heaving. Mark helped him as much as possible with one foot, his gun roving the enemy building as he continued to fire at them.
            “I need a fucking medic! Leg and shoulder injuries, bleeding pretty good too,” Dolche called out, reading the description that told him Mark's simulated injuries.
            “On their way,” the second lieutenant said as the two sections attached to Mark and Tyler's opened fire from their positions, they'd cleared the apartment and were now raining fire down into the enemy building.
            Dolche heaved heavily and Mark's gun went silent as they were now back inside the building.
            Both of them were panting as they rested where they were.
            “Woo! Now that was a fucking rush!” Dolche said through laboured breaths.
            Mark turned off gritting his teeth as the signal for his gun to fire.
            “You just got to save my ass and look all cool. I only got shot,” Mark complained.
            Dolche laughed.
            “You'll get some time with the medics, who are a damned sight better looking than most of the trooper ladies. I'd get thrown back into it,” Dolche said. The sounds of weapons fire above them and across the few hundred meters in the enemy tower seemed to punctuate his point.
            “Thanks for coming out to save my ass,” Dolche said, hitting Mark's armored shoulder as a sign of thanks instead of trying to inflict pain. “I'm sorry for that shit the other night. I was out of line; you'll make a decent trooper yet.”
            Mark didn't know what to say, hoping that whatever lesson Dolche had wanted to teach him the other night was truly forgotten.
            “Thanks.” He was finally able to get out as the medics came.
            “Change out our gear, we're going to need that repulsor out here,” Dolche said.
            They pulled off Mark's ammunition pack and his gun. Dolche put his in Mark's good hand, strapping the ammunition pack into place and checking the gun.
            Mark was dragged off to the casualty area, finding Garcia, Jaol, and a selection of others from different sections.
            “Hey,” one of the wounded said waving a hand, obviously bored with lying down as a casualty.
            “Hey,” Mark replied as medics pulled off armored plates and started applying different things to him that would get him back in the fight in real-life.
            “How's it going out there?” The man asked, the medic giving them a reproving look.
            “Dunno, they tried to rush us with a section and we just took them out. It seemed like their friends popped out of their hiding spots in the other tower, to give them support fire, only to have our guys open up on them. I think this tower is clear at least.” Mark shrugged, the medic now giving him a displeased look.
            “Sorry,” Mark said, laying still.
            “Hmm, should be over soon. I think I hear our guys getting ready to run over to the other building,” the other person said. Mark couldn't see their rank or name, but repulsors did seem to increase their rate of fire and a slew of E-12's fired off, sounding further and further away.
            Mark used his new implants which were now nearly completely online and were going to need a few hours, or maybe days to get used to.
            His HUD turned into a map of the city, friendly markers moving from one tower to the other, enemy markers flashing up as people tagged their positions.
            Then the sections that had dropped in with Pullo's section swarmed up the tower, fifteen had made it into the enemy building, there were only five of the enemy left able to wield a weapon.
            The repulsor's stopped firing as their comrades made it into the tower, shooting now would only put them in danger.
            There was a single shot, Mark grinned in his helmet, his brother taking down the enemy to four.
            There was some fast and fierce fighting, two were taken out on the attacker’s side, but all the defenders were killed.
            “Simulation over, attackers have won.” The emotionless voice of the simulation said over speakers built in the tower.
            Mark put his armor back on, standing and slinging once everything was back in place.
            He hit the release on his helmet, pulling it off of his sweaty head.
            “Everyone out between the two towers for an After Action Review,” the second lieutenant in charge of the attackers said.
            Helmets came off and sweaty faces and heads appeared, people welcomed their friends back to their sections, Mark went through the main lobby, Tyler who had been sitting on a desk grinned.
            “You're supposed to give others something to shoot at, at least,” Mark growled.
            Tyler gave Mark one of the shrugs he himself so famously gave out.
            “You're supposed to stay in cover instead of putting your ass in the middle of the damn street spraying people,” Tyler said, shouldering his brother.
            Mark made a noncommittal noise as they walked outside and went to join their section. Dolche walked over to them, his face tight as if he were deep in thought and he'd eaten a lemon.
            He stopped in front of the Victor brothers looking like he was struggling with getting his thoughts into words.
            “I fucked up, I, I'm sorry,” Dolche said, admitting someone was wrong in any group that dealt with high stress was a hard thing to do. It gave people a chink in your armor, something to poke at and make fun. The EMF were supposed to never fuck up, so when someone did, they usually compounded their issues or walked away from it. Actually saying sorry, well that was rare and something that a person could be expected to be made fun of for.
            Mark and Tyler were very still watching Dolche to see if there was any part of him that would give an indication that he was hiding any other feelings.
            “No worries, you made a pretty decent dent in Garcia's bunk anyway,” Mark said, his grin removing anything sinister about his words.
            “We cool?” Dolche asked, looking to them both.
            “We're cool,” Mark replied, Tyler nodding his agreement. “Though you can still carry that damned thing around.” Mark gestured to his repulsor in Dolche's hands.
            Tyler snorted at his brother's antics.
            “Try getting tossed into Jaol's bunk, that sucks,” Garcia said from behind the brothers, a grin on his face, he wasn't going to come out and say sorry, but it looked like he wanted to gloss over that particular night.
            “Aww man, I always try to keep it nice and fragrant for you,” Jaol said from behind him, letting a fart go.
            “Damn it Jaol!” Garcia said, moving away from the other man.
            “You gonna wait till we're coming back from Sacremon to get your assess over here?” Pullo didn't yell but his voice carried over to the five as they hurried over to join the rest of their section.
            Pullo's eyes looked over them in interest before turning to the circle of sections with the two officers at the head.
            People talked about what went well and what didn't, breaking down the overall to the different forces and then sections.
            Pullo pulled his people to the lobby that they had been fighting in, people finding places to sit or lean as he talked.
            “Simmons, good work on taking over so fast, good individual drills and getting the damned wounded out of the way. Everyone reacted well to quick changes, that shit is going to happen fast. Dolche, Mark that was some good team work at the end, but Mark if you're behind a ripper, you need to keep that gun up and running, hammering people. You can't go charging out into the open, get yourself killed and then leave us without the support of that weapon.” Pullo's look was severe.
            “Yes Sarge,” Mark said from his position leaning against a counter.
            Pullo nodded, his eyes turning to Tyler who was sitting on the counter Mark leaned on.
            “Tyler,” Pullo shook his head. “You took down eight people out of the seventeen this section killed. Our section had the highest number of kills and one of the hardest jobs, especially with that artillery.”
            Xiao and his section didn't look too pleased about that reminder, but you couldn't predict where artillery was going to land.
            “Now let’s get a damned shower and food, then we're going to spend the afternoon in lectures on Sacremon.”
            The groans were subdued but still there.
            “After the mess that got us the attention of Captain Nerva we need to know the planet as well as its own inhabitants. They've been building themselves up for twenty-five, almost twenty-six years.”
            The others accepted that knowledge easily, Mark and Tyler's faces both went pale, sure it was sixteen light years from Earth, but they'd been going at forty percent the speed of light! Twenty-five years, it felt unreal to think that time had gone past.
           
You went to sleep and woke up when you should be forty-three years old. Mark felt a shiver go down his spine. He caught some of the glances from the rest of the squad, they understood what he was going through, they'd been through it.
           
How long have they been doing this while their friends and family back home are fading away? Stop thinking like that, you at least have Tyler. Sure it's fucked, but it's time to focus on making sure you make it back to Earth alive. No matter how many decades have slipped away.
            “Because of rotations we were the only ship that was in-system and ready to deal with the threat quickest. They're going to have guns, they're going to have artillery, booby traps and a good damned military. What they don't have is the purpose-built military tech we have, our medical abilities to get troopers back in the fight in a few days as long as their brain survives, and the information we have access to. That information could keep us alive down there. You veterans should know this, or else you're not going to remain veterans very long,” Pullo said, looking to the privates and corporals in the formation. 
Privates had dropped onto a hostile planet once, Corporals had done it twice, or spent enough damned time in the shit, or been given the rank on merit. Getting it on merit was rare since most people didn't look at them the same as those that had spent their time ground-side.
            Grim faces with lips pressed together nodded back at Pullo.
            “Good, on to showering and eating, because you smell as bad as Jaol does after he's swooned a cafeteria lady for a burrito!”
            Grim faces cracked into smiles and laughs as Jaol looked around raising his eyebrows comically.
            Even Mark let a smile slip while Tyler laughed.
            Mark looked around the squad, they were solid, not many survived their first drop without being dependable.
            He wanted to be accepted by them. He realized not without a little shock.
            The Section followed Pullo who was talking to Gupta.
            People walked in their cliques or found those that they wanted to talk to, or took solace in their own company as they headed to the elevators that would talk them to the housing deck.
            Robots were cleaning up the spent cases that littered the ground.
            They got out of the tower and he was struck by how much the people in his squad were like anyone else. Before he had joined up they had seemed like some mystical group moving between the stars to smash whoever stood in their way with weapons and tech that no one in the slums would ever see by staying there.
            Up here, well they were people, which made them so much more than the faceless reapers of the stories. They were going to fight, and a number of people were going to die. Some of them might have a death wish like certain people in any population. The majority wanted to live, they had favorite foods, favorite movies, they laughed, they could get angry and they could get hurt.
            Sure they had armor, food, augments and weapons, but under it they were human as much as the people that they were fighting.
            “Why do you fight?” Mark asked Simmons to his right who was stretching.
            She looked to him for a second, checking to see if he was playing some kind of prank or making a joke. Seeing the question still in his eyes, her own expression became thoughtful as she looked over the people in the section.
            “At first it was because I wanted to get out of the slums, who doesn’t want to be an EMF trooper, eat whatever we want, see more planets than any other human will in their lifetime. Then I realized that all of that was little compared to the fighting.” She wasn't seeing the scene in front of her anymore, memories clouded her eyes as they walked, Tyler listened intently on the other side of Mark.
            “Yet, even when your down there and the shit has gone sideways on you, you will feel more alive than you've ever felt before, it's a drug you can only feel when you know death has claimed you but you don't know when his round will send you to meet him. If his round misses you and you survive that, then you feel as if nothing is impossible, yet also realize how fragile life is. You remember the people that you fought with together, that bond of standing next to someone and relying on them completely, well you'll never have friends...” Her face screwed up as if the word didn't sound right. “You'll never have better family than the people that you fight next to when you’re in the shit.”
            Her eyes found his.
            Mark lowered his eyes, they flicked to Tyler, he had been in a few situations like that and he understood the trust someone felt for those around them. He somehow doubted that a slum war would compare to anything that Simmons had been in though.
            “But why do you keep going?” Tyler asked, pressing for a complete answer.
            “If I sit back and let people charge in, others always will, then I will feel guilty. I don't want the people that I care about to run into battle without me.” She gave an odd sort of laugh. “Strange isn't it, I'd rather run into battle with my friends, or take their place rather than sit back and know that I'll survive. Maybe that's it, or maybe I crave to once again feel the rush of combat. You're going to have to figure out what you’re fighting for, though I think that you already know, and you just probably haven't admitted it to yourselves. Once you go through your first drop, everything seems to snap into focus, then you'll know for sure.”
            They had reached the elevator, the buoyant of it going down at speed was replaced with a new kind of confusing weight in Mark and Tyler's minds.
           

            
 
 
 
 
Chapter 8
           
EMFC Reclaimer, Growing City and surrounding area
           
Sacremon Actual, Sacremon System
           
7/3169
            They'd gone through three more training runs before being ordered to get rested, check with the medics and check their gear. Higher didn’t want anything to get fucked up before the drop.
            They'd spent their time watching videos, eating, joking and trying to forget that in less than two days they would be dropping onto Sacremon.
            It was an odd ritual, they didn't do anything crazy, they just acted like they always did, living their lives as if it was any other day.
            Then four hours before the planned drop everyone gathered in the barracks. Some people joked trying to lighten the mood, but the majority just strapped on their armor and sealed their helmets.
            There was still some time to go so Mark and Tyler went to the nearest observation bubble. It was built into the hull, a massive window of blast-proof glass that looked out onto Sacremon and its sole moon.
            Its moon was closer than Earth's, but Mark and Tyler's eyes were drawn to Sacremon. It was massive and covered in green vegetation, there were bands of white and brown looking areas where the underground water of the planet didn't reach and then there were the cities.
            They stood in the middle of circular grey pads, the swirl of towers looked like single blobs but shone with their reflective metals and glass.
            They stood, grey shining blobs out of the green landscape of the planet.
            “The first planet we'll ever look down on,” Tyler said.
            “Yeah,” Mark answered, wishing that they had got some free time during boot camp to see Earth as it faded into the distance.
           
This could be the first and last planet you ever get to see from orbit. A little voice in Mark's head said, making his jaw clamp shut.
            He wasn't going to let some damned colonist end his life out here.
            His anger drifted away as they continued to look on the planet in silence. There was something so peaceful about looking at it as they swung around the planet.
            “We're up for weapon draw,” Pullo said, his voice reassuringly calm even as Mark felt like he was going to puke or piss himself from the nerves.
            Mark and Tyler fitted their helmets and made sure the other was sorted out before they left the observation deck for the armory.
            Everyone was wearing armor now, moving through the halls with purpose, those without helmets looked as scared as Mark felt, or had the steel flint looks of those that had done this before and knew the hell they were walking into.
            They walked to the racks, Mark got an E-12 this time, Dolche and Xiao were going to be the repulsor gunners.
            Everyone pulled ammunition and supply packs, filling their pouches with as many rounds and meal replacement bars as they could find. The water bladders on their backs added even more weight.
            They looked like deadly turtles by the time they had their full load out.
            Mark had spent some more of his savings on E-12 mods, getting a silencer and a grip, the rest he'd spent on more augments.
            He hadn't told many people, most looked at him like he was some kind of cyborg. Pablo, Alexis' section-friend did exactly that when Mark and Tyler talked about their augments. Though, Alexis had gotten a few as well.
            Mark and Tyler had become such regular test subjects that they knew the implanter Lucille on a first name basis.
            Their bodies had filled out over the nine months they had trained. Ready healthcare, access to food whenever they wanted it, fully supplied gyms and augments that would make sure their bodies were in peak condition had done it’s work.
They ate as much as four people in the slums and were looking like Xiao and Dolche who moved their repulsors and kit with a kind of bored recognition. That much weight wasn't all that big of an issue for them.
Mark was bulkier with twenty kilos more weight that Tyler. Tyler was lean and mean, Mark was large and powerful.
            They moved with the other sections that made up their platoon, there were four sections in total, three rifle companies with ten E-12 gunners and two repulsor gunners, then there was the support section that carried mobile artillery, repulsors, and mounting kits.
            The shuttle bay ran the length of the two-kilometer-long carrier. The awaiting combat shuttles engines were already leaving wavy lines of heat as troopers moved to their assigned transports.
            The combat shuttles were deadly lines shaping into a large cargo hold with downward sloping wings that had missile pods and auto-cannons underneath and rotating engines at each edge. Auto turrets moved under the cockpit, flaps opening and closing as crews did their final checks.  
            Each combat shuttle could fit two sections when their cargo hold was set to transport troopers. The usual breakdown of the platoon was to have one and three section and the Warrant officer in one CS, then the Second lieutenant was with two sections and the support section in another combat shuttle.
            Those guns were the most important thing to the platoon so the officer wanted to watch over them.
            Additional officers and support personnel were slotted into the handful of extra seats to spread them out.
            “Move it first platoon,” the Warrant said in an almost bored tone. She took the front seat closest to the combat shuttles cockpit, right next to the cargo-masters chair. The rank structure wasn't anything like the one created before the incorporation of Earth.
            You moved up the ranks to sergeant, then you could make it to Platoon warrant, studying under the second lieutenant and listening to those higher than you to get you ready for the time when you became a second lieutenant. Then you went from second lieutenant to warrant officer one, trained under a lieutenant and then took over those responsibilities, training to become warrant officer three and so it went up to heights that Mark and Tyler never even thought about. Mark sat in his seat, securing his rifle to his legs and making sure the harness was secure around him.
            A short guy with a boxer-like build sat across him, his shoulder showed he was a one line like Mark. He wouldn't become a private until his ass touched Sacremon.
            He nodded to Mark, grim looking bastard, must have been in a different recruit platoon. The man looked to his harness and Mark turned to Tyler.
            “How you feeling?” Mark asked Tyler.
            “More nervous than last night.” Tyler said.
            “So I'm guessing that you and Alexis didn't spend much time sleeping?” Mark joked.
            “Well, no,” Tyler said.
            Mark laughed. Tyler and Alexis were clearly an item now, she was in second platoon and would be coming down with the second wave of combat shuttles that would launch after them.
            She was a good-looking girl and smarter than Mark had first thought. Though when they had first met he had been taking her prisoner, thankfully it seemed like a past life to both of them and they'd put it behind them.
            Mark had warned Tyler about what could come from going out, the EMF wasn't going to do anything, they didn't care as long as a person used contraceptives. If either of them died, then it would leave a big hole in their lives.
            That said he approved of Alexis, she was a strong woman and more than willing to reel Tyler in. Tyler doted on her and spent more time with her than he and Mark spent together in recent days.
            “Secure hatches,” the Cargo Master said, the rear ramp closing, it wouldn't get opened until the combat shuttle returned to Reclaimer.
            Mark looked at his feet and the hatch beneath him and all of those on his row.
            The sounds of mechanisms closing ended and the Cargo Master took their seat.
            “Have you looked outside?” Tyler asked.
            “One second,” Mark said, he'd gotten pretty damned good with his advanced implants through sheer usage. It wasn't long until he was connected into the combat shuttle bay's cameras.
            The final sections for the first drop were piling into their combat shuttles, ramps were rising and then there were just deadly combat shuttles, their heat trails turning the air of the bay into smoky wisps. Then the trails disappeared as the air was drained from the bay.
            The shuttle decompressed as well and the massive armored shutters opened, revealing the green and white of Sacremon that lay below the carrier like some kind of massive prey.
            Shuttles along the front rank picked themselves up and pushed forward out of the now open shutters.
            The second line rose. Mark felt the shuttle shift as power was applied to the engines and they pushed out of the carrier. The shuttles cleared the bay, the pads the shuttles had lay on rotated down and new shuttles rose from the carrier's hold.
            Shuttle crews were moving around their machines, checking them as ammunition leads poured in magazines. Rocket pods were jacked into place and secured.
            Mark felt the shuttle tilt, the image from the bay was going strange. He switched over to the view outside the shuttle. They were coming in at what must be dawn, the shadows of night receding away from their position.
            “Listen up!” The warrant said, the shuttles rattling and shaking its occupants.
            “We're inserting outside of Growing.”
           
I bet I can guess why they called it Growing. Mark thought, companies picked city names, it was another way they asserted their control. Some even went so far as to give them numerical designations.
            No matter what they were boring.
            “The higher ups are dedicating all of second division to the attack.”
            When everyone got on the ground it would put them at nearly a thousand in strength for one city, that would leave them still outnumbered. Sacremon was one of the third generation colonies, it had been established nearly four hundred years ago.
            The shuttle bucked as it entered hard atmosphere.
            Nothing showed up on scanners that shouldn't be there.
            “We need to make sure that we've got a position within the city by the time the third wave comes down. Captain Nerva is coming down with the first wave,” the warrant added. “You fuck up and I'll have your ass so hard you'll think going through a black-hole would be a vacation,” she said with an edge.
            Nerva was something of a quiet legend, people talked about his past campaigns and how he had made it through some of the worst rebellions and more No Reinforcements or NR's than any other.
            As soon as most higher ups could get their asses out of the line of fire they did. Anyone above a Major would be staying on the carrier for the entire campaign, watching as others died for their orders like some massive strategy game.
            Nerva had never tried to stay to the rear unless his own people badgered him. He was a true leader, one that helped pull his people forward, not poke them ahead of himself.
            “Weapons signatures!” The pilot said as shuttles disintegrated under massed fire, their cargo turning into meteors as the atmosphere turned them into rolling fire.
            Tracers ripped up from hidden gun emplacements across the planet.
            These rebels were trained and ready, their fire was accurate and hellish. Missiles sprouted from shuttles, smashing into emplacements.
            “Missile launches!” The other pilot barked, arcing the shuttle into a steep maneuver that made everyone in the cargo hold grunt as their bodies were slammed around.
            “Fuck it, I'm getting you ready for drop!” The Cargo Master said, overriding the shuttles commands.
            Everyone stood as the red light turned on.
            Everyone was picked up and their seats retracted. They shook in the holders that had come out of the wall. Mark checked Tyler's line as he checked his. They slapped wrists.
            “Victors!” Tyler said on a private channel.
            “You fucking know it!” Mark yelled as the shuttle veered again, making the holders strain.
            Mark felt the massive cannon fire thumping into their targets as missiles buffeted the shuttle.
            Rounds from the ground pierced the cargo hold catching Jaol, Garcia, and three unlucky souls from one section.
            The red light started blinking as they were got closer to a distance where they could drop safely.
            The Cargo Master opened the hatches the ground racing down below.
            “Fucking shit, we're gonna get pasted at this speed!” The boxy looking guy beside Mark yelled, their armor was practically touching so he could hear him.
            Mark couldn't disagree with him as he looked at Xiao, both of them shuddering and shaking with the shuttle.
            Rounds raked over the shuttle's armor again, catching the Warrant and Cargo Master.
            “Fucking shit!” Mark's neighbor complained.
            “Sarge, I'm in their system I can get us a drop window,” Mark said, wanting to get the fuck off of this shuttle as soon as possible.
            “Do it, I'll patch to one section.”
            “Sarge,” Mark answered as he flicked to Tyler. “You talk to the pilots, I'm gonna look over the cargo-master’s readouts.”
            “Got it.” Tyler snapped off the channel as Mark saw the landing zone about fifty kilometres’ off. There was no way they were making that. He checked the map for some terrain that offered cover, he found it in a quarry.
            “Tyler, I got a landing zone, tagging and sending.”
            Tyler didn't even acknowledge him for a few moments, but the shuttle veered from its path and pushed full power for the quarry. The shuttle diverted as fire came from the location. Apparently they'd read that one, a new drop zone appeared over a forested area outside of Growing.
            “Get ready, I don't think they're going to slow down much for us!” Mark said to Pullo.
            The shuttle turned at the last moment and started braking, people slapped their manual releases, dropping through the floor and into the forest below.
            “Fuck!” People were already hitting the release and dropping through the floor, but the one kid next to Mark, the boy with the build of a boxer had broken the handle off.
            Mark pushed their hand out of the way.
            “Wah?” The kid said with a nervous quiver, shock overcoming him.
            “Enjoy the ride,” Mark hammered the kid's release, their line whirring out.
            “See you down there bro,” Mark said, him and Tyler hitting their releases, they were amongst the last of the people in the cargo hold to drop.
            “Wooh!” He yelled he held his rifle ready as his line snagged but kept playing out. He looked up as the shuttle banked, a rocket heading straight for it.
           
Where the fuck did these colonials get weapons like that!? He thought as he hit the emergency release.
            He fell the following ten feet, rolling.
            The shuttle was hit as it veered up, lines getting snagged, one cutting someone in half as he hit the ground, thankfully it was a hill as he collapsed his legs and rolled.
            He stood up, dizzy and bruised.
            The shuttle was releasing its lines as it put all of its power into its engines and headed away.
            Mark grabbed his rifle, checking it, and the pistol he'd had to buy. He saw Tyler racing towards him. The boxer kid he'd been sitting next to was coming for him too.
            “Hey you!” The boxer guy said.
            Mark ignored him as he found some cover and Tyler got to him.
            “How is it?” Mark asked, using his implants to change his HUD to something that showed him the battlefield.
            “We're all over shit creek and the Colonials here are a lot better than we thought. They have tunnel systems like the Viet Cong.”
            Mark nodded in disgust.
           
At least we didn't waste those nine months learning nothing, though it's only showing you how badly fucked the situation is.
            A heavy machine gun cracked in the distance Tyler and Mark looked for where it came from while the boxer got to them.
            “Hey you,” he said lifting his chin to Mark but still checking the area, he got a mental nod from Mark. He might sound like a thug but he wasn't careless.
            “Yes?” Mark asked, ready to fight if he needed to.
            “Thanks,” the boxer said with a nod.
            “No problem,” Mark replied, some tension draining from his body as he looked to his map. Tyler was right about them being all over the place, the shuttle's two sections were spread over nearly a kilometer and a half of ground.
            “I'm Mark, that's Tyler,” Mark said, using his chin to gesture to Tyler who nodded.
            “Jerome,” Jerome said pointing his rifles butt to himself.
            “The General is calling NR until we clear a landing zone,” Sergeant Pullo said over the two section's net, a quick scan revealed that the other Sergeant hadn't made it down.
            “Master Corporal Tong is in charge of one section.”
            “An NR on my first drop. You're fucking me,” Jerome said. An NR was everyone's worst nightmare. It meant No Reinforcements, it was meant to bolster the forces on the ground to take back the area they were in to get assistance. It usually meant a slaughter for the forces on the ground.
            Mark saw that another section from fifth division was just two-klicks away.
            “I want everyone to regroup on this rally point as I try to get in contact with higher and understand what in the fuck we've got on the ground,” Sergeant Pullo said.
            The sky still had shuttles coming in from the first drop, weapons fire arced into the bright and clear green sky. It was easy to figure out where the cities were from the lines of tracer rounds sprouting from them. Missiles reached up the shuttles as well. The shuttles auto-cannons and turrets were firing as their pods launched missile after missile.
            “Sarge I've got a section from five divisions that would just take a seven-hundred-meter detour or so to check out,” Mark said.
            “I don't want you going all one-man-mission on me Mark,” Sergeant Pullo's voice was tight.
            “I have Tyler and Jerome from one section with me,” Mark said, there was a short pause before Pullo came back on the line.
            “Do it, I'm not going to send the section after you if you get lost though,” Pullo answered.
            “Understood Sarge.”   Mark looked to Tyler who nodded, he'd been listening.
            “Well looks like I'm stuck with you for now,” Jerome said checking his gear and sounding a little unhappy about being volunteered for this little trip.
            “Let’s get going then,” Mark said as they got up and started jogging in the direction of the fifth division section.
            “You hear that?” Tyler asked.
            “Huh?”
            “What?” Mark asked leaning against a tree.
            “Artillery fire,” Tyler said, confirming his own thoughts.
            “Well this day just keeps on getting better,” Jerome complained.
            “As long as it's not on us we keep moving,” Mark said, jogging through the undergrowth. There was a myriad of colors but none of them cared, they just wanted to get through the tangled mess as fast as possible.
            It took them about ten minutes to get close to the other division's section.
            “Stupid.” There was no answer to Marks challenge as he signalled for Jerome and Tyler to flank as he moved up, he nestled his E-12 into his shoulder as he crept forward.
            He came to a ridge and found the squad. They were all contorted around the hole they'd dug. It looked like they'd opened their visors to rest when the poison had hit. They'd struggled in pain, their eyes had bled and their skin had opened in blisters. Their lungs and airways filled with blood as they fell apart. A few had been lucky enough to kill themselves.
            Fear, raw and terrible filled Mark.
            He'd seen death before, but this wasn't killing, this was exterminating. That's how I'm going to die, with no one and nothing, in the dust on some shitty planet. He wanted to throw up but knew it would just stay in his helmet. He wanted to run as far and as fast from here as possible. He pressed his fear, his vulnerabilities and emotions down and let anger fill him.
            “Put your gun down!” Someone said in accented Universal. Mark saw three people emerge from the tree line behind him; lines showed that they'd been in the trees waiting for a victim. He'd been so wrapped up in grief he hadn't heard them.
            Mark knew that they'd kill him if he turned, in his head he was swearing at himself for letting his guard down.
            “I have three assholes behind me,” Mark said to Jerome and Tyler.
            “Coming.” Tyler's voice cold as hardened steel.
            Explosions went off somewhere in the background as Mark took off his sling and lowered the gun.
            He twitched his triceps, catching the blade with a thumb.
            The three manoeuvred so that they were behind him as they advanced.
            “Look at that you have a perfect grave already,” one snarled.
            “Fucking Company pig,” another said as Mark fear turned to anger. Wait. He thought as one of them pressed their gun to his head, the others at twenty degrees from him on either side, not ninety so they had a clear shot.
            “Do it Syd!” One said to the executioner, their barrel shaking on Mark's helmet.
            “Any last...” The other that had called Mark a company pig started.
Mark turned, his left hand slapping the rifle that had been pointing at his head, away. It went off as Mark drove his blade into the would-be-executioner's neck. He left it there as the hand he had used to slap the rifle away now grabbed it, finding the trigger.
The Executioner dropped.
            Mark's augments were ramped up as he eyeballed the two others that had been lounging back with their guns.
            He fired on the first. Their chest and head disappeared. The rifle was some sort of grenade launcher.
The third was already running. Mark fired at their legs, he must've nicked them with a round as they went down sprawling.
            The person beneath Mark was kicking and screaming. Mark had apparently gotten their windpipe instead of jugular. They were drowning in their own blood the noise sent a shiver even through Mark's haze.
            “Thought you could kill me fucker?” He snarled as he ripped off their helmet.
            He stood and looked at his executioner, anger turning to dread and guilt.
            It was a girl, she must have been in her teens and now she was gargling on the same poison that killed the other section. She clawed at her face to somehow try and stop it. She tried to scream but nothing came out but gargles from her opened windpipe.
            Thoughts raced through his mind of how much she had to live for, how she could've had an actual family here. Maybe the other two had been relations even.
            He looked at her, his eyes filled with horror at what he had done. He moved to his rifle, grabbing it with numb hands. Training driving him forward.
            “Mark!” Tyler yelled out as Mark got his rifle. He looked at the girl.
           
This is fucked up. She could've had a normal life, not one lived in a dump, or fighting for her life in some forest somewhere.
            Even with her last breaths she was fighting for that life. He knew it wouldn't come, he could only end her suffering.
            “Mark!?” Tyler said as Mark pulled out his pistol and pointed it at the girls head.
            It bucked in his hand, her arms falling to her sides. Her silent attempt at screaming stopping as she looked up at the sky with crying eyes. He looked at his hands which were covered in her blood from putting a knife in her throat.
            He pulled the blade from her neck, wiping it on the ground.
            “You okay?” Tyler asked, his rifle up and ready, scanning the area.
            “Yeah, let's go meet up with the section,” Mark said, knowing that he wouldn't forget that moment for the rest of his life.
            “Victor's report in,” Pullo demanded.
            “It looks like the local population is using gas. I'm marking the section's position, they're all dead. I've got a sample of the toxin.” Mark said.
            “Good, I've got in contact with higher. We'll get that sample to the medics and they should be able to get us a vaccine. I want you back here immediately,” Sergeant Pullo said.
            “Yes sergeant,” Mark answered..
            Jerome was moving to the man that Mark had sent tumbling.
            “Is he alive?” Mark asked.
            “Yeah, looks like it,” Jerome replied.
            “Sarge, we've also got someone from the local population, a fighter, he might be of use. Not sure if he's been infected or not though.”
            Pullo took a few seconds to reply as Tyler and Mark moved into the trees and away from the section.
            “Bring him, if he's too much trouble then drop him.” Pullo's voice was filled with cold fury, it was hard to not be angry at the losses they'd sustained already, they hadn't even attacked a city yet.
            “Understood.” Mark turned to the channel with just Jerome and Tyler, “Jerome, search him and make sure he'll survive, higher wants him. Tag and bag him. I'll cover. Tyler, make sure no one creeps up on us.”
            “On it,” Tyler said scanning the forest as Mark aimed at the man struggling on the ground. His gun had gone a fair distance when he had gone sprawling with a round to the calf.
            Jerome had made sure there was no chance of him getting it. Jerome pulled everything he could find on the man, pocketing things that looked useful.
            He checked the bindings on the man's arms, simple slap-straps, put a self-heal bandage on his leg and got him moving.
            “Tyler, up front I'll take the rear.” Tyler moved off while Jerome was making the prisoner move none-to-gently. Mark grabbed the man's rifle, it was a magazine fed shotgun by the look of it.
            He put it between his ammunition pack and his armor, moving off after the other two.
            
 
 
 
 
Chapter 9
           
Combat Shuttle One-four-nine

           
Sacremon Actual, Sacremon System
7/3169
            Lieutenant Damien Yu was one of Earth’s Military Forces Carrier Reclaimer’s best combat shuttle pilots. He loved danger and he loved putting his foot down.
            He knew the troopers on the ground or in his Cargo bays relied on him in a very big way. If they called him in, then they were well and truly in the shit, or they were about to be.
            Now Reclaimer was on target and Yu was getting called down.
            The massive shuttle bay doors opened all of the atmosphere had already been drained from the flight decks. The flight crew in colored suits moved between their Combat Shuttles.
            “First flight is through atmosphere heavy resistance on the ground,” Yoo Ga-young said, his second. Meaning she helped fly sometimes, but her primary job was to operate the Combat Shuttle’s weapons systems.
            “Got good feeds to the guns. Our payloads are looking bored and grumpy,” Bob Rickshaw the Cargo Master and gunner said, moving around his cargo hold.
            Young might be the commander of the ship, but the cargo hold was Bobbie’s realm.
            “Good ready up here,” Young said looking over the variety of touch screens that fed her the ships information.
            “Looking green to me,” Yu confirmed, flicking switches that made the engines rumble into life.
            He glanced through the door that separated the cockpit from the cargo bay. Troopers waited in their yellow and black lined harnesses. They pulled on them, sat there nervous, anxious and the idiots were excited.
            “Sealing doors,” Bobbie said from his console to the forward right of the shuttle, right behind Young in the cargo hold.
            Yu looked over Sacremon and the swirls of lights that dictated cities.
            Shuttles were now fighting their way up out of atmosphere and towards Reclaimer.
            The flight crews colored suits moved between crafts to make sure that they were all good to go.
            Yu felt pride swell in him, even on EMFC Educator people had only worked when they absolutely had to. They did the bare minimum and went back to lounging in their quarters. Here the chiefs ran their crews like racing teams ran their pits.
            They moved with quick and precise movements, ships were hooked up within minutes of reaching their intake pads, crews swarming over the ships to keep the shuttles in peak condition.
            Yu was almost tempted to not look over his shuttle, though the pilot in him would never allow it. He needed to know the bird as well as he knew himself, even more so.
            “Good to go,” Young said, looking to Yu.
            “Flight control this is CS-one-four-nine, all green and good to go,” Yu said, moving his feet and pedals, looking at the wings and engines tilt and moved, getting a feel for them in no atmosphere.
            “Understood, wait five, over.” Flight control said moments later. When all of the shuttles reported that they were ready to go and their flight plans were cleared they’d launch after Alpha flight. The process usually took ten minutes. Which was alarmingly fast for such a complicated evolution.
            “Understood, flight control, waiting out, over,” Yu responded, the combat shuttle’s landing pad rotated forward to launch position as the vacated pads where Alpha flight had been moments before were pulled into the ground and out of the way.  
            “Warming up sensors and moving heat shielding back,” Yu said, tapping commands in as armored panels opened and the shuttle’s sensor equipment started running checks.
            Basically a way to waste time until they were given the go ahead.
            “All flight crews this is flight control; an NR has been called. I say again, an NR has been called.” The voice repeated the message three more times as the flight deck’s armored doors started closing and shuttles closer to the center of the ship dropped on their pads, heading back into the volumous storage decks below.
           
Sometimes we’re so buried in the shit it seems that there’s nothing else, and other times we’re just stuck watching. God I hate watching.
            Young said nothing but Yu could see the pained expression on her face.
            Yu watched combat shuttles enter and exit Sacremons’ atmosphere, their empty cargo holds telling of a fate all troopers and pilots cursed.
            An NR meant that no one on the ground was getting reinforcements until they got rid of the planet’s defenses, or when the commanding General wanted to risk losing a hell of a lot more shuttles.
            Yu felt hopelessness fill him. 
            Young turned to him.
            “We’re ordered to dump our troopers and prep for storage. Orders to follow,” Young said.
            “Gotcha,” Yu said, his voice hard as he heard the angry vibrations of his pissed off cargo.
            As soon as atmosphere was pumped back into the shuttle he knew it would be filled with curses and anger.
            Troopers and their Combat Shuttle pilots hated the thought of leaving just one of their own behind.
            Yu just hoped that the forces on the ground could pull off a miracle.
            
 
 
 
 
Chapter 10
           
Growing City and Surrounding area
           
Sacremon Actual, Sacremon
7/3169
            “Hold,” Tyler said, his voice barely a whisper as they took a knee, scanning the forest for threats while Tyler dealt with whatever his issue was.
            “Well you gonna come out or leave us out here with our dicks in our hand?” Tyler asked, standing up and holding his rifle in an almost uncaring manner.
            A bush rustled and Simmons stood up twenty meters in front of Tyler.
            “Nice to see you too, wait where you are, gonna get some medics to check you out for gas and shit,” she said.
            Mark found a convenient tree and leaned against it. Jerome pushed the prisoner to the ground, right in front of Simmons as he also took a seat against a tree with his weapon pointed at the prisoner.
            Tyler made an annoyed noise and also went and found a tree to sit against.
            They didn't have to wait long until the medics got to Simmons who had settled back into her hiding position. They checked all of the troopers and then the prisoner. They put their helmets together and one of them went back behind Simmons.
            Mark had time to really look at the planet at that point. Trees that looked like large ferns stretched up into the air, their leaves playing out in a manner similar to palm trees. Rubbery looking vines wrapped around the trees and ran along the ground underneath more fern looking shrubs that rose to about a foot off of the ground. The ferns had purple flowers on them and a kind of moss covered the ground. 
            It was kind of odd how he could see so far in every direction without red dust everywhere and the green, it kind of hurt his eyes how much light there was.
            His lungs had adapted like all of the humans on Earth to deal with the limited oxygen and extra chemicals that were in the dust and air. Breathing in this atmosphere through his rebreather made his body feel alive, as if this was the way it was supposed to be.
            The medic returned with a kit. First everyone was sprayed with a hose, then a needle was jabbed into the small injection site at the base of their neck.
            Mark grunted when the needle went in. He hated them, but he'd had so many that he was getting used to him.
            “One of you take off your helmet,” one of the medics said.
            Tyler looked to Mark who took his helmet off first so his brother had a chance if this fucked up.
            He coughed at the pollen and crap that seemed to fill his throat. The planet smelt, wet and earthy, not the metallic tang of Earth. He coughed a bunch and his eyes started itching as Medics gathered around him.
            “Keep us covered,” Mark said, seeing Jerome and Tyler were looking at him.
            This made them look away and check their arcs. Medics were fucking unicorns as afar as troopers were concerned. 
            Mark wasn't going to get them killed even if he got fucked up. They might be the only people able of putting him back together.
            The coughing increased, his nose and eyes watered, he spit out a glob of phlegm. They had put a tap into his neck, now they put an injector up to it, shooting some new kind of chemical into his body with the sound of released pressure.
            Mark grabbed one of them to stop himself from keeling over.
            “You really like those fucking needles,” he said, using them to stay upright.
            “And you like crushing my damned arm!” The other responded, someone passed them the injector and a new vial. Mark got a new injection.
            His vision started blurring and fear started overtaking him.
           
No, I'm not fucking going out like some damned fucking test guinea pig with chemicals hurling through my body!
            His other hand grabbed another medic’s armor and he gritted his teeth, his augments fired off as he growled through his teeth, his face scrunched in defiance at the new fire that was racing through his body. Another injection went off and pain lanced through his body, focusing on his face.
            He heard yells and noises as the pain drove through his body, his grip increased on the medics. Then the pain faded. He felt his body ramp down, his augments looking to the damage of his body, using the chemicals the medics had given him to sort out his system. His pumps slowed the battle hormones and he stood, releasing his grip on the medics.
            “Goddamn remind me to never be on the wrong side of you.” The medic that had been injecting him said, rubbing their arm and giving them self an injection.
            “Move your head to the left.” Mark did so and they pulled out the tap that had been inserted with the first injection.
            “Don't take this wrong but I hope I never have to go through that again,” Mark said, his body feeling shaky.
            “It's a good thing you had those implants, we were able to find out how the pathogen works and it showed us what we need to do to make a cure. We should have it to the other medics shortly. Thanks, you're going to save a lot of lives,” the medic said. His name was Ferguson and he was the one that Mark has his iron grip on.
            “You're welcome.” Mark grabbed his helmet and put it back on, sealing it.
            “We'll have something ready for the other two in about ten minutes or so,” Ferguson said, the medics grabbed their gear and headed behind Simmons.
            “The Sergeant will want to see you all,” Simmons said.
            “Yes Corporal,” Mark replied. Jerome took up his place as primary guard, Tyler taking the front and Mark the rear. Simmons tapped Mark on the back in recognition. Mark just nodded, it was the only motion anyone could see while his hands were taken up with his rifle and his visor covered his face.
            Tyler led them right to Pullo and Master Corporal Tong. Ferguson stepped up to make his report to them before continuing on.
            Tong was a solid built woman that moved with confidence from every step.
            Pullo waved the three of them over, a few moments later Feng and Utkin from three section relieved Jerome of his charge, taking the prisoner to a tree, tying him to it and begun questioning them.
            “What happened?” Pullo asked, his eyes looking between the three as they approached.
            “We went to go and see what that section was up to, looks like they popped their fucking masks and got killed by some kind of poison!” Mark wasn't able to talk in anything but harsh tones.
            “Three fighters got down from the trees and cornered Mark. He took them down, killed two, wounded that one.” Tyler used his thumb to point in the direction of the prisoner who was now getting injected with something.
            Mark shifted on his knees to relieve the pressure on them, feeling the gun on his back.
            He pulled it out.
            “They were armed with these,” he said, holding it out to Pullo. Pullo let his gun drop from his hands, unloading the magazine of the gun and clearing it. He looked it over before giving it to Tong.
            “Anything else?” He asked.
            “There was also a whole bunch of junk on him. I took it in case any of it's useful,” Jerome started pulling things out of his pockets and putting them on the ground. Pullo picked up certain things and looked them over.
            “This hardware is pretty good,” Tong said in surly tones as she put the gun next to the things Jerome had laid out.
            “Yeah. I'm already due to report to Nerva, I'm going to add you three to the conference call but I don't want you saying a damn thing unless you’re asked or you feel it's vitally important,” Pullo said, pressing on them the need to not fuck this up.
            “Yes sergeant!” The three chorused.
            He cut the channel going offline for a few moments before the three of them joined onto the channel.
            “It looks like they have middle to high-grade weapons systems, re-breathers are also really damned good and they're using gas. The medics have got a solution and they've already tried it out on one of my guys, they're doing some final tinkering and they should have a vaccine for everyone.”
            “Understood, how was their coordination, their movements and such? Mark?” Nerva asked making Mark mentally stumble, he hadn't expected to say really anything. The only other time he'd seen Captain Nerva marked the beginning of three-section trying to re-test.
            “Umm, well they laid a good trap; they must have been watching the section or lying in wait when they deployed the gas. They came down from the trees so they might have used them to move, or hide in. They didn't sound that coordinated and many of them aren't bloodied, they're hesitant to use their hands to kill. They have little to no armor,” Mark said.
            “Tyler?”
            “They're impatient and cocky. They attacked Mark without thinking to look for other attackers,” he answered.
            “Jerome?”
            “They're well fed but they don't have our muscle mass, or much ammunition, they each had only a clip or two each,” Jerome surmised.
            “That makes sense for an agricultural world. Sergeant Pullo, Tong, any other thoughts?”
            “The weapons are rudimentary but high-powered. I'd need a tech to see for sure, but the rounds look to be explosives, not that powerful, but a few hits with this and they'll crack armor, or put a hole in someone if they find cloth,” Pullo's voice was grim. “Thankfully they only have about fifteen rounds per mag so in pitched battle we're going to have a little advantage as long as we have cover. Those machine guns and Anti-space are going to need to be checked out,” Pullo finished off, his helmet looking to Tong.
            “It sounds to me like they've been training and making traps across this planet since the rebellion started. If they used gas they're going to be willing to use other means and if they've laid one trap they'll have laid others,” Tong said.
            “Good points,” Nerva said, the line going quiet for long enough to make Mark think that he had ended it.
            “I'm going to send a section to retrieve the prisoner with you. I'm going to move up your platoons two section and weapons detachment, Sergeant Pullo I'm bumping you to Second lieutenant and I've made Sergeant Drashkov from two section your Warrant. I want you to push up to Growing and see what information you can find out. It will take me a few hours before I can push people to you in support,” Nerva said.
            “Understood sir,” Pullo answered.
            “Good, nice work Lieutenant.” Nerva clicked off of the channel, Pullo waited a few moments before saying anything.
            “Alright, move to the defensive circle we've made, Jerome head in that direction about fifty meters, Victors, that way fifty meters,” he said pointing in one direction and then the complete opposite.
            “See you later gents,” Jerome gave small salute before heading off, Tyler and Mark did the same.
            Gupta put Mark and Tyler in positions around the circle that watched the forest for any threats.
            The section Captain Nerva sent gathered the prisoner while the weapons Detachment and two section spread out. Apparently, their shuttle had crashed nad those in the front sections were crushed.
            Nerva had got them sorted out and sent them in the direction of the rest of their platoon, bringing them up to thirty-seven combat capable people.
            It didn't take long before the whole platoon was up and moving, three section took the lead with Gupta dispatching Mark and Tyler as one of the three scouting parties that ranged ahead and tried to search out any enemy in front of them.
            They were still twelve kilometers away from the city but Pullo wasn't taking any chances as the scouting parties took their time in making sure the area they were walking into wasn't filled with enemy combatants.
            Mark and Tyler checked the canopies and found a few mines with their simplistic sensors. They tagged the locations and moved on, not wanting to fuck about with them, or set them off and alert anyone to their position.
            “It's going to take a carrier of engineers to clear up all these goddamn traps,” Tyler said in hushed tones as they moved past a mine that had been hiding in a tree's leaves, a length of vine acted as the trigger, they hadn't found the cord until they cut it and traced it back. Their sensors didn't pick up natural vegetation as being anything harmful, they only picked up explosives and metallic objects.
            “Yeah,” Mark said, not happy to be playing minefield rat out in front of the platoon. “I've got to call this one to Pullo.”
            “I'll take point,” Tyler said as they crept forward.
            “Mark?” Pullo asked as the channel connected.
            “We just found a booby trap that was using natural vegetation as a trigger.”
            “So you might have missed other such booby traps because scanners don't pick up natural vegetation as a threat.” Pullo's tone wasn't harsh but understanding, “Very well continue.” He cut out of the channel as Mark saw an alert pop up on his visor. Mark flicked to Tyler's channel.
            “Down,” Tyler did as Mark said without thought, both of them scanning their arcs.
            “Looks like the locals got creative and made some natural man traps, one of the scouting parties have run into explosives with natural trip wires and another had just run into a natural booby trap. It looks like some kind of spring powered item. Keep your heads on a swivel,” Pullo's voice was harsh, Mark saw medics and a security detail moving out to where the blinking icon that said indicated someone was injured.
            Pullo changed to a channel with the scouts except for the injured person.
            “Alright, McLaughlin, what does the trap look like? In detail.”
            “Fuck, like a frying pan I guess, it sprang up from under the small crap and just smacked Diez with its sharpened points. It didn't pierce her armor but it went right through the smart cloth,” McLaughlin said.
            “Good work, McLaughlin stay where you are, the rest of you, I want you to push forward we still have a lot of ground to cover before we're able to see Growing, get moving.”
            Four other people went down, only one needed extensive aid. Even then he'd taken fifteen minutes before he was good to go again.
            Mark got on his belly as he saw the mega-towers of Growing in front of him.
            Mark sent back a feed to Pullo and started scanning the area for movement.
            Tyler shimmied up next to him, popping his bipod out and using his scope to get a closer look at the buildings and the people in them.
            “Good work Mark, the other scouts are also getting into position. I'm going to get our people deployed back here and then I'll get someone to switch out with you two. Nerva's pushing up everyone in his company and the remainders of two other companies to our west.”
            “Understood, Sa, erm, sir.”
            “No worries Mark,” Pullo said sounding as if he was smiling.
            “Way to go,” Tyler said, Mark could hear the grin in his brother's voice, he gave him an elbow before settling behind his scope and starting to check out the buildings. They ranged from a hundred meters tall, to nearly three kilometres.
            They started tagging the gun emplacements, the planet boasted a population of nearly a billion and it showed. While Mark and Tyler couldn't see past the forward towers there were an easy ten thousand people moving through some of the larger buildings.
            “Taking this place is going to be a bitch,” Tyler said, finding a missile battery.
            “Growing was the first city founded by the Sacremon partnership between Salafil foods, Credari builders and Montasiri growers, do you think that they're going to accept anything less than completely clearing the city. This one planet makes enough food for seventeen planets. While other cities tend to the massive fields that cover the planet with a few growing towers, this city is nearly all growing towers, they produce food all year round, and foods that are bartered between CEO's not just to feed their populations.”
            “Thank you Mr. History lesson, you forgot the part about this also being one of the biggest testing areas for growing operations. That means they'll have tech, know how to use it and you remember Zela' complex's gardening explosion,” Tyler said.
            Something about the chemicals in Zela complex's gardening areas had been off, something had caused the mixture to ignite and the gardens had gone up in a massive fireball. Twelve hundred people were killed and Zela had effectively died out since there was hardly enough food to trade.
           
If gardeners had done that by accident, then what could they do if they wanted to do that on purpose?
            
 
 
 
 
Chapter 11
           
Growing City and surrounding area
           
Sacremon Actual, Sacremon System
           
8/3169
            Tyler slapped Mark's armor, waking him with a rush. They had been rotated out from their position back to the defensive lines.
            Pullo had the medics hit everyone with their vaccine and Captain Nerva had come up to the position with the rest of the forces that he was able to scrounge from the surrounding area. More troopers were coming in slowly but everyone was spread across the planet. He had apparently gotten some information from the prisoner but it hadn't been much.
            They'd shot the prisoner, making sure that he couldn't pass on any information, plus he would take up more resources that could be put to better use keeping the troopers alive.
            No one batted an eye-lid, Mark and Tyler's old boss had told them about how nations, basically different corporations that were picked by the people defined rules by which they fought one another. Similar to how the EMF was supposed to leave as much of the infrastructure in working order as possible. They were also mandated to kill any resistance that might appear. 
            The colonials weren't going to treat the Troopers with any kind of kindness, neither was the EMF.
            “What's up?” Mark asked, his body remembering he had just been asleep a few moments ago, but keeping in mind there was no threat.
            “Looks like the Captain has a plan, Alpha Company is moving out to check out the area,” Tyler said.
            Captain Nerva had put his best trained and hardest fighters in Alpha Company, all of them were veterans and were damned good soldiers. Nerva had secured a special stipend for them as they had proved to be more valuable than normal troops. This made others vie for their positions more. Most sections still wanted to do the BM so they got passed over, but in Nerva's Regiment that thinking was changing slowly but surely.
            “So why the hell did you wake me up?” Mark asked, missing his comfortable place against the tree. His smart clothes could keep him cold and warm on every planet humanity had colonized. That added with its waterproof qualities meant he could happily lie against a tree, on the beach or in a snow bank.
            “Pullo passed the word, we're moving out when it gets dark,” Tyler replied.
            “It's going to be hard to sneak up on them with all of us,” Mark said, looking to a map centered on Growing.
            “Yeah, we're moving up, Simmons, Xiao, Damon and Feng are coming as well. Aren't you happy we grabbed those silencers now?” Tyler said rhetorically.
            Mark sighed and grabbed his from his back, winding it onto his gun's barrel. His mind turned to Damon and Feng, both of them hadn't forgotten how Mark had broken Feng's knee, and Tyler had knocked Damon out cold with a snap-kick.
            They were pretty good with blades, which made sense if Pullo and Nerva wanted things done silently.
           
But it could turn out that we're the ones that get quietly 'removed'.
            “Come on, they're waiting for us,” Tyler said. Mark followed him, their visors weren't amazing with night vision, but it was a hell of a lot better than the pitch black night. The moon's reddish tinge doing little to improve people's ability to see.
            “Good of you to join us,” Pullo said, his voice pitched low and in warning.
            “Sorry, sir,” Mark said, he wouldn't fuck up Pullo's rank a second time. His shoulder patch now had the silver star of second lieutenant, Drashkov, the newly appointed Warrant by the circle on their arm cast a glance in their direction before looking back to Nerva and two large Corporals that were scanning for threats.
            “Your purpose is to use tonight to get us a foothold into Growing. We've got forty-three hours until it's light again. In that time teams from around Growing will be moving to the towers and wreaking as much havoc as possible. I want you to clear out main gun emplacements and clear the first floors so that we have somewhere clear to move the rest of the regiment into.” Nerva's helmet was as opaque as anyone else's but Mark felt that his eyes were boring into all of them, as if to somehow read their thoughts through blast-proof glass.
            “Understood sir,” Simmons said, others adding their quiet agreement. Even though they were close to three kilometres away from the towers and just stepping on a branch sounded like a gun shot.
            “Good, check yourselves over. I want you moving within the half-hour,” Nerva said, the briefing clearly over.
            Somehow the darkness made Mark more comfortable with the thought of assaulting the city. It gave him an extra layer of security somehow.
            Simmons pulled everyone from first platoon off to the side.
            Someone tapped Tyler's shoulder.

            “Jerome! What you doing out here?” Tyler asked.
            “Ahh, seems that they want my blade. Did you and Mark volunteer for this one too?” He asked, probably seeing Mark was on the same channel.
            “Nah, volun-told,” Tyler said.
            “More like wake up with someone shouting your name and told 'oh yeah, see that city, yeah, well we're taking it,” Mark growled.
            “Those with silenced weapons on my right, those with blades on my left,” Simmons said, stopping any further conversation.
            Mark, Tyler, and two others had silencers.
            “Alright, those with silencers I want you up front. Everyone check your gear, I'll be coming around,” she said, following up on her promise a few moments later.
            Satisfied with everyone having the right kit she got the silencer two-some's to push forward, she staggered the knife wielders so that if they were caught out in the open they wouldn't all be seen.
            Mark and Tyler knew how to move quietly and fast.
            “Corporations,” someone swore as Mark and Tyler hunkered down, spacing their footing out and using just the balls of their feet to move.
            Contacts lit up on their HUDs as they moved for the closest tower. Their method of making them quieter pushing them to run faster and faster.
            For a normal human this would have been a terrible journey. Mark and Tyler's helmets pumped in enriched oxygen making sure they never ran out of breath. Their augments and the hellish training they'd put themselves through while others had slept, mixed with Quentin Richter's training took care of the rest.
            They were eight hundred meters from the tower when they slowed, their visors highlighting mines and pinging the information back to those behind them.
            They moved through slowly, getting to the cermite pad that surrounded the city and headed off towards the city called Processing. Nothing except industrial tools could cut into cermite. Well, industrial tools and EMF ordinance.
Mark and Tyler moved quickly, and silently, alert and ready, 
            “I've got two in an emergency doorway having a smoke,” Tyler said as they approached.
            “I'll use blades, cover,” Mark said, holding his rifle ready as he advanced. He clipped it to the side of his ammo pack so it wouldn't get in his way as he twitched his triceps, advancing as the twin blades slipped between where his shirt ended and his gloves began.
            The two guards were smoking behind their little fortification, one was standing, leaning on the fortifications as they looked towards the treeline, the other was sitting on a box also looking outward.
            They were making small-talk to make their shift pass faster.
            Thankfully they didn't have armor. Mark flicked his blades so he held them upright in his fists. His footsteps were slow and cautious as he moved up to them. He tried to breath less, his mask making each breath sound like the winds back on Earth. The one on the box heard or caught sight of him, turning, the other did so as well. Mark flipped the blades so they pointed towards the ground and slammed them into the two guard's necks.
            He grabbed their rifles from their hands as they fell.
            They thrashed as Mark put the guns away and grabbed his combat blade, he struck quick and fast, a blow to the temple a piece. Mark was cleaning the blades on their clothes when Tyler put a hand on his shoulder. Thankfully he'd made sure his footsteps were light but clear so Mark grunted instead of putting a blade into his face.
            “Messy,” Tyler commented, grabbing one of the rifles, putting it in the clips on the side of his pack and stashing the single extra mag in his leg pocket.
            Mark did the same, having an explosive firing shotgun might be useful in the future.
            Mark pulled his rifle out of his armor where it had been annoying his back with the weight displacement.
            “I'll take point,” Tyler said.
            “Got you covered,” Mark answered, flicking his gun off of safe and staying to Tyler's shoulder, his weapon up and ready.
            The tower was largely dark because the corporations had cut the power. Penetrating them would be difficult, the power plants were encased in armor and had their own auto-cannons. Getting to the damn thing would take a nuke and then it would probably become unstable and take a good section of the city with it.
            Generators, solar panels and batteries powering small but powerful lights were thrown around sporadically, casting shadows around the rooms. Most of them were turned off to save power, leaving Mark and Tyler in darkness as they moved.
            They made it into the central offices before they met anyone. Tyler and Mark took out people watching the screens, well watching a movie and glancing at the cameras.
            “Yo, Wera you're not watching that same...,” A chuff from Tyler's E-12 made them drop to the floor.
            “Good shot,” Mark whispered as they moved to the secondary lobby that faced the tree-line they'd run from.
            Mark and Tyler moved quickly and quietly, feeling the floor beneath their feet as their eyes, body, and gun moved as one entity. They turned into the lobby, five people manned a barricade, two were on break and three were on bunks asleep.
            “Right,” Tyler said, his gun chuff-ing again.
            “Left,” Mark confirmed, his own gun firing as they shot the five standing behind the barricade from the side they'd been given.
            The fifth combatant had just fallen as Mark put a burst into the two having a break.
            One of the sleepers looked around blearily, Tyler put him and the other two with them.
            Mark and Tyler flowed through the room, their guns searching for anywhere someone might be hiding.
            “Upper floor,” Mark said, feeling Tyler come up behind him.
            “Good to go,” Tyler replied.
            “Made entry, proceeding to other secondary lobby,” the other scouts said as they entered the building. They're name being displayed as Indho.
            “How far are the others behind you?” Tyler asked, Mark focused on the stairs which switched back. Tyler right behind him as if they were glued together. Mark seeing it was clear made his way to the second floor. He covered the stairs going to the third floor and Tyler switched to watching the door to the second floor.
            “About five minutes or so, that minefield slowed us right down,” Indho said.
            “Good to know.” Tyler and Mark closed the channel, they needed to focus on what they were doing right now, not what information Indho might be able to give them.
            “I'll open you move,” Tyler said.
            “Got it.” Mark turned and moved to where the door would open. Tyler pushed it open delicately. Mark looked right as much as possible and swung right, he fired two quick bursts into two people that had been walking through the hall.
            Mark felt himself thrown forward as an explosion went off, followed by a burst of rounds.
            “Mark!” Tyler yelled scanning and moving as he moved to Mark.
            “I'm fine, what the hell exploded?” Mark said, getting on his feet and looking for threats.
            “A shell did when it hit you in the back,”
            “Oh. Well we've got to get moving they've got to know that we're here now.” As if to punctuate his words, yelling could be heard as well as people moving with heavy weaponry that started firing.
            “Fuck,” Tyler said.
            “Let's move to that secondary where Indho is,” Mark said, hearing explosions ahead of him.
            A group of four or so people turned into the corridor Mark and Tyler were walking down, they both fired into them, one put a few rounds into the ceiling, making Tyler and Mark flinch as they turned into an office area identical to the one that they had trained with aboard Reclaimer. They quickly cleared it and headed out into a different corridor, closing on the secondary lobby which sounded like it was having a pitched battle now.
            “We're in the building,” Simmons said, friendly symbols moving through the exit Mark and Tyler had come in through. Explosions went off in the distance.
            “Just cleared a path for others into here, but we're going to need to clear this level at least before anyone starts coming over.”
           
We're fucked unless we can secure this mega-towers floor. Mark translated.
            “Feng, get into the towers computers and lock the tower down I want us to control the entire damned thing,” she said.
            The EMF had a 'key' it was a grey box that fit easily in your hand and could unlock any door or system that had been ever created. No one knew how it really worked, and if you tried to keep it then you would be shot.
            In training people weren't given them, but here in combat, troopers could take complete control of a mega-tower, it was also the only way to open the massive bunker that lay underneath the tower, filled with supplies and cryo pods for those that didn't wish to take part in the rebellion.
            “On it,” Feng said, a few moments later and massive cermite shutters closed off the lobby's as emergency exit doors swung closed, sealing the tower.
            “Hook us up to the tower's live feeds and link in Pullo,” Simmons said.
            Mark and Tyler were now at the stairway that would take them to Indho's last location. Indho and his partner registered as dead and the firing seemed to have stopped a bit ago.
            Mark and Tyler swung into the stairwell, then down it.
            There were several combatants hiding against various pieces of cover they'd found.
            Mark and Tyler opened up and pressed in, the enemy got their shots in as well.
            Mark took a blast straight on, the shrapnel digging into both of his arms.
            “You fucking, mother fucker!” Mark fired back, taking down the asshole who'd shot him as other explosive rounds turned the lobby's decorations and furniture into shrapnel, pelting Tyler and Mark.
            Mark felt hits in his side and leg as he kept shooting. They weren’t as bad as Lastrade blowing his calf off. Tyler tossed a grenade behind a counter, light illuminated the room as the grenade popped, spraying death at anything around it.
            Then the fighting was over.
            “Mark?”
            “I'm kind of fucked up, just need a medic or some of that healing shit,” Mark said, grunting in pain as his augments tried to accelerate the healing process and keep him in the fight.
            His armor now had gouges through it and his smart-clothes had been torn to shreds in places.
            “Keep their attention on you, Captain Nerva has ordered us to push forward,” Pullo said over the forward people's communications gear. “Tyler, Mark get over here, we still need to clear the main lobby and then we can use the lifts to get to those weapon emplacements.”
            “Mark's been hit a bit, I can see that, we'll sort him out. You still good to fight Mark?”
            “Don't think I have much choice,” Mark grunted.
            Simmons let out a short dry laugh, “No, no you don't.” Mark and Tyler got themselves into the control room. Tyler shoved his gun on a desk, getting Mark on another as Jerome helped him to pull shit out of Mark's arms, side, and various other wounds. They sprayed and threw bandages on him that would have him with fresh pink skin in a matter of hours.
            Mark pulled himself up, feeling a hell of a lot more tired but functional and with limited pain.
            “Your turn,” Mark said, returning Tyler's favour and cleaning up a bad leg and shoulder wound where shrapnel had gotten in. Mark ignored Tyler's noises and vows against his own person, quickly spraying and slapping on bandages, Jerome helping him out.
            “Being blown up sucks,” Tyler said.
            “No shit,” Mark's voice dry as he and Jerome helped Tyler to his feet.
            “You two sorted now?” Simmons asked.
            “Yes Corporal,” Mark said.
            “Good, on me then, let’s clear that damned main lobby out. Feng, Jerome, Damon, Lupo split between the two secondary lobbies, go up the stairway and tell us when you're on the second floor of the lobby,” Simmons said, the others that had infiltrated through the other doorways of the first floor. Giving the rest of the company multiple entryways into their target.
            They rose and left on their tasks, the remainder following Simmons towards the main lobby.
            There were about twenty people in the lobby, most of them were hiding in the two desks to either side of the main door, or behind the barricade they'd made in front of the main desk.
            Simmons put Mark and Tyler on the left entrance to the Lobby and taken herself and the three other knife-wielders with her on the right entrance.
            ‘'Grenades then shotguns?” Mark asked.
            “Want to ask Simmons?” Tyler said, unlimbering the shotgun from his straps.
            “Better to ask forgiveness than permission,” Mark said as movement caught his eye, a group were moving from the right desk out of the right entrance.
            “Simmons you have people coming right for you,” Mark said.
            “Shit. Where are you four on the second floor. Just getting out of the stairwells, be there in like five minutes,” Feng said.
            “Not soon enough. Tyler, Mark draw their attention and we'll hit them as soon as you open up,” Simmons said.
            “Got it.” Mark freed his shotgun, letting his rifle hang by its sling and grabbed two grenades. “I got left you get centre and right,” Mark said, grabbing a grenade and twisting the top.
            He threw it behind the left lobby counter. Tyler followed up, someone had seen them and started hammering the left entrance.
            Mark and Tyler got into cover, the explosive rounds taking chunks out of the wall they were hiding behind. It seemed like all of the lobby were firing at their position as the grenades went off. Mark turned seeing shocked people looking around. He fired, the explosive shells ripped through their bodies and simple clothing like sharpened knives into steak.
            Shrapnel from whatever the rounds hit, maimed and killed half their number, anyone unfortunate to get in the way of a shell turned into a fountain of gore.
            E-12's opened up from the floor above and to the right.
            An indicator showed someone had caught shrapnel through their neck. No one on the right side had the time to look to them as they fought for their own lives.
            Mark's clip clicked empty, he ducked back in cover. Tyler moving past him and added his own shots into the melee. The desk to the left was up in flames, the barricade had holes through it and the right desk looked to have survived mostly intact but it was holed up from shrapnel.
            “Grenade in right desk!” Mark said, seeing as how the people in the right desk were making life hell. He thumbed a new grenade and tossed it behind the desk, getting a mess of shrapnel from the wall beside him in his visor.
            “Out!” Tyler said, moving back into cover.
            Mark tried to not think about how his HUD wasn't working and his visor had spider webs over it as he swung out, firing at the barricade.
            Both of the desks were on fire now, the walls blackened as Mark used the light but couldn't see anyone standing still.
            Then a noise, sounding like a buzz saw mixed with hard rain against a metal sheet roof filled the room.
            “They're shooting on the main shutter to gain access to the room!” Simmons said, Mark heard the fear that he felt in her voice.
            “Tyler grab your rifle we're going to clear that barricade and knock it down to give them less cover.” Mark ducked back into cover putting his shotgun in his backpacks strap and swinging his rifle up.
            “Good to go,” Tyler said, they moved up, scanning everywhere and tilted to the other side of the barricade. Tyler made noises that made Mark wonder if he would lose his lunch.
            Mark ground his teeth, fighting his stomach as he pushed his gun out of the way and started pulling tables out from the barricade, bags filled with dirt falling everywhere as he grunted.
            The noises were louder next to the main door and it made Mark move faster as Tyler and the others on the first floor joined in.
            Only Feng and Jerome were in position on the second floor, Lupo had been standing when an explosive round hit the floor beneath him, the cermite shrapnel had gone up and into his neck. Damon was doing what he could, but from his sensor readings it didn't look like he was going to make it.
            The tables were moved and flipped in front of the barricade, cutting down a lot of the height and making a lot of obstacles in front of the door. Mark and Tyler rammed the remaining bags of dirt with their shoulders, pushing them to the floor as the first rounds hammered through the cermite.
            Both brothers turned and dove behind the main desk.
            “Mark, open that pack up.” Tyler's voice panicked as Simmons pulled her four people back to the cover on either side of the desk. Lupo had died and the three upstairs were spread out into good positions under the banister, giving them cover and a great line of fire.
            Mark pulled the two tabs on his pack's shoulder straps, it dropped on the ground with a large thump. He rolled his shoulders, he hadn't realized how tight the pack had made his back.
            Tyler's thumped down as well.
            “Shotgun.” Mark tossed his to Tyler and the magazines he'd grabbed from the fallen. He flipped the packs and pulled the zippers on them, showing the compartmentalized innards. Magazines for the E-12 and the under-barrel launcher were revealed as well as grenades and a few mines.
            Mark took the mines, arming them and throwing them out into the mess that was the barricades.
            He took mags and laid them out across the desk behind the lip of the counter. A glance upward showed there was a two-foot-wide hole in the shutter now.
            He couldn't see anything through the green tracer rounds that shredded the shutter.
            It was opening faster and faster now.
            “Ready!” Simmons warned.
            Mark pulled his rifle around, replacing the standard mag with a drum version, he checked that there was a round in the chamber and the gun was charged to fire. He checked his pistol and freed his blade and checked the blades in his upper arms.
            Tyler whistled, making Mark look as he waved the shotgun.
            Mark raised his hand and Tyler tossed the rifle to him. Tyler had placed the box magazines of the shotgun around the desk as well. Mark checked the shotgun and raised it towards the entrance.
            The weapons fire abated as Mark saw movements on the other side of the hole, his night vision was gone, but the light of the fires in the lobby shined off of things moving on the other side.
            “Firing a shot,” Mark warned. He nestled behind the gun and titled it upwards, the shell was heavy and the charge wasn't weak, it would make it the fifty feet to the shutter.
            He felt the gun bark, the shell arcing through the four-foot-wide hole, it hit something.
            Yells and screams came back and Barrels came through the hole.
           
Well I'm not having that! Mark put another shot through the hole, the attackers rounds went wide, smashing into walls the floor, the ceiling. Explosions ripped through the air as Mark fired in a controlled manner, the enemies fire died down in a few seconds as screams could be heard on the other side. They had damned poor weapon handling skills and hadn't taken the time to aim, Mark did.
            “Out!” Mark said, his gun clicking empty.
            Tyler didn't say anything but started firing into the hole as Mark tossed the empty magazine slapping a new one in and cocking it.
            A new explosion rolled back at him and Tyler, Tyler ducked behind the desk as grey dust filled the room.
            Mark came up.
           
Fuck. The four-foot large hole was now replaced with a completely open doorway.
            He fired into what looked like a sea of people. Rounds made him duck back into cover. Shrapnel and crap thrown into the air pelted Mark, finding the places between his armor plates.
            The three on the second floor opened up with their grenade launchers and fired into the now charging colonists.
            “Let them have it!” Simmons yelled, the people on either side of the desk E-12's cut the oncoming colonists down as grenades left ragged holes in their formations.
            Troopers pulled back to reload.
            Mark geared himself up and rose over the desk, rounds exploding everywhere. He fired as fast as he could pull the trigger, ducking back down, grabbing a new mag and moving to a new position.
            The colonists had gotten through the front door and were using anything they could find as cover.
            Smith and Anker went down in a hail of rounds, the corridor was so close that rounds that missed them and hit the wall behind them sending shrapnel into their exposed bodies.
            “Pulling back to the second floor,” Simmons said as she dragged Tullio with her.
            “Out!” Tyler yelled, Mark popped up now five feet from his old position. He fired almost blindly, hitting anyone that was up and running.
            An explosive round hit him in the shoulder, turning him and peppering his arm and neck with shrapnel.
            Thankfully the shoulder stopped the worst of it, leaving his left arm feeling numb.
            He reloaded the shotgun and grabbed his E-12.
            Damon was dead, Jerome was badly wounded but he was doing self-aid and popping grenades off into the front doors. Feng was still putting down fire but there were so many people inside that he couldn't hit them all. Rounds hit the ceiling above him, raining crap down on him and Jerome.
            Not one of them was actively thinking, they were fighting for their lives, pausing for a second could end with them dead.
            Tyler caught a round with the barrel of his gun and fell backwards.
            He threw the useless gun away, probably scared that the rounds would explode from that kind of force.
            “You good?” Mark asked, he stood up, bracing his E-12 as he let a stream of rounds go with the tell-tale vrrt noises of an E-12.
            “Fuck no,” Tyler grumbled, getting back on his feet and grabbing his own E-12 while firing into the doorway.
            The colonists seemed to pull back before a deep and heavy sounding gun that had been moved into position started hammering the lobby.
            Mark jumped away from his position, the gun's heavy rounds smashed through the desk and the wall behind it.
            Mark sighted the side of the desk and launched a grenade into it. It gave him a large enough gap.
            “Move it Tyler!” Mark said, his brother wind milling himself up and then through the hole, Mark just a few feet behind him. He felt his right leg miss his footing as he went sprawling.
            “Fuck!” He felt pain midway up his calf, looking down he felt pain mingle with shock, a round had found his leg and ripped it off.
            “Hold in there Simmons, we're sending some support in,” Pullo said, his voice haggard.
            “Understood sir, We've got five people still in the fight, all injured.”
            “I'm missing my fucking leg!” Mark yelled, more pissed off than anything.
            “You fucking cunts! I like that fucking leg!” Mark pushed himself back towards the wall and edged his way out so he could see the door. The gunner was pausing between bursts, flooding the lobby with colonists.
            Mark popped grenades off as Tyler came up behind him.
            “Stop moving your stub damnit! I'm trying to seal it!”
            “I can't feel the fucking thing, just fix it will you, gimme your gun.” Mark felt Tyler's gun on his shoulder, he grabbed it and hooked his shoulders around them using some debris and the grenade launcher's handle as a pivot.
            His shoulder that had taken a direct hit screamed in pain as he fired. His augments were working to heal him, but they weren't miracle workers, and painkillers would only make him loopy instead of focused.
            He gritted through the pain as he led twin streams across the lobby, cutting down colonists that had been trying to get over the barricade. A few had found the mines, bringing a cold smile to his face.
            The ragged pain coming from his leg abated as Tyler reached down and grabbed his rifle. Mark popped off grenades, that mag running dry.
            He pushed himself into cover as Jerome got in on the action, throwing grenades over the banister he was behind.
            Mark reloaded and Tyler grabbed him.
            “Let's get upstairs,” Tyler said.
            Simmons had dragged the person with her back to the offices. She was injured, not severely but enough. Who’s the person? 
            Mark heard the tell-tale sound of artillery screeching through the air.
            “Sounds like a plan,” Mark said, getting up on one foot as Tyler half carried half dragged his hooping ass to the nearest stairs. A tap of his chip opened the doors which would now only accept EMF troopers.
            They moved to the second floor as the ground rumbled with explosions.
            “Shit, that's out front,” Tyler said, both of them quickening their pace, barging through the second floor door as soon as it unlocked and making their best speed to the balcony. Mark jumped free of Tyler, using his right shoulder to take the hit as Jerome looked to them before quickly returning to his grenade throwing.
            Mark and Tyler edged forward at the far sides of the balcony. Feng's mangled corpse lay in the centre. Showing just what the colonist’s machine gun could do.
            That gun was silent but they didn't want to take chances.
            They moved up and were met with a vision from hell, fires lit the lobby and showed the fallen bodies as grenades went off among them.
            Outside the lobby the night was illuminated with white light as artillery shells combed the area. The massive machine gun that had been mounted to the back of an air-transport was on fire.
            “Jerome, hold off on the grenades,” Tyler said. Mark moved his rifle up and put bursts into those that were trying to gain access to the tower, trying to escape the hell outside.
            New fire ripped into them from below. Mark watched as troopers swarmed through the lobby and pushed the colonials back.
            Mark shifted backwards over the rubble and debris from the metal Bannister and the roof that had fallen on the shooters.
            Tyler looked to Jerome, checking his wounds as Mark lay on his back, staring up at the ceiling.
            “No time for sleeping private,” Pullo said.
            Mark tilted his head up and found the Second lieutenant and two medics moving towards the balcony he rested on.
            “I would stand up, but I'd be a little lop-sided,” Mark said.
            Pullo let out a laugh as the medics split between Mark and Jerome. Tyler leaned against the bannister.
            One medic put what looked like a large suitcase with a hole in it on Mark's leg.
            His leg felt, fuzzy was the only way he could describe it.
            “The printer will take about forty minutes for the leg. Gonna have to get that armor off to see to the rest of the damage,” the medic said, Mark caught sight of their name tag.
            “Hey Ferguson, none of that vaccine guinea pig shit this time,” Mark said.
            “Mark Victor! I had the feeling that I'd be seeing you more often,” Ferguson said jokingly.
            “Thanks, means a lot.” Mark's voice was dry as he unclipped the hoses to the air tanks on his back and un-did one side of his upper armor's clips, sliding down and sideways freeing himself of the chest, neck and shoulder armor sections.
            He started undoing his arm armor. Ferguson was running a scanner over him and grabbing items from the outside of the suitcase around what had been Mark's leg.
            Mark had got most of his armor off around the painful areas when Ferguson batted his hands out of the way.
            He sprayed the area, pulled out any crap in Mark's body then gave it a healthy dose of a different spray, then another and slapped a bandage over the various injuries.
            Ferguson had him quickly sorted out and was checking his handy-work a few moments later.
            “Oh for the love of corporations!” Mark said as he got two needles.
            “You should get some new smart-clothes, armor and a meal, about two hours’ rest and you'll be fine,” Ferguson admonished.
            “I'm still missing my leg,” Mark pointed out.
            “Not for long,” Ferguson countered, leaving Mark with a perplexed look as he went to go and check on Tyler.
            Pullo squatted next to Mark, tapping his good shoulder.
            “Good work Mark, we only lost twenty percent getting over here and Nerva already has people working to clear the tower. There are a few hundred dead outside the lobby. Get some rest and report to me as soon as you three are ready to go.” Pullo looked to Jerome and Tyler, as well. Both of them were under the hands of the medics.
            “Yes sir,” Mark answered.
            “Keep that shit up and you'll all be making corporals,” Pullo said, promise in his voice.
            “Yes sir!” Mark said a bit more enthusiastically. A Corporal's pay was a big jump up from private and an even better jump from boot. He'd be making about forty percent more if the rank stuck.
            Pullo stood and left, probably going to see about other things as Mark settled back into the rubble.
            He woke up to new kit being dropped next to his head.
            “Uggh.” Mark looked up to find Gupta looking down on him.
            “Master Corporal... the fuck?” Mark had rushed to his feet and found he had two of them once again. He looked down at it, remembering what was going on.
            Gupta had a grin on his face, his helmet hanging by its tubes.
            “First regrow eh? It's an odd feeling but it'll quickly feel like you were having an odd dream instead of actually losing a leg,” Gupta said, clearly very familiar with the experience.
            “Yeah,” Mark said, unsure of what to say.
            “Take that kit, get changed and meet the section in the first floor tower command area,” Gupta said.
            “Master corporal,” Mark said nodding in recognition and agreement.
            Gupta turned and left, Mark popped his helmet off, the room smelt like bodies mixed with spent rounds, burnt furniture and burnt barricades. The cermite dust in the air made Mark’s nose itchy like he was back on Earth, but without the pain of the tiny metal particles in the red dust.
He started removing the remainder of his armor, peeling off the smart-clothes and replacing it all with the kit Gupta had left on the floor.
            “That's one hell of a heal-job,” Tyler said, looking at Mark's leg. Mark looked down at it, Gupta had been right of course, it was hard for him to think that he had lost his leg just a few hours ago. There was only a small pencil thin line to show where his old leg had ended and this one had been grown. It was white like the rest of his leg and he quickly stuffed it into pants to get his mind off of it.
            “Yeah, how you feeling?” Mark asked Tyler who was still lying on the ground.
            “Fine, just had some shrapnel in me. Someone grabbed our packs and dropped them off sometime ago, they're refilled as well,” Tyler said pointing his chin at two packs waiting in the middle of the balcony.
            “Where's Jerome?”
            “His section is up clearing the tower. As soon as Nerva got in here, he started clearing out floors with weapon emplacements and as many populated floors as possible. It looks like we're going into the meat grinder now.”
            “How did the other attacks on the different towers go?” Mark asked.
            “Not very well. It looks like one other tower was secured but there's about a platoon and a half in there. If the colonists try what they did here against them, from multiple lobbies they might have a chance.
            Mark started putting his good armor back into place and swapping in new pieces from the pile. The helmet was a bit tighter than the old one but it made a solid seal with his suit and came online with his information after a few seconds.
            “Shall we?” Tyler asked, throwing Mark his gun and getting to his feet.
            “I guess we should.” They got their packs on and headed down to the control centre, grabbing two heated ration bowls from the small area that had been turned into a semi-mess. All they needed were the heater units that were as big as a person's hand and about five minutes to work their magic.
            “Alright, most of the tower has been cleared, but the sections up there have been at it for four hours. We all know how shitty clearing rooms gets after that long. We're going to replace them and clear out the remaining three floors. The rest of the Platoon will be accompanying us and we will be under the command of Second Lieutenant Pullo. We're not going to give Pullo anything he needs to correct us on there's a lot of eyes on him and us.” Gupta looked around the room, his eyes resting on Mark and Tyler for a half second longer than the others.
            “Simmons and the Victors have returned from their little vacation. Simmons you'll be my second in command. I want you all ready to go in five minutes.”
            Ten minutes later and they were on top of two elevator's, Mark and Tyler were with Simmons and Xiao. Gupta was with Dolche and Utkin. The other platoons were following up in other elevators and the weapons detachment were keeping an eye on the other towers and making sure no one tried to rush the lobby.
            It was still night time but Sacremon's sunrise wasn't too far away.
            The elevator stopped on the twenty-third floor, putting them on the twenty-fourth floor. Tyler and Mark cranked on the manual door mechanism, opening it for Xiao who had his gun up and ready.
            His repulsor lit up the elevator as he fired from side to side, cutting down the welcome party outside the elevator. The floor was at waist height for them in the elevator, giving them cover but also making it hard to get out of.
            Xiao looked for new threats as Mark got on his hands and knees, Simmons and Tyler used him as a step covering the corridor.
            Xiao's weight made Mark grunt, then he was the last man. It was only about mid-thigh on him, he used the elevators door to pull himself onto the floor.
            He fell in beside Xiao checking the main corridor.
            “Let's move to Gupta,” Mark whispered. Shooting tailed off as they moved around the elevator bank.
            The elevator banks made a triangle, rising from each of the lobbies on the first floor. At the centre there were living spaces and offices, the rest of the building was similarly covered in identical rooms.
            Each section had come up through a different elevator bank and split their forces between them. One section still had nine people, two had just five. They had taken casualties on the run from the tree-line to the tower. They'd made sure others had gotten to the tower, paying with their lives.
            They found Gupta and the rest of the section had opened up into an empty corridor.
            Markers started appearing on their HUDs as the controllers in the command station on the bottom floor updated them on where enemy combatants were hiding.
            “Time to clean up,” Gupta said, his voice harsh, it wasn't even a fair fight.
            They moved past walls, aiming through them to shoot the people on the other side, the markers disappearing as people died.
            “Walls are reinforced,” Simmons said as the markers weren't going down but shifting as the towers sensors tracked the inhabitants.
            “Take it, use grenades,” Gupta said. He fired into a room with five people in it, stabbed his gun through the resulting hole and fired off a stream of grenades from his launcher.
            None of the markers were moving anymore. The section had split so that Gupta, Utkin and Dolche were now clearing rooms by themselves. Simmons, Tyler, Mark and Xiao doing the same.
            Xiao set up in a living quarters opposite the one they needed to clear. His gun pointing from his doorway right into the other room.
            “Mark, kick the door down, Tyler, you and me will throw grenades, Xiao, make sure no one runs out,” Simmons said, checking everyone was nodding and agreeing.
            She and Tyler dropped their rifles on their slings and grabbed grenades as Mark fired into the locking mechanism.
            The door which had been rigged with explosives fired out into the hallway, throwing and turning a yelling Mark.
            Tyler and Simmons didn't pause in throwing their grenades and getting the fuck out of the way as Xiao fired into the room.
            “Fucking shit!” Mark said, pushing himself backwards with his feet as he cradled his right side.
            The grenades went off, dust and shit blowing out of the room. Simmons and Tyler followed up the explosion of the grenade, their guns letting loose as Mark looked at his injuries.
            “Clear! Mark, how you looking?”
            “Like something took a fucking bite out of my side,” Mark said, coughing blood as pain made him contort himself into a position to try and alieve it.
            “What is with you and…” Tyler was cut off as shooting erupted on the floor.
            “The colonists are moving out of their rooms and trying to counterattack. The floor from above and below are helping out, there's apparently a way to get between the levels that the people in the command centre missed.”
            Mark looked over himself, his right side was peppered with shrapnel and burn marks, but his armor hadn't let anything through.
            The armor was cracked and split, showing the red of opened flesh underneath.
            Mark pulled out a spray, he didn't have time to pull the shrapnel from his body. The spray sent cool relief over the wounds, making him shiver in pain and cold.
            He doused himself liberally with the spray, the red turning to a pink as skin and muscle re-knitted itself.
            Mark's breaths were coming out in hisses as the first Colonist rounded the corner of a living pod.
            Mark fired his E-12 in their general direction, making them duck back as he started kicking his way towards Xiao.
            Simmons and Tyler ran from their room, grabbing Mark's shoulder straps and dragging him into cover.
            “Thanks,” Mark said, the skin he'd partially sealed opened once again. He sprayed it again as Simmons moved to the door.
            “Get him sealed up,” Simmons said, running back out of the room.
Xiao's repulsor was now firing in a series of bursts, reports were flying over the communications channels.
            Rebels were rushing out of buildings, charging the one that fourth regiment occupied.
            Gas was fired at the building, covering it as machine guns from other towers raked the building.
            The EMF troopers used the gun emplacements that they'd cleared and turned them against the other towers.
            Charlie company's first platoon was engaged on all fronts with colonists coming up from the floor below and the floor above. Weapons fire filled the air. A cermite shard found its way through where the plate's on Tyler’s side met, his forward facing plates went down in a sprawling mess.
            “Tyler, spray the damn thing!” Mark said, his brother followed his words as Mark got a better hold on his rifle with his left hand.
            Tyler got to spraying the wounds, Mark looking up at the ceiling, his augments would keep him going, but damn if his side didn’t hurt.
            That was when they found out that the rockets that had been fired at their shuttles could also be fired into other buildings. The tower shook violently as missiles carved holes into the tower.
            An axe appeared in the wall, trying to carve a hole into the room to get behind Simmons and Xiao who were hammering oncoming colonists.
            Mark used his left knee to push his gun into his shoulder and fired into the wall, he didn't hear a scream but whoever was on the other side stopped swinging the axe.
            Tyler got to his feet as the world turned into white noise. An explosion ripped through the building's floor, missiles had hit thirty meters from their position.
            For the second time that day, Mark went flying from an explosion.
            Tyler did as well, his wound had made him push back a few meters from Simmons and Xiao. They simply disappeared as Tyler went through the wall behind him.
            “Mother fuckers!” Mark yelled, his armored ass had been picked up and thrown into a wall. Now his augments dulled his pain and gave him the energy to stand.
            “Tyler?” He called out, there was a fire going on in a nearby room, light flickering into the room.
            A groan came back over the channel, Mark tore his eyes from the readings on his HUD, Simmons and Xiao were gone. Utkin was down and the cobbled together one and two section were also engaged. No one was coming for them.
            Mark saw a new hole in a wall behind where Tyler had been.
            “Ah shit,”
            Mark turned to the wall, taking a few steps backwards before running full-tilt and slamming his good shoulder into the wall. It gave way and he was sliding onto the other side. He saw a colonist recovering from the blast, he fired a burst, putting them down. He held his gun awkwardly in his left hand, tucking it into his armpit, his right arm was still weak.
            “Tyler, what's up?” Mark asked, dust and the wall coming around him as he looked for more colonists.
            “Got a fucking hole in my side, my fucking left leg is broken and I have one hell of a headache,” Tyler groaned.
            “Alright, I'm going to hook you up to my back and we'll go see Gupta and the medics,” Mark said.
            “Sweet, been a while since you gave me a piggyback,” Tyler coughed, it was a wet thing and sent a fresh pang of panic through Mark who pulled the straps on his backpack. Tyler put down three colonists as Mark pulled Tyler's pack off and took his sling, he looped them together and used the clips to secure them, he got it over Tyler's shoulder and under his one arm, doing the same to himself.
            “Mines,” Tyler said.
            Mark grabbed the mines from the pack's activating them and throwing them, putting the last two under each pack and stuffing his pockets with extra magazines.
            A colonist group moved into the corridor in front of Mark. He let himself fall sideways, grabbing his rifle that had been lying across his knees, he pulled Tyler with him.
            “Corporations!” Tyler swore as Mark pulled the trigger on his weapon spraying the colonists who were turning the hallway the two brothers were in, into a debris filled mess.
            Mark wasn't that accurate but he made them try to scramble, their rounds embedding shrapnel in his forward armor, and adding to the collection of exposed skin from his side.
            He fired three grenades, raking the group. Nothing was left after that.
            Mark made angry noises into his helmet, as if they would relieve the pain he now felt.
           
You don't have time, get to a medic they'll put you back together, need to get Tyler to safety.
            Mark pushed himself up, checking the number of rounds in his gun on his HUD the display was flickering some because of the damage visited on it.
            Tyler started firing and Mark saw that as his que. He drove himself to his knees and then feet, moving onwards as Tyler's firing faded away.
            “Think they're hiding now,” Tyler sounded as tired as Mark felt. It felt like it had been a day when he woke up downstairs.
            An explosion blew in a section of the tower up ahead, sunlight blazed in through the new window as Mark fought to stay upright.
            He eased his rifle from his left arm to his right.
            It was painful but he needed to put down anyone that he saw, he was a big target and giving anyone time would be a bad idea.
            A colonist eased out of a corner, Mark, hyped up on artificial battle hormones twitched in their direction, a grenade flew behind the colonist, hit the and ripping the corridor apart. The colonist's simple clothing could do nothing to protect them.
            Tyler fired a burst off, followed with a few grenades.
            “Out of 'nades, changing out,” Tyler said. Mark turned the corner that the colonist had come from, the walls showed the insides of the housing units behind them. Fires flickered from combustibles which had sparked a flame.
            Mark dragged Tyler on.
            “Mark, I think I need some aid,” Tyler said.
            “We'll just go in one of these rooms and get you patched up,” Mark said pushing into one of the housing units with its walls still somewhat intact.
            He lowered himself and Tyler, grunting with effort. Tyler wasn't the lightest man, add in his armor, weapons, ammunition. And he was damned heavy.
            Mark got him on the floor and pulled out his med-kit, he used Tyler’s can of sealant to spray the wounds he could see.
            Tyler's medical computer was saying, to get Tyler to a med-bay as soon as possible.
            Mark put as many healing drugs he understood into Tyler and gave his own side a new spray.
            “Pull back to the elevators! Let's get the fuck out of here!” Pullo yelled on the Platoon-wide net.
            “Alright Bro, we've got to move,” Mark said.
            “Okay.” Tyler's voice was weak and tired, the normal happy demeanour replaced by the tone of someone trying to hide their pain.
            That fueled Mark as he hooked himself back into the harness, putting his full strength behind it. He needed to get Tyler to the medics as soon as possible.
            He came out of the housing pod, turning and finding what looked like ten or so Colonists around a holographic map of the tower. Mark fired two grenades right into their middle, the destruction was enough to turn anyone's stomach but Mark trudged on, he would endure the hell he now walked through for his brother. Tyler fired as people turned down the corridor.
            The tower had turned from it's clinical clean outlay into a dust covered mess, holes were ripped through rooms, bodies lay on many surfaces and growing fires colored the walls and roofs with thick smoke.
            Weapons fire could still be heard and Mark had to pause every so often as the tower shook from a new explosion.
            Mark simply reacted as people showed up in front of him, his gun letting out the deadly vrrt of electronically triggered rounds.
            “We need help, we're pinned down and we've got enemy pouring in from everywhere!” Gupta said, his voice nearly panicked.
            “Second Lieutenant Pullo is down, Warrant Drashkov is dead and we're not going to last long.” That admittance made Mark grit his teeth harder as he reloaded.
            “You good to go?” Mark asked.
            “You know it,” Tyler said. Mark could hear he was switching out his magazines as well, a new fire filling his voice.
            These people had saved their lives when they had been trying to hold the lobby, now they were going to repay that favour, fuck these colonists. 
            Mark kept moving forward, finding colonists running towards the sound of battle.
            He held off shooting, getting closer until he found them milling around, rounds ripping down the corridor in front of them as they popped rounds in the direction of the fire.
            Mark remembered an old song, one of his old boss's favourites.
            “You'll take my life but I'll take yours too. You'll fire your musket but I'll run you through. So when you're waiting for the next attack. You'd better stand there's no turning back,” he muttered the lines as he fired precise burst after burst into those in front of him. 
            Mark's mag clicked empty and he slammed a new magazine in with the precision of someone whose life depended on the process.
            There were about twenty bodies in that hallway. The hallway continued on the other side of the corridor which was filled with repulsor rounds.
            Mark's gun bucked in his shoulder again. Tyler was firing as well. He could feel the recoil of Tyler's weapon on his back. The repulsor fire and the exploding rounds from the colonists 'shotguns' blocked out all other noise and thought.
            Mark felt whine of the vrrt vrrt vrrrt's more than he heard them. He saw their effect just fine.
            “MOVE IT! CORRIDOR CLEAR AT MY POSITION!” Mark yelled popping grenades across the corridor to make sure nothing else was moving.
            “Turning,” Mark warned Tyler.
            “Got it,” Tyler said as Mark pushed through an office, he reloaded his rifle, pointing it at a new wall and stroking the grenade launcher's trigger. The wall blew apart and Mark carried Tyler through it, turning so they faced different directions. Mark fired as soon as he was out, this hallway was less packed, but there were still about ten people in his way, threatening his friends.
            Cold eyes watched as his rounds struck home, cutting colonists down, their fire abated.
            “Moving up, we're going to the elevators,” Gupta said.
            Mark grunted agreement. Going into another pod, this one a home, blowing a hole into another housing pod and going out of that door. He could see that the remainder of the platoon were hustling their wounded out as fast as possible.
            Dolche and the two other repulsor gunners didn't fuck about, the corporation’s rules be damned, they fired through walls, making anyone seriously re-think trying to stop them.
            Gupta reached the brothers, Mark nearly put a burst into him, both of them pointing weapons at one another for a few seconds. They had gone into the black hard.
            Gupta raised his left hand, Mark did the same and followed the Master Corporal falling in with the rest of the platoon which was now barely a section.
            They huddled into an elevator, Dolche and the repulsors letting their anger be known as their rounds ran like rivers between their legs, ripping into walls and anyone that dared to show themselves.
            They got into the elevator and Gupta hit the manual opening system, the doors slamming shut.
            “Looks like the people in the lobby are fighting it out. We're going to the fifth to get our wounded checked out and re-arm,” Gupta said, manually putting commands into the elevator.
           
The command centre must be gone then. Mark put a fresh mag into his launcher and E-12. Others followed suit.
            “Stay still,” Gupta said, taking Mark's med pack and working on Tyler.
            “He's lost a lot of blood, and that explosive round fucked him up royally. He's out of it right now. I think we're going to have to cryo-him and get some kind of transport up to Reclaimer, I don't think that even the medics down here can help him,” Gupta said, doing what he could to Tyler who had fallen unconscious at some point.
            Mark used his implants to look at the planet, it was still declared NR as two-thirds of the troopers on Sacremon, close to six times the number of forces on the ground at this point, waited to descend on the planet.
            If the NR wasn't released somehow, Tyler would die. Cryo was only used if someone was about to die, to prolong the amount of time they needed until treatment. From Gupta's tone Tyler didn't have long.
            They got off on the fourth floor, they moved through, wounded moved through, the medics doing quick work to get them turned around and back downstairs. Even through five floors Mark could hear the repulsors firing.
           
How long until they run out of rounds and the enemy gets in here or they descend from above us? Mark got looks as he pushed people out of the way.
            The fu...” A Master Corporal with a leg gash said, hobbling to regain their balance. Their words died as they looked at the ragged mess Mark was and the casualty on his back.
            Haggard medics and less wounded troopers helped get Tyler off of Mark's back and onto a desk table.
            Mark felt damned tired and sunk to the floor, using it as a rest.
            Medics went to work on Tyler before a portable pod was brought out.
            It was a simple plastic thing, looked like an accordion, except when it was pulled it opened up into something about coffin size instead of making noise. At the top it held a panel with numbers and readings. Mark watched them put Tyler into the pod as if he was in some kind of dream. A medic played with the settings on the top and Tyler's breathing went from slow and shallow to non-existence.
            Mark stirred, anger pushing him forward.
            “He's in cryo, don't worry about it,” the medic Darzi said as he pushed his shoulder back against the table.
            “Now your turn, up on the table and let me see that side of yours,” Darzi grunted, helping to pull Mark into standing.
            Mark was able to get his ass on the table, his legs wobbly from their exertion.
            “Good work Mark,” Gupta said, coming from wherever he'd been. Mark had been so focused on getting Tyler to a medic that he'd lost track of where the remainder of his section was.
            “If you hadn't cleared out those hallways...” Gupta trailed off.
            Mark saw the shadows under Gupta's eyes, his helmet was in his hand.
            “No worries, Sarge,” Mark said, seeing the new stripe on Gupta's arm. “Just doing what I'd want someone to do in my position,”
            “Well after this I owe you a beer. I'm taking the rest of the section that are capable and reinforcing those in the lobby, we're running low on repulsor ammo and the other towers have fallen, there's only us now.”
            “We'll win, got to,” Mark said determination fighting against sleep that pulled him down.
            “Sorry Sarge, I gave him a sedative, he's going to be out real quick. I have to pull shrapnel and parts of his own armor out of his side. He's not going to want to be awake for that,” Darzi said.
            “Do what you need to, the man's my good luck charm I want him up and ready to go as soon as possible.” Gupta's voice made it clear it was a priority.
            Mark let his eyes close, his body relaxing, muscles that he hadn't known had been clenched let go with almost euphoric release.
            
 
 
 
 
Chapter 12
            Tower
            Earth, Sol system
            8/3169
            Not many of the troopers knew that their feeds were being relayed to their carrier and then beamed to any crazed adrenaline junkie CEO that paid a high enough price to see that footage.
            Tachyon transmission technology made the universe seem like a much smaller place.
            The consumers had flocked to the paid channel and the investment more than paid for the troopers extra training and tanks.
            People loved to watch violence, the rawer and bloodier, the higher the cost.
            He looked over the reports coming from his intelligence department who were acting as announcers, highlighting the most popular clips, throwing in information that Nivad or the viewers might find interesting. Such as the fact that the Troopers against a colonist revolution would be terrifying, bets were already being placed on the outcome of a battle between Reclaimer’s troopers and their next colonist uprising.
            More bets were being placed on casualty ratios and the outcomes of Guaranak.
            A message interrupted Nivad’s thoughts, the sound almost stunning him into inaction. No one called him unless it was of vital importance.
            “Go,” Nivad’s voice cool as he accepted the call.
            “There’s been a report out from Masoul. We believe that there is an underground religious network in play,” Dalia, Nivad’s assistant said, her voice level and emotionless. She had been in his service for five decades and more than earned her life-extending drugs. If Nivad came close to actually trusting a person, it was Dalia. She was certainly one of the few that he listened to and allowed to critique his plans.
            Which made her simple message turn away from his holographic imager in thought.
            “Go on,” he said.
            “We have had only one report, but the source has been reliable, even through all of their checks for the last thirty years. They are placed in the mining facilities and have taken a position as CEO living on Masoul prime. It was only through their closeness to the population that they picked up rumors of not only a religious taint, but a possible group. They have not been able to confirm or deny the information. Their position as CEO puts them at a disadvantage. They wish to go undercover for more subterfuge,” Dalia said in her analytical and cool voice.
            Neither Nivad nor Dalia ever said the name of informants or referenced which sex they belonged to. One never knew who was possibly listening in.
            “Very well give them clearance, take measures to ready other agents if needed,” Nivad said.
            “Yes sir,” Dalia answered, taking that as her cue to cut the channel.
            Nivad’s eyes slid over to the holographic images of the Reclaimer’s troopers.
            When Earth had started to colonize the stars they had initially expanded in the direction of Guaranak. Fifty years into exploration they had diverted their explorations to the other side of the sphere which became Earth’s colonies. 
For a hundred-and-fifty-years people had been sent to these planets. They had the largest population centers of humans other than Earth itself. If something was going wrong with them, or they incited a rebellion then Strike station in Masoul would go active. 
It was the only station the EMF held other than Resolute, EMF were rotated from operating between the two stations so that it didn’t take a long time for them to get to the heavily inhabited planets of the Sphere, the name given to the eleven or so systems within that surrounded Masoul.
            The fact there was a religious network growing in Masoul where the station was did not make Nivad turn the holographic imager back on. Instead he changed it to a holographic interface and started to look over his options if Masoul did fall into chaos. One never had enough plans and this was what Selvra lived for. 
            Power games were interesting and all, but designing the demise of a solar system, there was nothing else quite like it.
            
 
 
 
 
Chapter 13
           
Growing City and surrounding area
           
Sacremon Actual, Sacremon System
           
8/3169
            Mark felt himself come awake, it was a pretty jarring experience to have someone checking his eyes out with a light while he remembered where he was, hearing the noises of battle which seemed a hell of a lot closer.
            He noticed that people were moving faster through the offices and people were coming in with a lot worse injuries than Mark had seen when he'd entered the room.
            “He's good,” the medic said.
            “Good, on your feet Mark Victor, the le—EMF isn't going to let you end your contract that easily,” Captain Nerva said, Mark turned, getting up and seeing the Captain was covered in signs of battle.
            “Yes captain,” Mark said, looking around for Tyler.
            “Your brother has been moved to another room with the other cryos. Right now he's going to need you on the front instead of sitting back here worrying about him,” Nerva said, giving Mark his rifle.
            Mark took it, checking it by response.
            “You'll make it far in the EMF yet,” Nerva said with approval. Mark slid off of the table and followed the Captain, finding that he was actually only a few inches taller than the Captain.
           
The last time that you saw him he was behind a desk after all. Mark thought as he checked over his gear, moving to a pile of magazines, switching out his old with new. There was a large group of people going in the same direction as the Captain.
            They used the stairs to get to the third floor.
            Mark stuck to Nerva, by his armor he knew how to handle himself in a fight and having him go down would be bad for everyone left in the tower.
            They got to the front which was where the third floor had collapsed into a ramp, letting whoever wanted to run through the first and second floor to do so with relative ease since all that was left was some slanted stairs leading up to the third floor.
            Troopers were moving to different positions, there was little to no command as people fought for their lives.
            “We're not going to be able to hold them back for too much longer. I give it about a half day before the ones from the ground or the ones in the upper-levels get us,” Captain Nerva said.
            “Sir?” Mark said, wondering why the Captain was telling a lowly boot this information.
            “If I can get air support down here then I can have them rake the buildings around us, cut down the ones in the streets, or even pound the upper-levels of this building. We need support or we're going to die.” Now most men that delivered this kind of ultimatum might flinch from it. Nerva wasn't afraid to admit it and he didn't flinch in the slightest. Mark's opinion of the man rose a few notches.
            Nerva turned to Mark, “in two hours it's going to be dark, dark enough for you and others to sneak into the city.”
           
And just why in the fuck would I want to get deeper into this hell-hole of a city?
            Nerva seemed to read his mind as he continued, not giving Mark time to voice his thoughts.
            “I have received information that the CEO of Sacremon didn't leave the planet, he's actually in Growing city, at the main tower. He's in a shelter, but it looks like the local population found out about his hiding spot and are trying to gain entry. It's only coming up now because they thought that he blasted off of the planet with the rest of the CEO's and his family.”
            “Why are you telling me this?”
            “Three reasons, we need to get support, if there is a CEO that needs to be protected, General Wai is going to jump all over herself to get him up there and in protection, including lifting this NR and giving us the support we need to deal with this city. Second you're not going to leave your brother behind, you'll fight until you die to try and save that CEO because he is the one person that can save your brother. Third, you’re a decent soldier and you know how to handle yourself. You're damned resilient and not even a few explosions have put you down.” Nerva's helmet was facing Mark's now. Neither of them could see the others face but they didn't need to, this was the only play they had that could get them out of this planet's gravity well.
            Mark should have probably felt honored that a Captain was looking into his personal file so much. Instead his thoughts were focused on keeping Tyler alive.
            “Tell me what you need me to do,” Mark said.
            Nerva sent him a file.
            “This is all the information on the growing tower the CEO is located in. He is hidden in the plantation and people have been seen moving through and looking for him. Get to the tower, lock it down and retrieve him. Get him to his penthouse and have him call for a ride,” Nerva's cool tone became a note deeper. “If they ask what our situation is, tell them how we need support or you won't be able to get the CEO to a safe location for retrieval. Send me a message and I will send you our most up-to-date targeting information.”
            “Understood sir,” Mark said.
           
Not all the truth but enough of it to hopefully send something down here to help us out. Plus, being a low-rank it would make more sense for me to do it than anyone else.
            “You have one hour, take four people with you and you'll rappel out of the fifth story to go and find the CEO,” Nerva said.
            Mark felt his stomach do a few lurches, he hated heights, but his voice was as solid as cermite.
            “Yes Sir.” Mark looked on his HUD, searching for people he knew, there weren't many of them, he found Gupta, Pullo, Jerome, and Utkin. Dolche was on the front line with the other repulsors.
            “Sir, the Captain has given me a job, it's not going to be an easy one,” Mark told Pullo who he'd found in an office pod.
            Pullo's helmet was off, sweat drenching his light brown hair, his blue eyes fixed to Mark and his lips pressed together into a thin white line.
            “What is it?” He asked, Mark was a little shocked but he continued on.
            “There's a CEO hiding in one of the towers, if we grab them then Reclaimer will send down support, then we can get some help…” Mark was saying.
            “And get Tyler up to medical aid,” Pullo finished while leaning on a kitchen island covered in dust, rounds, and scratches from troopers.
            “Yes sir,” Mark said.
            Pullo kept looking at the surface before sighing and grabbing his helmet. “Alright Victor, who else is coming.”
            “I was going to ask Jerome from one section and Gupta,” Mark answered.
            “You grab Jerome, I'll get Gupta. How the hell are we getting past the bastards downstairs?”
            “Rappelling from the fifth floor,” Mark said.
            “Smart idea. We'll meet on the fifth floor in twenty minutes, I don't know about you but getting that support down here sooner rather than later sounds like a good idea to me,” Pullo said dryly.
            “Yes sir,” Mark said. 
            Pullo grabbed his helmet and Mark went in search of Jerome.
            He found him the front lines and Mark had to crawl up to his firing position as he fired grenades and rounds down into the second floor. The colonists had pulled back their forces for now and a few EMF troopers were making sure they kept their heads down.
            “Jerome!”
            “What's up Mark?”
            “I wanted to see if you were interested on going on another adventure,” Mark said.
            Jerome actually looked away from the hole in the wall he was firing through to look at Mark.
            “Shit, you're serious.”
            “Yup.”
            “What's the plan?” Jerome asked.
            “We get the hell out of here, go rescue a CEO and get some damned support down here,” Mark admonished. 
            Jerome popped off a grenade, taking a few moments.
            “Don't the CEO's usually pay out a fee for being rescued too?” He asked.
            “I don't know, all I do know is that we either get that support or we die in this tower,” Mark said.
            “Well when you put it like that, count me in.” Jerome flicked off of the channel and someone to his left started firing and Jerome pushed backwards.
            They got back up to the fifth floor. Mark grabbed the silencer from Tyler's kit, Tyler’s face was still pink but his cryo's stats were not looking good at all.
            He tossed it to Jerome who paired it with his own E-12.
            “Lines are set up,” Pullo said over a private communications channel. Mark and Jerome quickly made their way over to Pullo and Gupta who were waiting at the edge of the tower, a missile had opened up the floors above, wind whistled through the rent in the towers side. Parts fell down or hung onto where they had settled.
            “Good luck,” Captain Nerva said, standing nearby.
            Fire opened up on the lower floors and he turned his head towards the noise.
            “Get that damned CEO and send the message.” With that he turned to go towards the fighting.
            Pullo and Gupta helped to get Jerome and Mark into the lines, there was a spool mounted to the wall and a thin cord that attached to the loop on the front of their armor around waist height.
            “Let's get this done,” Pullo said, edging out line with his implants so he was vertical.
            He jumped backwards, disappearing into the night as his line whirred out.
            Mark thought about not looking down, but as soon as he got himself vertical he did. A shiver that wasn't born from the cold air exposed to his side, ran through him.
            He took a second and then started walking down, using his feet to get himself through the remains of the floors around him.
            He got to the third floor and started jumping as Pullo had, getting to the ground quickly. By the time he was on the ground the quick rappelling had brought a small smile to himself.
            He pulled the line off of his belt, finding himself on the outside of the tower. Gupta had beat him down and Jerome took another few seconds to join them.
            “Alright, you two if anyone is in our way you take them out, otherwise we run like fucking hell until we're at the target building. Got it?” Pullo said, pointing to Jerome and Mark.
            “Yes sir,” they chorused.
            “Then let's get a move on,” Pullo said.
            Mark began running, him and Jerome spaced apart a little with Pullo and Gupta about fifty meters behind so they didn't look like a clump and get cut down in one go.
            They ran on the outside of the towers.
            “Cut in now,” Pullo said and Mark obeyed, turning the corner with Jerome on his heels, his arms moving only slightly as he looked for colonists.
            They left the outer ring of apartments, the ones that still had space to grow and were primarily the offices and living quarters of the colonists. The inner swirl was growing towers, plants could be seen through the glass, they had only one small lobby and three loading docks that would deposit the produce of the tower into awaiting trucks and send them towards processing city.
            A group of three colonists were walking through the street ahead of Mark and Jerome. They raised their rifles, but were instantly cut down as Mark and Jerome ran in a different direction in case anyone saw the bodies.
            They ran into two other groups, one had been a transport with about twenty people moving a heavy machine gun emplacement. They'd been stunned by the arrival of Mark and Jerome who popped grenades into their midst. Pullo and Gupta's fire ended the attack as people could be heard running and shooting weapons.
            They were tired and worn out from the run through the growing towers when they finally reached their destination, the tallest tower in all of Growing City. It was largely a growing tower with the upper levels dedicated to offices and living quarters of the CEO's that had been living here thirty-three years ago when the rebellion started.
            Mark found the location of the CEO on his map and moved to an elevator.
            The others followed suit, everyone scanning and looking for threats. The elevator was clear and Pullo who had a key unlocked it so they quickly climbed onto its roof.
            “Alright, take five, get some food and water into you then we'll see about getting that CEO,” Pullo said.
            Jerome lay down on the elevator, panting as he grabbed his water bottle and took a deep gulp.
            Mark leaned against the side of the elevator, gnawing on a meal replacement bar and throwing water back.
            It had been one hell of a run and Mark still thought that someone was going to turn a corner at just the right time when they weren't looking and fire those damned explosive shells into their midst.
            “Fuck, I hope to hell we never have to do that again,” Gupta groaned, his breathing coming down as he held his water bottle in his lap.
            Pullo let out a snort, Mark felt a grin appear on his face.
            “Well we made it this far, now all we need to do is help some CEO have a phone call and we're the fuck out of here,” Mark said.
            “And on that note I think we should be getting up to find this damned CEO,” Pullo pulled himself to his feet, the others following suit, their bodies tired from the stress and physical exertion over the last couple of days since they had entered the city.
            The elevator started to ascend and Mark looked on his map, the growing towers were broken into levels and sections. Each level grew or held something on it. Most levels were made to help the ones below or above them. So a fish farm was above a crop level so that the fish water could be used as fertilizer. It continued like that with different trees, crops, animals and other food products across the levels. At one time they would have been organized, now the animals roamed on their levels and ate everything from crops to chairs. Crops were growing rampant and were pushing through every crack and crevice they could find.
            They got to the level the signal was coming from and found it had been an orchard of sorts. Trees that grew multiple kinds of fruits and crops leaned towards the windows, their UV lights had been off for so long that they had grown in odd shapes to try and survive.
            Other crop's seeds had somehow got on the level and five-foot-tall skinny looking plants with different pods up and down their length lay row on row.
            “Well let's go and see if we can find this CEO,” Pullo said pushing past Mark and Jerome and levering himself up onto the floor.
            “Never seen a growing tower eh, makes sense,” Gupta said.
            Jerome and then Mark went up, following Pullo as Gupta took up the rear.
            “I've never seen so many plants, or food. What are these trees?” Jerome asked.
            They moved into the crops which had taken the place of the dead trees, their guns just clearing over the crops while they looked for colonists that might be hiding.
            “Genetic hybrids, way more advanced that Earth's. One of these trees produces corn, fruits, nuts, everything you could need for food. They're each worth more than ten of us. So make sure that you don't shoot them,” Pullo said.
            The floor rumbled with a nearby explosion, the plants rustled and waved with the force as dust fell from the ceiling.
           
There's so much dust when anything goes off in these towers that it reminds me of back home. Mark thought.
            “Sounds like our VIP is in trouble,” Gupta said.
            “Then we'd better get a move on,” Pullo said, picking up the pace, the others keeping up with him.
            Pullo stopped and slowly moved to kneeling after some time, Mark cocked his head, he could hear people working.
            “Get the new bombs into place, we're only three blast-doors away from that bastard. I can't believe that he stayed behind and we didn't know for twelve damned years!” Someone said as people could be heard moving around.
            “How long do you think it'll be before we get in there?” Someone asked, with what Mark could only describe as glee.
            “Not long now Brahd, probably just another day or two.” 
            “What about his message?” Brahd asked, concern coloring his voice.
            “He can't send a message out of the atmosphere and those trooper bastards will be dead once they get the heavy machine guns into place and tear apart each level. I swear they're worse than Gelan Rabbits!”
            There were a few harsh laughs at that. Mark had crept up next to Pullo, there was just a few plants between them and the hexagon shaped area at the centre of the tower. It was sealed with cermite shutters.
            There was a group of around forty working on the doors. About half of them were sitting on carts, weapons across their lap as they watched the rest move massive barrels to the door.
            “I think that we should see how explosive those barrels are,” Pullo said, flicking his grenade launcher from safe to fire.
            Jerome, Mark and Gupta followed suit.
            “Gupta, Mark, hit the ones lounging, Jerome, you get the ones by the door, I'll see if I can get one of those barrels. Wait for my signal,” Pullo said.
            His grenade launcher bucked and a barrel exploded just as it was getting past the colonists that were sitting on the empty carts.
            The resulting explosion pushed the crops backwards, revealing the four of them. Neither of them cared, firing at their pre-set targets. Explosions billowed across the open area, the colonists didn't even have time to respond to the shock of the initial explosion.
            “Jerome with me, advancing to the carts,” Pullo said, up and running as Mark slammed a new mag into his launcher and aimed his rifle at the landscape in front of him.
            Anything that moved got a burst from either Gupta or him.
            Pullo and Jerome got into cover.
            “Covering, Gupta see if you can raise the CEO to let us in,” Pullo yelled. Mark and Gupta ran across the floor to what remained of a tree.
            They kept covering and moving until they were at the last carts on either side of the door.
            Jerome popped a grenade off.
            “Conserve your...,” 
            Yells came from panicked colonists, ended with a dull thump.
            “Nice toss,” Pullo said.
            “Thank you sir,” Jerome said, another grenade ready in his hand.
            “Gupta?” Pullo asked, the tension rising, the longer they were out here the more time the colonists had to respond.
            “He wants to see all of us and have us scan into the system,” Gupta sounded frustrated.
            “Fuck,” Pullo said, everyone ducking as a colonist sprayed the room blindly form behind cover.
            Everyone stood back up, hammering the corridor with rounds and grenades.
            “Cease fire, look for more of them, Gupta, ask them if we can be allowed through the blast door and then scanned on the other side of it,” Pullo said.
            “He's still not going for it,” Gupta said.
            “What about saying that we will have to move in order to protect his assets for his shareholders shortly?” Mark said.
            A few moments later a new voice came on their channels.
            “Damn the shareholders! I'll show those bastards that thought to put me on this planet with only minimal equity and dividends squirrelled away into a bonus I'll get when I return to Earth! They think I'm without power? I'll give you one point two million credits each to get me off of this planet.”
            Mark felt his blood go cold.
            He had gathered two thousand credits back on Earth and that would make him look like a rich man compared to many others.
            “They offered us two-point-five for keeping the plantation safe,” Mark said, Gupta looking to him in shock.
            “Hah! They think they can low-ball me! Fine, I'll match them, get in here and take me to my office.” The CEO said imperiously, the blast-door's opening all at once as he shut the channel. The colonists that had been moving into position now rushed forward. Coming from the fields and funnelling into the single path to where the CEO had holed up.
            “He has a damn flair for the dramatic!” Jerome yelled.
            “Shut up and keep firing!” Pullo barked back.
            Gupta took a round to the head, knocking him out.
            “Fuck you!” Mark yelled firing his grenades at the forward group. He ducked backwards as fire seemed to shift to him. He ran to new cover, rounds following him.
            “Need some help here!” Mark said.
            “On it!” Pullo said, new grenades sprouting amongst the oncoming colonists.
            Mark reloaded his launcher, standing up and bringing the colonists under fire with his E-12 again.
            They pulled back, stunned by their losses and the destruction of their ranks.
            “Jerome, Mark grab Gupta and get moving!” Pullo said firing at the disappearing colonists.
            Mark and Jerome grabbed onto Gupta, dragging him by the arms and pulling him through the blast doors. They put him down and turned to cover Pullo.
            “Got you covered sir!” Jerome said.
            Pullo turned and sprinted through the blast doors.
            Mark slapped an emergency shut button and the blast-door's slammed back into place.
            He went to Gupta, his HUD telling him to give him certain needles.
            He did so and Gupta groaned.
            “Well are we leaving or just standing around here?” A man in a fresh pressed suit that looked well-fed and showered asked. He looked to be in his early twenties but his mannerisms and eyes showed him to be a lot older. Troopers lived to be a hundred and twenty after their service, if someone could pay for that treatment then their lives could be a hell of a lot longer.
            “Yes sir, we're just going to get this man back on his feet so that we have more people protecting your esteemed person,” Pullo said, bowing to the CEO.
            He elevated his nose and waved his hand in a carefree motion.
            “Yes it is good more security will look much better. I hope to be moving within ten minutes. I grow bored of this room,” The CEO turned.
            Dumbass still cares about his image more than anything. It’s like he doesn’t even know there’s a war going on, or doesn’t care because it’s someone else’s job. Mark sighed shaking his head and looking around the place.
            It was massive with rooms taking up the size of three of the housing pods in the tower the other troopers were fighting in.
            They held holographic computers, an extravagance that Mark had only heard of. The room held rare plants, priceless paintings and floors made from nearly extinct trees back on Earth.
            It extended upwards through the other floors.
            “What is this?”
            “It's the CEO's offices and living quarters. Some of them like looking over those that live under them for fun. They don't need to leave these offices or their residences to do anything. These last few floors were made specifically for them,” Pullo said, not able to keep the disgusted tone out of his voice. The amount of power and money a CEO had was unimaginable.
            Gupta grunted and tried to push himself up.
            “How you feeling?” Mark asked.
            “Like shit, but I'm still in for that two-point-five mil,” Gupta said, holding Mark's shoulder.
            Mark helped him to standing slowly. Making sure he wouldn't fall over for a few seconds.
            “I ain't that fragile Mark,” Gupta drawled.
            “Wouldn't think it Sergeant,” Mark said, his tone light and chipper, getting a chuckle from the others.
            “So, um, how are we getting out of here?” Jerome asked, eyes turning to him and then looking around the room.
            “We blow our way out,” Gupta said, swaying a little bit but looking a hell of a lot better than he had been.
            “How?” Jerome asked, voicing Mark's own thoughts.
            “This place is a growing tower that has all kinds of chemicals gases and such that can be changed on each level, if we were to up the oxygen on this level but not in this pod, then we just wait for something to spark it and the whole level will clear out.”
            “Then we just run through the chaos and get to the elevators that will take us up to the CEO's elevators and we are the fuck out of here,” Pullo said “I'll ask the CEO if he has the ability to control that and if he'll sanction it, I don't want to blow a floor up and then have Sacremon partnership coming after my ass.”
           
Got to make sure that we cover our own asses from the corporations when we’re trying to save one of their people's lives and keep ourselves safe. To them they would probably be happier if we died than lose this floor.
            Mark would be lying if the whole idea didn't hurt him inside somewhere. There was so much food on just this single level that it seemed such a waste to destroy it all.
           
I wish we had this back on Earth. He thought, looking at the growth around the CEO's offices. Colonists were now coming out of those plants, yelling, swearing and gesturing what they would do to the troopers and CEO locked inside the offices.
            They moved to the three lanes that could allow people in and out of the offices and people started firing at the blast doors which had already been hammered by their homemade explosives.
            Runners left as more colonists appeared.
            “I have a feeling those runners are going to get some more of those explosives from wherever they came from,” Mark said, pointing to them as they disappeared down a corridor.
            Jerome made a sour noise and Gupta checked his rifle, taking off the silencer. Mark followed suit and glanced at Pullo who was in a bow more often than he was standing upright while talking to the CEO.
           
Imagine what we could do back on Earth if we had these plants or their knowledge. Mark used his helmet and connected to an information node on the tower.
            It didn't take him long to sift through the menus and find a wealth of information. He started downloading it as he then searched for storage for different items.
            “I'm going to use the bathroom,” Mark said, finding it hard for him to keep his voice level as he headed for the washroom in the place. He darted into the storage room that was off to the side, almost hidden away. The CEO's controlled what plants were going to be put down, and the easiest way to do that was to have the seeds in their care and storage facilities.
            Mark didn't even need to force a lock, the door opening for him automatically as he walked in and found rows and rows of seeds.
            He grabbed a number of them and chucked them into his pockets, he left and headed to the bathroom for real this time.
            If his plan worked out, then when he got back to Earth W3C would grow in leaps and bounds. If not, well he didn't want to get the others into trouble.
            He cared for them, Gupta with his relaxed but authoritative ways. Jerome with his quick comments and remarks yet dependability in the field, and Pullo with the way he cared for those below him but wouldn't shirk from his duty, or make others do something that he wasn't willing to do himself.
            He was out of the storage room when his mind turned to other thoughts, to the six others in his section that wouldn't be coming home, how Tyler might be added to that roster, or even his own and the others with him if their plan failed.
           
If Captain Nervas’ plan fails then it won't just be the section that's wiped out, it'll be the third of the regiment and the half-regiment of stragglers we pulled together.
            Mark pushed away the smiling faces and memories of the quick moments between training that he had gotten to know the men and women of his section better than any other person other than Tyler. His mind flashed to the bodies that had once contained the laughing and smiling personalities of those people that weren’t going to be making it back.
           
Later, for now survive, that's all you can do. Mark gripped his rifle harder and tensed his back.
            “There you are,” Pullo said as Mark reappeared from his bathroom visit.
            “Where's Gupta?” Mark asked, only seeing Jerome waiting beside the blast doors. The colonists had swelled in numbers and were now pushing a new cart of explosives up to the blast doors.
            “He's up working on the console. He's mixing the atmosphere up to make a really nice bang,” Pullo said.
            “Oh, cool, how does he know that?” Mark asked.
            “Well he worked in those gardening places back on Earth. I guess he learnt some more in his free time and he knows enough to blow something the hell up,” Pullo said.
            “Sweet,” Mark remarked, mixed feelings going through him. He had met Pullo, Gupta and the rest of the squad on Reclaimer, he hadn't thought about how they were from Earth as well.
            The EMF just felt as if it existed in a completely different universe from their home. Mark paused for a moment, letting that sink in. So many things he didn’t know, so many people he would never meet since he didn’t bother to ask. Guess it was as good a time as any to start now. 
            “Sir, I was wondering, what did you do on Earth before all of this?” Mark asked.
            That made Pullo pause, tensing a bit before sighing.
            “I was in a gang over in South complex sector nine,” Pullo said as if pulling facts from a not-quite forgotten dream. “That was pretty long ago. Five years of service and around seventy years of real-time.” There was a hint of sadness hiding in his voice over that fact.
            “I helped out at the docks around tower city four,” Jerome said. “Always heard about other planets and wanted to go to them, this was the only way I could do it. It always felt a bit more like job security since it was a place where someone would stab you so that they can get hired in your place,” Jerome let out a dry laugh.
            “Lot's of job security here son, no one will want your job on these planets, but you have to kill every bastard that wants to get you to keep your position,” Pullo said.
            “Yeah, true enough sir. So what about you Mark?”
            “I was a bodyguard and enforcer for Westerly three complex gang, Tyler was too. I knew how to kill and do it well,” Mark replied.
            “That training has come in handy quite a few times I've noticed, my ass might be as cold as space without that training,” Pullo said.
            “Well that damned training you put us through was more than enough to get me thinking about guns instead of blades,” Mark said in an accusatory tone.
            Pullo laughed and Mark smiled as Gupta came out of the CEO's office. The CEO was watching a movie on a massive screen reclined in his seat without an apparent care in the world.
            “Nice to see everyone's having a good time,” Gupta remarked.
            “Just swapping back home stories,” Jerome said. “Pullo said that you worked in the gardens, why did you give a sweet gig like that up?”
            “Cause I didn't want to die from the fumes of the gardens. And I wanted to see the world outside of the recycled atmosphere and fertilizer smelling huts. So I joined the EMF, got my medical, saw three planets so far, and killed a lot of people that tried to kill me and my friends,” Gupta shrugged.
            “How long until your mixture works on these people?” Pullo asked.
            “I used Carbon dioxide, they'll be knocked out within a few minutes. The plants will survive and we won't have to blow the windows out. The CEO has a mask and he's fine with putting it on so that he doesn't have to destroy this levels crops,” Gupta drawled.
            “Alright, well I'll go see if he is ready to leave anytime soon. Buddy check your helmets, re-breathers and oxygen tanks,” Pullo said.
            They did so making sure the connections were sorted out.
            “Well it looks like your helmet doesn't have much of a seal, you run ahead and clear the way just in case,” Gupta said, looking over Mark's helmet which hadn't been replaced since he'd been blown backwards from trying to clear the towers the day before.
            “Hmm I was wondering why it was so breezy.” Mark's voice dry as he looked at the opened armor and smart clothing on his one side. Scars ran up and down his side from the ad-hoc first aid he'd performed on himself.
            “What are we going to do with you?” Gupta said, shaking his head as Jerome laughed.
            “Make me run into more shit it appears.”
            “Smart ass,” Gupta smiled.
            “I try,” Mark said.
            “Look,” Jerome said. Gupta and Mark followed Jerome's line of sight seeing the first colonists become wobbly on their feet. Most had already got themselves comfortable and looked like they were taking a nap.
            Someone fell to their knees and started slowly crawling away from the centre. These colonists didn't have the breathers that the ones in the forest possessed.
            “Someone open the doors I grow bored of waiting,” The CEO said.
            Jerome looked to Gupta.
            “Yes sir. I will look to it,” Gupta said, going to the blast doors console. “I'll reduce the air in here so that they can't come near your office.”
            “Very well,” The CEO said impatiently.
            “May I check your helmet?” Pullo asked.
            The CEO made an 'if you must' gesture with his hand and Pullo checked the helmet with quick and precise movements.
            “We're good, opening blast doors.” Gupta's announcement was punctuated with the blast doors opening for them.
            “Jerome, Mark, clear the way,” Pullo said.
            “Sir.” Mark ran on, following the plan they'd made to the CEO's elevators they were just five hundred meters away.
            They got through most of the level without trouble. They passed the stairs to find that someone was trying to come up them. Mark put a burst into them. The door was broken so they couldn't lock it.
            “Grenade surprise?” Jerome asked innocently.
            “Sounds good.” Mark fired another burst at a colonist that had poked their head out.
            “Dinners served fuckers,” Jerome whispered as he tossed a handful of grenades down the stairs. Mark slammed the door shut. nothing happened for a few moments and then it bucked against his shoulder, they paused in anticipation. Waiting… Waiting… Silence.
            “Move it troopers, this ain't no vacation,” Pullo said as he, Gupta, and the CEO had made it to their position.
            Mark and Jerome ran on, their weapons ready as they got to the elevator. 
The CEO, Gupta and Pullo went straight in. Jerome and Mark fell in behind, the doors slammed shut and the CEO tapped his arm to the console on the elevator. It shot upwards for a few minutes and then stopped. Mark and Jerome pushed out, scanning the interior.
            It wasn't so much a room, as it was an entire floor. The floor was a single living space with several pools of various sizes, some pretty damn big video screens and lots of VR rooms. There was a full kitchen, a massive bedroom, and robots came to greet the CEO who ordered something that sounded expensive and rare.
            The robot appeared a few moments later as the CEO was making his way to a spherical working area. He took the drink, sipping on it as he walked into the air. The sphere didn't have any gravity. He simply floated up to his chair, resting in it as he flicked through different information.
            “Contact me with the commander of the EMF transport,” The CEO said, still sipping on his drink as the others looked around the room in shock.
            “Damn, so this is how CEO's live,” Jerome said, his tone bitter.
            “Watch that tone,” Pullo warned.
            “Yes sir,” Jerome replied with some apprehension, but it was not directed at Pullo.
            “We never get up here, not even our keys let us into CEO's pads. They've got their own power-plants and everything up here. Can't blast into them from downstairs without a few-kiloton nukes,” Gupta said, in as much awe as everyone else.
            A face appeared on the CEO's screen, it showed a thirty or so year-old with a ship backed by a super-nova. It was general Wai. She looked pretty enough with her high cheek bones, small mouth and nose. Her black hair was pulled back into a perfect pony-tail, eyes that Mark could tell were usually cold and unfeeling were now submissive as she bowed deeply to the camera feed.
            They were starkly different to Captain Nerva's eyes which were cold and deep, but he cared about those under him, he knew what had to be done and showed it through his actions and willingness to risk his life just like his troopers.
            Wai seemed more like the person that didn't care about those under her, she was a player, a political player that was probably trying to get a CEO position for herself. Mark had picked up on enough from of the chatter on Reclaimer to gather together that feeling.
            “CEO Harrison, I was not aware that you were still on the surface. I thought that you were on the holding vessel or heading towards Earth,” she said.
            “That barely matters now. I desire a ride up to the holding vessel until this mess is dealt with.” CEO Harrison waved his hand as if encompassing the rest of the planet.
            “Certainly, I will do everything in my power to see that your needs are seen to,” Wai replied.
            “Indeed, your people do seem to be rather good at their job. I think I might buy some shares of the EMF and get a regular detachment for Sacremon,” CEO Harrison admonished.
            “We would be honored. If I might talk to the security detail, I will see that your needs are met and we can sort out some transport from the planet.” Wai bowed her head again in subservience.
            Mark turned off his communications and pulled off his helmet, indicating the others to do the same. They did with confused expressions.
            “Captain Nerva told me that if we were to talk to higher we should say that we need support or you won't be able to get the CEO to a safe location for retrieval. Might be best if it came from me,” Mark said rubbing his arm where his rank was.
            Pullo put his helmet back on, everyone else following suit.
            “I am going to check if the CEO needs anything from us. Gupta being the other senior personnel present it would be best if you accompanied me so that we understand the CEO's request, Jerome you check the security of the lift, Mark talk to higher and say that we've secured the CEO,” Pullo said over a live channel.
            A chorus of 'yes sirs' came back to him and they split apart. Mark opened a channel with Captain Nerva, looking out of the tower, it was still night outside, it would be a few hours until Sacremons’ sun crept into the heavens again.
            “Mark Victor, do you have the CEO in your protection?”
            “Yes sir, second lieutenant Pullo and Sergeant Gupta are attending to him. We are looking to extract him from his building and get him to safety at this point,” Mark said.
            “Very well, I would not advise a rooftop pick up due to the anti-air and space abilities in the area. Also with the number of enemy combatants it would take some time to get clear of the tower and the CEO's safety couldn't be guaranteed. I am sending you the most recent outlay of weapon emplacements in the area. If we could get support at our tower then we might be able to create enough of a distraction to get the CEO clear, but our numbers are low,” Nerva said.
            Mark's map populated and he wondered just how Nerva had gotten all of this information.
            “If Friendly forces were able to land after the clearance of the enemy weapon systems then I have teams in place to assist in distracting them long enough to gain a foot hold and move to the tow...” Captain Nerva's channel was replaced with one to General Wai.
            “Victor is it? Why is Second Lieutenant Pullo and Sergeant Gupta not answering my calls?” Wai said, her voice hot and angry.
            “They are talking to the CEO currently General Wai,” Mark said in clipped and respectful tones.
            “Very well, I want them to contact me with a report immediately,” Wai answered.
            “Umm general...” Mark said, unsure of how to continue.
            “Spit it out and it better be worth my time.” Wai was pissed and Mark needed to be quick to make sure that annoyance didn't turn into him pissing off the woman in charge of his entire carrier.
            “I have been updated of the situation and have been in contact with Captain Nerva who had a plan for extraction and updated plans on the city and weapons emplacements,” Mark said in a rush.
            “Go on,” Wai said, her interest piqued but not sounding pleased. Mark was beginning to doubt she capable of such an emotion.
            “I have been sent a detailed map of all weapon emplacements in Growing city, with a strike they could be taken out, giving ships cover to land,” Mark said.
            “Then we can put a shuttle on the roof and pull the CEO out,” she said thoughtful.
            “Well...” He let his anxiousness creep into his voice.
            “What?” The heat back in her voice.
           
Damn she's worse than some cats I know!
            “There is a large force of colonists on the ground, they could make that situation bad. Captain Nerva said that he could create a distraction for a short period of time, with more troopers then he could elongate the distraction and in the confusion you could lift the CEO out on a shuttle,” Mark added.
            “Send me this weapon emplacement plan,” she said. Mark sent it, waiting a few tense moments.
            “Well it does look like his alpha company is panning out after all,” she muttered. 
           
That's who got the information, they moved out before us and we haven't linked up with them since we entered the city. They must be observing or in the city hiding to gather information on the enemy, using us as a distraction to gather what they can.
            Mark's jaw worked, he saw how it was smart to have them do that, right now it was the only way the crafts were going to be able to land and not get slaughtered. Yet there was another part of him that wanted to punch Captain Nerva in the face for letting Alpha company keep out of the fight and not reinforce them when they were barely holding on to a couple of floors.
            “Inform Pullo and Nerva that I will be sending shuttles down to clear out the emplacements. The CEO is top priority, if at any time you think that he is danger I want you to take every care to keep him safe.” Her simple statement shaped into a threat.
            “Yes General!” Mark said, she clicked off of the channel and Mark requested a channel with Pullo and Captain Nerva, they accepted it immediately.
            “General Wai says that she's going to hammer the weapon emplacements and that we should keep the CEO safe at all costs,” Mark said.
            “Very...” Mark cut the channel on Nerva before he could finish. 
            A few minutes later Pullo was marching towards Mark.
            He opened a channel and Mark accepted.
            “What the hell was that Mark? Not many officers are going to take too kindly to you shutting communications channels on them!”
            “Sir, he just had an entire company running around while we were getting slaughtered in that fucking tower.” Mark waved in the general direction of the faint weapons fire that could still be heard.
            “I don't like it, but he is a Captain for a reason. Without his forethought then we wouldn't have the targets for the weapon emplacements. I know this is your first drop but Captain Nerva is a damned good officer and I won't have you bad mouthing him. Am I clear?” Pullo's tone bordered on the tone he had used after Mark and Tyler had sent half of the section to the medical ward.
            “Yes sir,” Mark said, straightening.
            “Good, now just sit back and watch the fire works and I don't want to see your emotions getting involved and fucking things up. Am I clear?”
            “Yes sir, I won't fuck about,” Mark answered.
            “Good,” Pullo said after a few seconds in which he seemed to weigh Mark's statement.
            There was a tense few moments, but Pullo still left to go deal with the CEO.
            Jerome watched the discussion from his seat against one of the massive windows that looked down on the Growing City.
            He was eating on a meal-replacement bar; his helmet lay on the floor. Mark wandered over to him, taking off his helmet and grabbing a bar from under his armored plates. Food was still the most precious thing to him, habits from Earth died hard. He didn't horde it like a number of people had. It was seen as more of a nuisance when it got to that point.
            “So they coming?” Jerome said trying to sound calm, but his anxiety crept through regardless. Mark sat against the window, not looking out, or trying to think of how the glass might give way at any moment.
            “Yeah, looks like the general went for the plan and is sending down shuttles. At least that's what it sounded like. What's a lowly grunt like me know?” Mark shrugged.
            Jerome made a noise of agreement grabbing his water bottle as Mark bit into his bar, they were kind of chewy and tasted a bit salty, but he could deal with the bland taste any day. He had eaten some truly nasty things after he and Tyler left the orphanage to survive.
            “That's one hell of a sight,” Jerome said, his voice trailing off as Mark followed Jerome's eyes, chewing on the bar absently.
            The slightly overcast sky was alight with red streaks that marked combat shuttles entering atmosphere. The city was quiet for a few moments and then weapons systems started firing.
            The combat shuttles were far away and evaded the cities defenses with ease. Auto turrets rounds reached down towards missile trails, explosions igniting the night air.
            Combat shuttle after combat shuttle fell through the atmosphere, the clouds turning red with the colors of re-entry before shuttles plunged through them.
            They leveled out and then it wasn't just the colonists that were getting their licks in.
            Auto-cannons fired their heavy rounds into the towers as missiles raced towards their targets.
            Using their tilting engines, the shuttles didn't come at the city straight on, they stayed at a distance and hammered the city, rotating around and taking out anything that dared to fire at their armored hulls. The first shuttles used the cover of the weaponless towers to move closer.
***
            Yu jumped into his combat seat, pulling his harness around him, sleep falling away as Young powered the engines and pushed for the new flight plan.
            “What we got?” Yu said, his harness good.
            “Trooper drop and fire plan. Our people are in a tower and pinned down,” Young said.
            “Taking control,” Yu replied.
            “I am relieved,” Young said, working her screens to refine the flight plan and listen into the nearly platoon sized group left.
            “How we looking Bobbie?” Yu asked, the armored doors coming up, Yu was on the front landing pad and he was going as soon as he got clearance.
            “Five minutes!” Bobbie said, yelling before he turned the channel off. Yu could feel the boots clanging through the cargo bay, the Troopers had kept four regiments ready to go at all times.
            “Good!” Bobby said, the rear hatch closing.
            “Flight control this is CS one-four-nine, we are good to go, submitting flight plan,” Yu said, sending the information.
            “Plan received and cleared, go for launch,” the flight controller said.
            “Understood flight control, One-four-nine out.” Yu was already increasing power to his engines by the time they had finished talking, his shuttle rose and headed out of the still opening doors.
            He angled on for the new flight plan Young had supplied.
            “Bobbie, how are the guns?” Yu said, looking at the tactical situation which was now covered in red halos. Someone had put out a sensor net across the city, how they’d done it through the enemy lines Yu didn’t know, or care at this moment.
            “Five by five and ready to shoot something,” Bobbie growled.
            “Good shit, seal up the armor panels, don’t want to burn the sensors off on entry,” Yu said. His blood was beginning to boil, he could already feel himself coming alive.
            “Young we cleared for hot entry?” Yu asked seeing Bobbie was sealing up the ship while he checked their fuel.
            “Cleared, we control the air,” Young said.
            “Shit,” Bobbie growled.
            “Oh, I know you love a ride Bobbie,” Yu said, dropping the formality.
            “I hate pilots,” Bobbie said.
            Yu only grinned as he pushed the engines power up and started hitting real atmosphere, the shuttle bucked and skewed.
            Yu hummed, clicking his tongue here and there as he adjusted flaps, worked thrusters, and adjusted to inter-atmosphere flying. 
            The shuttle bucked for a few moments before skewing as Sacremon’s atmosphere resented  their presence.
            Yu adjusted his flight, bringing him back onto plan.
            “They’ve lost the lobby and pulled back to the third floor,” Young said, her voice tight and harsh as if she was to blame for their predicament.
            “Shit,” Yu answered.
            “Weapons and sensors check, I want rounds on as soon as we got eyes on,” Yu said.
            “Roger,” Bobbie said, opening the armored panels again to reveal the sensors.
            “On it,” Young said while working with synchronized rhythm on various screens.
            “On target in three,” Yu said, banking hard to bleed speed and bring them on target.
            “I’m going to do a shudder hover,” Yu warned. two green lights came up on his HUD, his people were readying themselves and the Combat Shuttle for battle.
            The timer wound down and Yu pulled up, angling the engines so they pushed against the ground. The sudden deceleration made everyone grunt and flex their bodies to stay conscious. It lasted for a matter of moments before Yu angled his flaps and engines, bringing them into a hover Across from the towers.
            “Drop!” Bobbie yelled as a panel showed the lines playing out with troopers dropping below.
            Yu ripple-fired his missiles, they streaked off, tracking the largest groups of enemy contacts.
            Tower faces exploded as missiles shattered glass and turned floors into a bonfire.
            Bobbie and Young were working the auto-turrets, red lines of tracers spitting through the air like an angry hornet at their targets.
            “Clear!” Bobbie said, the lines whipping back into the reels of the ceiling, trapdoors slamming shut behind them.
            Yu didn’t run away, he lined up a gun run on the towers.
            The auto-cannons pounded, adding to the falling glass and deformed tower sides.
            “Missile launch!” Young said, Yu had seen it but he was now pushing the engines fast and hard, throwing them in an erratic path.
            Young blew out counter measures, smart-flares bursting from their sides.
            The missiles lost them and slammed into a tower, fire exploding out the opposite side as Yu banked fast and hard around the tower.
            “Woo fucking Hoo! GET SOME YOU FUCKS!” Bobbie said the auto-turrets ripping into colonist filled floors as they passed.
            The odd round twanged and pinged off of the side, sounding like hail landing on a tin roof, but the Combat Shuttles were made to take such punishment.
            Yu brought them out of the city, putting them into an aggressive turn, angling engines and flaps to bring them around like a boat doing a sweeping turn, cutting their motion and pointing them back towards the city.
            He fired with the thumb trigger on his acceleration leaver to his left.
            Yu tilted and moved the craft, bringing more weapons to bear and giving them better angles.
            “Left, nose down,” Bobbie said. Yu adjusted with smooth movements, working against turbulence.
            “Right rack, three,” Young said, three missiles piling into the tank’s coming over the ridge.
            Words or simple phrases connected the three of them, as they worked to protect their people.
***
            Mark used his scope to look at the shuttles. He saw lights appearing under them with troopers dropping out of the craft and to the ground.
            Mark couldn't make out individual people and the shuttles under-lighting quickly disappeared. They rose and turned, heading away from the city and back towards Reclaimer.
            “You're going to want to see this,” Mark said to Gupta and Pullo pushing the bar to his mouth and finding that the wrapper was empty.
            Gupta came over, staring at the scene around Growing city.
            Towers were ripped apart by fiery missiles and lines of tracers, the city shaking and quivering with the blows. Flames ate at the towers, lighting the night sky.
            It was odd to see it but not see it from inside the sound-proofed CEO apartments.
            “Alright, we're going to have a platoon arriving at the base of the tower in a few minutes, be ready to move as soon as possible,” Pullo said through their helmets, everyone checked their gear as the city around them was hammered.
            New combat shuttles were now pouring down from orbit, old ones moving past them as they fired their payloads into the city before settling down. The colonists fire had been cut back severely, no more missiles were firing up into the sky and rounds no longer arched up at oncoming shuttles.
            Some combat shuttles were moving into the city, raining hell down from above on those that had dared to leave their towers.
            Mark's eyes turned to the tower that fourth regiment had made it's stand in. It was easy to find with smoke that was coming from various levels, massive holes had been carved into the building from the impacts of missile fire.
            Combat shuttles were circling it, their turrets laying waste to any resistance. Mark just hoped that there were still people holding out and keeping his brother safe.
            “Platoon is getting close, let's get in the elevator and get out of here,” Pullo said, escorting the CEO to the elevator. CEO Harrison glanced out of his massive windows, looking over the view as if seeing if anything was awry, then with a nod, like everything was to his satisfaction he continued to the elevator. Mark and Jerome went first, opening it for the others who piled in. It was big enough for at least ten people so Jerome and Mark were able to get around to the front of the lift again as its doors shut and it began descending.
            Mark used his implants to see what was going on around the tower. The fourth regiment were holding out and Charlie company that had been waiting on Reclaimer were now wading through the lobby up to their comrades.
            Other regiments were working to take towers around the exterior of the city. Alpha company was raising havoc, they had planted bombs, hid and waited for their moment to strike. Their bombs killed dozens as they moved through their towers, using the confusion of the sudden attack to keep the colonists on the run. Reinforcements only added to the confusion. Half-sections were everywhere and peeled off as soon as the colonists started getting organized, a combat shuttle would hit whatever they designated.
            Rounds smashed into the city, all amassing from the firepower of the combat shuttle’s auto-turrets and forward facing cannons. The crystal matrix might stand up to the strongest hurricanes across the majority of Earth’s colonies. Auto turrets were a different beast.
            The glass shatter, fell like reflective hail. Explosive fires illuminated the towers from inside, causing any surviving windows to blow out.
            There was nothing quite like seeing that sheer destruction being hurled at the city.
            None of the noise made it into the main tower. It was odd seeing all of that firepower being used and silently watching it. Knowing that people were dying in droves but you could hear none of their anguish.
            Mark turned to reading updates on the net.
            While they had slept the entire carrier group had dropped into the growing city, including medics, support personnel and all of the add-ons that came with them. There were now roughly a hundred thousand EMF personnel on Sacremon, close to nine thousand of which were Troopers. Seven thousand had died trying to get down in the first wave, and when they had been tried to take the different cities. 
            A lot of people had died from the gas before a vaccine had been found. The forests had been covered in the crap.
            It was like the sarin he had read about from his studies. Sarin had a damned long life, meaning that it didn't simply disappear, it would remain active, waiting for someone to simply touch it and turn a person's body against them. This poison was expected to last for another twenty years at least. With a vaccine now developed it would only kill those that hadn't been injected, meaning the colonists that hadn't taken part in the uprising. It was also deadly to the colonists that were fighting, thousands had died from it already.
            They got to the main lobby, gunfire could be heard from around the city, explosions rumbled through towers, fires that had started overnight released their black smoke into the skies. Support units were looking to reduce the fires. It would not be fun if the CEO's started getting pissy about the EMF destroying their assets.
            A Combat shuttle dropped from the sky, it’s thrusters fired as tracers followed it, but nothing hit.
The back door opened and troopers rushed out.
“Let’s get the CEO on board,” Pullo said.
Mark and Jerome hustled the CEO along. Gupta, Pullo and the troopers that had rushed out of the shuttle were covering the retreat while they got him into the shuttle. The Cargo Master got him into a seat, pulling a harness down as the shuttle rose off of the ground, the rear hatch closed.
The troopers ran back into the tower as the combat shuttle piled on the power and shot away from the city, again tracers tried to catch it. A few rounds hit but the shuttle took the impacts in stride, like it was nothing more than bright lights in the night’s sky.
            "Alright, we're going to be moving back to our original tower, we'll be linking up with the second regiment of our division and getting them through the door. Fighting has been hard and the rest of our regiment except Alpha company have been hammering the colonists still in the tower. Our people are holed up on the fifth floor and it looks like the colonists above them are going to come down. We're going back to the rappel lines and we're going to lead bravo company from the second regiment up to support our people in the middle of the fighting. There are too many wounded to have them simply retreat down the rappel lines.” Pullo's words were harsh and Mark's extra rest felt like some kind of sin now.
           
I was asleep while the rest of our regiment were fighting to survive.
            "Alright, let's get moving,” Pullo said, taking the lead and running off, Jerome went second, Mark third, Gupta following as they ran and scanned for threats.
            They jumped from tower to tower, every one of them were now occupied by EMF troopers. They ran through the buildings to the other entrances and kept running. Marks lung burned and his legs hurt but like the others he pushed such minor considerations to the back of his mind. Tyler could be killed while he was running, hell he might already be dead, Utkin was still alive, so was Dolche with some bad wounds, Captain Nerva would be giving his all and the people who had watched Mark's back and theirs were way more tired than he was and could die if he didn't hurry the fuck up.
            No one talked as they ran, they just kept following Pullo. A few colonists showed their faces from buildings. Grenade launchers and a hail of rounds met them. No one was fucking around today. 
            They got to a tower just a few hundred meters from where the rest of the regiment were fighting their way in or holding their position.
            Mark remembered this tower, it was the one which had served as a base for the missiles which had ripped into the tower, tearing holes into it, and taking out Simmons and Xiao with those explosions.
            Mark's face was grim inside his helmet as Pullo cut the pace, peeled off his helmet and walked through troopers to the command centre where a number of officers were standing around a table. One of them noticed Pullo and the others turned to face him and the group behind him.
            "Hold back,” Gupta said to Mark and Jerome, both of them watching the other troopers as if to glean some kind of information from their appearance, the troopers doing the same, studying their battle-scarred armor, well used weaponry and way that they held themselves.
            Pullo was included in the pow-wow around the table, all of them turning away from the three others, a few glances were shot back, most looking at Mark's hastily repaired armor and the way that Jerome and Gupta’s eyes seemed to flicker over everyone as if expecting an attack at any time.
            The talk was quick and Pullo was back with the other three.
            "Mark and Jerome grab repulsors and as much ammo for them as you can carry, we'll do the same,” Pullo said, looking to Gupta as he put his helmet back on.
            "They're going to plan out what they want to do, we know where the repel lines are and we aren't attached to them, we're going to help our people out right now. If any of you want to stay behind I understand,” Pullo said, his voice hard but he knew what he was asking.
            No one moved.
            "There's a reason they call fourth regiment a bunch of nutters,” Gupta said after a few moments of silence, turning. "I think I saw a supply mule back here.”
            "Good?" Gupta asked as Mark shifted under the weight of ammunition that was liberally taped and strapped over his body.
            "About as good as a walking explosion ever is,” Mark said dryly, slinging his repulsor and checking his feed before checking the E-12 was secured on top of the extra ammunition pack on his back. It hurt like hell carrying this much weight but Mark knew it would be vital to the rest of the regiment.
            "Real comedian, mind giving me a hand with my bomb suit?"
            "With pleasure Sarge!" Mark said, Gupta chuckling and shaking his head at Mark's enthusiasm.
            The Supply Techs helped to slap on as much ammunition as possible while Mark helped Gupta with a repulsor ammunition pack.
            Pullo and Jerome waded over, Troopers kept watching them, Mark could feel their respect and their own annoyance at how they were being held back yet again.
            "Let's be on our way boys, the regiment needs us and the fourth looks after his own,” Pullo said, his helmet off so he could raise his voice high enough that the other troopers shifted uncomfortably in their positions.
            "Yes sir!" Mark said, Jerome and Gupta adding their own agreements over their external speakers.
            Jerome led and Mark took up the rear as they jogged over to their tower, the noises of battle could be heard quite clearly as they moved to the rappel lines they had used just the other day to bring in the support that now surrounded them.
            The lines descended with a command from Pullo. Everyone hooked on, Jerome and Mark going up first with their repulsors.
            They didn't see anything as they got onto the floor letting the lines descend again.
            Mark joined the regiment's net and targets started to fill his HUD.
            "Everyone on the regiments net?" Pullo confirmed, his voice hard getting the green-light from everyone.
            "Jerome, Mark you are free to fire,” Pullo said with grim satisfaction.
            Mark and Jerome pulled their triggers, open firing right into the Colonist fighters that were moving into position to attack their comrades.
            Thousands of rounds filled the air as Mark and Jerome advanced, using their repulsors like a magnifying glass against ants.
            "Good to see you gents,” Captain Nerva said as if greeting someone that he knew in the mess.
            "We've got ammunition for the repulsors sir,” Pullo said, he and Gupta were firing accurate bursts into the harder targets that Mark and Jerome weren't hitting. Any of the colonists that put their head down ere cut down by the foursome as they advanced.
            Panicked colonists fired back blindly at the new threat. Their explosive rounds hit the walls and floors, coating the troopers in dust and sprayed them with shrapnel.
           
We knew we weren't surviving. Mark's grim thought making him shrug off the fire as he listened to Pullo speak, walking on like some kind of juggernaut, unaffected by the small shards that got through his armor. He didn't flinch or stop, to do so would make them lose the element of surprise and give the colonists time to reorganize and turn the new threat.
            "Good man, I'll have a few people come and grab that from you. We do have some colonists firing into our positions. If you could look to clearing that out I can move forces up to you. Drop the extra ammunition and have Gupta keep Mark and Jerome moving with that fire. I want them to look to push back to the eastern elevator, that's the Colonist's entry point. You and I will look to clearing the floor and pushing more forces up with them, understood Pullo?" Nerva relayed.
            "Yes sir, we're on our way,” Pullo answered.
            "Good,” Nerva said cutting the channel. Mark felt that hearing 'good' from Nerva was like most people giving a stand-up clap for a person's performance.
            "Mark, right, Jerome straight,” Gupta called out commands, directing the two repulsor's fire as they marched resolutely onward.
            "Make a hole here,” Pullo said, firing a grenade into a wall, Gupta fired one as well. The wall splitting open. Jerome shifted fire and hosed the Colonists hiding on the other side.
            "Jerome switch with Mark, shift fire left,” Gupta called on. So it continued, they advanced quickly and it wasn't long before they were near their people. Those that were able to, ran out from cover and helped free everyone of their extra ammunition. Gupta called out fire for Mark and Jerome who were facing outward from the less than platoon strength survivors.
            Their ammunition now pulled back to the main position, Gupta had Mark and Jerome on the move, Dolche who was missing his left arm moved up to assist, another repulsor gunner by the name Coutu added her fire in. Ammunition packs were slapped directly into their repulsors, two more attached to their main reservoirs to fill them. 
            Dalha and Abdul provided E-12 support and acted as gunner assistants, ripping off empty ammunition packs from Dolche and Coutu's reservoirs and slapping new ones into place.
            Gupta called out their names, giving them zones to cover as they advanced through hallways. Shooting through walls to get any colonists hiding on the level. The fire trailed off turning to bursts as the colonists tried to run away.
            There was no room for small talk or anything but the clear orders Gupta snapped out. They quickly got to the elevator that colonists were now fleeing down.
            The colonists had blown a hole through the fourth floor elevator and opened it up so that they could see onto the fifth floor for some distance. They'd dumped desks and whatever they had down the shaft, making a kind of platform that ran the ten-meter-long length from one end of the elevator shaft to the other.
            Dalha, Dolche and Abdul looked to cover the rear so that no one crept up on the gunners. Mark, Jerome and Coutu fired in bursts one after another, their fire only picking up under Gupta's orders or when they saw a target.
            They tried to improve their positions getting their bipods into more stable ground, having Gupta fire grenades into walls to give them better views of the floor below.
            "Fire only if you see anything, Jerome help out Dolche,” Gupta said, his voice tired as the guns went quiet. Mark and Coutu's weapons roved over the area in front of them, daring the colonists to show themselves.
            The chatter of E-12's and the explosive concussions of the colonist's weapons could be heard behind and below them. It was an odd thing to be in the middle of a heated battle but not do anything because you didn't see the enemy. Mark thought, his weapon following his eyes as a barrel peeked around a corner, his repulsor fired a burst through the wall, a bloody mess falling down in their place.
            He let another burst go down the rest of the wall. Gupta followed up with a grenade, opening the hall up to show the section of colonists that had been hiding behind it. Mark tried to not look at them, seeing the people that he had killed would just add to the nightmares he already had from the slums. 
Dolche opened up on Colonists trying to flee Pullo and Nerva's sections of troopers pushing them back.
            Jerome opened up with Abdul and Dalha supporting them. Mark wanted to look behind but he knew that would be a mistake.
            Explosions ripped into the elevator, Mark sent a burst at where the fire had come from, it quickly fell away.
           
Eyes front, you keep them covered and they'll cover you. Mark thought, focusing on his side. The kind of trust it took to put his life completely in another’s was something else. Before this he would have only trusted Tyler and a handful of people from W3C, now he would trust nearly every trooper to do their job while he did his.
            Troopers moved up to their position, reinforcing them.
            Pullo and his section reached them first, Captain Nerva's section pushed through the defenders.
            "Jerome, Mark, switch out with my gunners their low on rounds, Mark get down there, my half section move up, Nigam follow with your half and Jerome,” Nerva said. 
            "Sir,” Master Corporal Nigam said.
            Mark didn't need to be told twice he got up, took a few steps back and then ran forward, dropping into a slide down the tables which had been turned into a ramp. He checked around him as he fell down. He fired a burst at some colonists that had showed their faces.
            "Grenades to the right two offices back!" Mark yelled, the second man firing grenades at the location.
            "Good shot,” Mark said, standing and scanning
            "Thank you Mark,” Nerva said dryly.
            Most would have felt a cold shiver run down their back at the Captain's words, Mark was getting used to the old man and let out a laugh. He was still pissed about how Alpha company had been running around when they could have been supporting the cobbled together company that had been holding the tower. That said he understood it and if it paid off then the city would be theirs in a few days.
           
Enough of that shit, focus and clear out this tower, get Tyler up and take a damned nap. He thought, not even letting his brain think of the possibility that he could die in the next few seconds. That's how hard men were brave in the face of impossible odds, they lied to themselves and one another. There was always the possibility that they could get out of anything alive, admitting that they couldn't would defeat them as bad as the enemy overrunning them.
            He understood it could happen to him but he wasn't planning on it, or letting them take him out easily.
            "Mark swing right, Nigam take yours left, move out,” Nerva said his voice crisp and calm as Mark heaved his repulsor along where it should be aiming, he walked down the centre of the hallway, troopers on either side covering down the length of the corridor.
            Mark saw a grenade bounce off the wall to his left, coming right at him. The colonists had grabbed a Troopers grenade and figured out how to arm it.
            Mark moved to the side and swung his repulsor as hard as he could, connecting with the grenade and sending it right down the corridor. He fired a burst at the wall it had been thrown from and it went off.
            The standard grenade in the EMF was a small item about the size of an unaltered apple. It was packed with the most cost efficient explosive that the CEO's could come up with. They had found that more was better than less, like with the E-12 and repulsor rounds. This meant that a small grenade packed one hell of a punch and sent out crap that covered the floor in every direction.
            Mark was thankfully facing the explosion; his plates took most of the damage but bits got through gaps.
            Mark looked up in confusion wondering how he was on the floor.
           
Shit, my helmet's visor is cracked again. He was able to flip his gun and shoot from where he lay. E-12's were already firing their grenades and those that had been to either side of Mark were now pressing forward with angered ferocity.
            A medic rushed up to his side, someone else helping to get Mark into an empty office.
            Needles darted into his thigh, a spray dousing the different opened areas between armor. Mark caught enough letters still on the medic’s name tape. Their was armor covered in blood and showing hasty repairs like his own.
            "Fuck Ferguson, you love those damned fucking needles!" He complained, looking up to the sky.
            "Well you like to get yourself in a lot of shit, nice hit with the grenade though.”
            "Didn't get much with it,” Mark said, pissed that they had got their hands on EMF hardware.
            E-12's ripped through the wall, telling him that the grenades weren't the only thing the colonists were finding and using from the fallen troopers on the floor.
            "Got to get going,” Mark said, the augments dulling the pain as he checked his weapon and struggled to his feet. Ferguson helped him to his feet, his partner was checking down the corridor. The medic was one of the most important people, if not the most important person to any group of troopers.
            "Thanks,” Mark said.
            "No worries, come see me when we're done this, that's going to need some more work. I'm only letting you go because those damned augments will keep you alive better than your own actions,” Ferguson said to Marks back as he cocked his repulsor and moved into the hallway.
            "Back in Captain,” Mark said over the section's channel. There were a few laughs and chuckles.
            "Well seems that the devil doesn't even want to claim you, up at the front Mark!" Nerva said. People moved out of the way, they had pushed up and were now engaged with the enemy hiding in an office room. 
            Mark checked his implants, squaring himself off with the office room, leaning out and firing a burst into it. He shifted fire, bringing it across the room. His weapon clicked.
            "Jam!" He said, running to the other side, the colonists fired off a grenade launcher, putting a hole through a wall. Mark ran to the other side of the corridor, yanking on his charging handle that didn't seem like it wanted to come free.
            One of the Troopers returned the Colonists fire with a grenade of their own. The difference was that they had trained with these weapons and had come to care for them more than a lover over the past two weeks. The grenade sailed through the doorway, exploding inside.
            Mark pulled out his ammunition feed belt, it looked good after a cursory glance, he told it to feed through his implants and rounds fell out. He stopped it and looked to the gun, there was a damned round all bent to shit in his weapon.
           
Of all the fucking times! He unslung it, and put its butt on the ground and pointed the barrel away. 
            He slammed his boot into the charging handle, it didn't budge the first time, the second time it racked backwards, a round spinning out. The charging handle had been left in the weapon for just this very reason. Mark opened the feed up on the gun, clearing it of crap with a coupled quick brushes of his hand. He slapped it back together, connected the ammunition belt which poured rounds into the gun. He pointed through the wall and pulled the trigger, the repulsor responded by sending a stream through the wall.
             He slapped his sling back over his shoulder.
            "Hold here, the rest of the regiment are running through the third floor,” Nerva said, physically putting out his arm to stop people moving forward.
            Mark turned his gun over, putting the bipod down and making sure his belt wouldn't get caught on anything. Troopers moved to cover different entry points, Ferguson was moved back a bit and more troopers moved down from the fifth floor to reinforce them.
            Dolche took the other side of the corridor.
            "Good to see you again Mark,” Dolche said as he got into position.
            "Same for you, how's the hand?"
            "Hmm, kind of odd, can't feel a damn thing for some reason,” Dolche said, waving it around.
            Mark laughed at Dolche's antics. A colonist entered the corridor, both of them fired, the laugher died on Mark's lips as they turned to red mist and fell to the ground.
            Those that had been behind the deceased colonist hesitated for a while. Finally, they broke their nerve and started firing explosives at the troopers with some confiscated E-12 mounted launchers and some weapons from their own side. They pressed forward with a renewed fury. The troopers fired back with controlled destructive force.
             “Dolche hit the corner, Mark fire along the length, Aliyeva, Chi, grenades in the wall Mark is firing at. Nigam take half the section, clear from here to the other section, I want you on roving security ready to hit anything that makes it through,” Nerva said, popping off his grenades with quick precise shots.
            "Sir,” Nigam answered.
            The Colonists had no choice but to pull back or be killed, their guns going silent as the half-section moved out.
            Mark could hear and feel the fighting below him now. He kept moving his helmet trying to see out of it better, the cracked pattern made visibility a bitch. Thankfully the electronic functions of the HUD worked. 
            The colonists came around a corner in a hail of rounds. Mark pointed and fired in their direction, after a few minutes his, Dolche's, and the half-sections fire slowed again.
            It kept going like that, someone would run into the repulsors sights, or try to take them. Chi took a couple of hits but Ferguson had her back on her feet in a few minutes. Weapons fire came closer and moved around underneath them.
            Then suddenly it seemed as if the walls were pouring out colonists. Mark fired, pulling his helmet off so he could see better, he continued firing until his weapon clicked empty. He smacked his pack release and pulled the pistol from his holster. 
            He had trained with a pistol identical to this one in W3C, he had only checked it out at the range a few times but it had been enough for him to see that switching from his old pistol to the new one wasn't going to be very hard.
            He fired with one hand, grabbing a magazine with the other. As soon as he ran out he slapped in a new mag.
            Dolche ran out of ammunition and the Colonists pushed harder. They were too close to use their weapons and charged the troopers. Mark stood, firing his pistol with his right, his left hand coming out to his side, his blade appearing in his hand, which then appeared into a colonist's neck. He continued shooting at point blank range, using his blade with devastating effect. He slapped the pistol into its holster, his other blade snaking into his hand. 
            Augments went full tilt and he dove into the colonists. The troopers were down to hand-to-hand. The colonists had lived in the growing towers, field, and processing centers across the planet. 
The troopers had been born fighting on Earth, fighting to survive for every second, with everything they had. It was a slaughter, this was many of the colonists first fight against an enemy where they were breathing the same air. In slums, well that was a daily occurrence and twice on Sunday. Blades, melee weapons and armored fists smashed into the colonists and their advance halted.
Now the colonists were in the trooper’s playground.
            Mark drove his knife through one's neck and up into their brain, his other blade cutting an arm that was raising a rifle and coming back to jab out into their temple. Mark's first victim fell as he kicked out another attacker's knee, his elbow found their face. That same hand drove through another's chest, his blade finding their heart, he kicked them away from him as they gazed down hopelessly at the fatal wound.
            "Well come the fuck on you mother fuckers.” Mark slashed, punched and moved through the attackers. The other troopers fought taking down the amateur but frantic attackers as fast as possible. That frantic energy made them a bigger pain in the ass, but still unbloodied and new to close combat. 
            When someone knew that they were going to die that energy was hard to beat, until they were actually dead.
            Mark laughed darkly, his laughter stopping as his blade got caught in someone's sternum.
            He released it with a note of anger, coming down under he stabbed them in the groin and punched them in the face. They fell backwards as Mark grabbed his pistol and fired into another attacker's face at point blank range.
            Then Mark found himself on the other side of the colonists, he didn't know how he'd done it, but he found himself looking at the helmeted heads of the rest of the regiment.
            "You want a fucking invitation?" He growled, turning back, his pistol barking. He used it as a blunt weapon hitting an arm out of the way, he kicked a colonist back, making others fall over, their chest bloomed in red certainty. He moved onto his next target, firing and continuing on through his targets.
            Troopers threw themselves behind Mark.
            He came out of it in a haze of reactions and actions. He walked over to the bastard that had taken the knife to the chest. He grabbed it and his helmet. It took a few good smacks to get the HUD working again, even then it was still flickering.
Mark sighed, as long as it worked somewhat he was good with that. 
            Troopers went through those on the floor, shooting those that were still alive. If they were allowed to live, then the CEO’s would make their lives the worst kind of hell imaginable on this side of the grave. Though with religion banned people were supposed to think that there wasn’t anything on the other side.
            Mark wasn’t thinking philosophically as he cleaned his blades and went to go and find his repulsor and hopefully some damned ammunition for it.
            “Who the hell are you?” A second lieutenant Xen asked.
            “Mark Victor sir,” Mark said, confused as to why an officer was asking who the hell he was.
            “Trooper I want you to stay to the rear with the…”
            “He’s going to do no such thing Xen, he’s my bodyguard right now and he’s going to check on his brother and make sure that all of the injured get out to the landing zone that is being made on the roof of this tower,” Captain Chen said.
            “Sir, he just went through those people as if they were nothing, laughing and yelling to my troops instead of listening to orders,” Xen said.
            “Xen, we’re not the prettiest unit ever and yes Mark is a bit on the wild side, but he’s a damn good trooper to have on your side so I’m going to make sure I have his skills close at hand,” Chen exasperated, his voice heavy as if trying to point something out to Xen.
            “Sir.” Xen accepted the order but was still confused by it.
            “Anyway, you and I need to be look to securing the rest of this tower. Bring your troops, we’ll reinforce our holdouts on the fifth floor, get you accustomed with the lay of the land and send you right into the colonists faces. Alpha company will be joining us shortly as well,” Chen said, turning and leaving. Mark trailed after him and Xen. Jerome tossed him a spare E-12. He nodded his thanks and kept up after the Captain.
            “Mark make sure that Ferguson gets back to the fifth floor in one piece and have him prep the people in medical for transport to Reclaimer if they need it and use the medics of our reinforcements to supplement their own losses.” Chen said.
            “Sir.” Mark looked on his HUD to track down Ferguson and trotting off to gather him. 
            He found him in a room dealing with the injured from the last attack. 
            “Don’t tell me that you’re injured again,” he complained.
            “Thankfully I don’t have such bad luck that I need to be under your clutches once again. Captain Nerva sent me to get you and anyone else you need prepped so we can get you all the hell out of here.”
            “Good, one moment and then we’ll get right to that,” he promised, dealing with a few more patients before joining Mark. Sejourdo who had been looking after the medic in the attack also joined them.
            “The other medics will meet us there and they have their own security details,” Ferguson said.
            “Good enough for me. I’ll lead,” Mark replied, the walk was uneventful but everyone was alert and looking for threats nonetheless.
            When they got to the medical facility Ferguson started talking to the medics and Mark looked around the office space, it didn’t take him long to find Tyler’s frozen ass. He walked over to him and knelt down, feeling the seeds pressed against his leg.
           
Well he has a much better chance of getting them aboard than I do. Mark pulled them out and put them into Tyler’s pocket, while sending him all the information that he’d copied from the CEO’s tower.
            He checked the vitals of Tyler’s chamber which all looked good.
            “Alright while Captain Nerva is moving units to deal with the people above us, we’re getting a lift for the sole purpose of moving wounded to the roof. A platoon has already been detailed to clear the top floor and move down. They should be getting up there in a few minutes and then we will know if we are moving immediately or not,” Ferguson said, looking to everyone in the room.
“We should assume that we’re going to be able to move people as fast as possible. I’ll detail out who is to go first and I want two medics per ride, three are to stay upstairs to make sure that the patients’ health doesn’t deteriorate. All of you not medically trained, well you’re going to be used to move the patients. We’re getting more help from the reinforcements in a short while. Now on the first lift I want him, her, her, him, him and him going up,” he said, pointing people that needed immediate aid. “They’re stable but they should be in cryo that we just don’t have right now. I want people on them and ready to move in a moment.”
            Mark slung his gun and moved to help get the wounded ready to transport.
            The order came down and Mark helped get the wounded into the elevator, going up and pulling them out before descending again. Ferguson pointed out who was to go and Mark went again and again, the number of people in the room reducing each time. He lost track of time until he was moving Tyler up to the second highest floor.
            He stayed up there and helped people as they took the ones deposited outside the elevator up through a roof entrance onto the windy rooftop. A combat shuttle swooped in out from the sky. Medics waited on the shuttle as Mark and the others dragged them up onto the ramp and got them secured. It took three more loads before the shuttle’s ramps closed, it fired up it’s blowers, hovering before the engines kicked in and it headed off towards Reclaimer.
            That was the last shuttle and Mark collapsed against a wall in sheer exhaustion.
            “Mark I want everyone back down on the fifth floor as soon as possible,” Captain Chen said.
            “Yes sir,” Mark answered, getting his ass back up. It was like the Captain could acrually sense he was taking a break.
            He passed the word and everyone got back in the elevator and rode it down to the rest of the regiment.
            They came out and were greeted by people with food, actual food.
            It didn’t take long for them to track down the source of the food. They dug in, shovelling the warm meal into their faces and sitting back against the desks.
            “Everyone get some rest, those that have been detailed positions see that they’re manned. We’ve got fourteen hours of down-time at least. Make it count,” Nerva said.
            Mark found Pullo, Gupta, and Dolche. Utkin had been hit in the head and should be on Reclaimer already. They were the only four people that had survived from their section and were conscious right now. 
            “Good work lads,” Pullo said before finding a comfortable place on a desk to put his head. Mark laid on the floor, dimmed his helmet and passed out.
            
 
 
 
 
Chapter 14
           
EMFC Reclaimer and Growing City
           
Sacremon Actual, Sacremon System
           
8/3169
            Tyler awoke with the same sour taste he had when he had first come out of cryo. He turned on the table his tongue working against his mouth to wet his mouth.
            “Welcome back to the land of the living Corporal Victor,” a medic said as they ran a scanner down his chest and abdomen.
            “You’re going to be sore for about a day, grab some food and rest and wait out for further orders,” the medic said, looking at their pad and moving away.
            “Wait, where’s my unit?” Tyler asked.
            The medic paused for a second as if considering telling him what was going on or not. His inner battle was decided with a sigh as he turned back to Tyler.
            “You were with the fourth regiment right?” The medic said, looking at the pad, flicking through information.
            “Yeah,” Tyler said the word, unsure if it was the right thing to say or not.
            “Your unit that landed first got chewed up worse than I’ve seen most units. The rest of the regiment that was sitting in orbit dropped down and reinforced them. They’re all safe now, we’ve got quite a number of your people in here getting medical aid of some kind.” The medics shook his head, looking tired.
            “Do you know what happened to Mark Victor?” Tyler asked, his voice tight.
            The medic looked to their pad tapping something in instead of answering right away.
           
That’s a good sign right?
            “It looks like he’s still down there alive and combat capable,” the medic said.
            Tyler let out a breath that he hadn’t realized that he was holding, settling back down to the table.
            “Thanks doc,” Tyler said.
           
You thought some colonists could kill Mark? Fat chance! He thought with a levity that he didn’t feel.
           
Enough moping around here, need to get food, rearmed, and get back down there.
            With that he got to his feet and found a bulge in his leg pocket that he didn’t remember. His implants came online and he realized that there was a message waiting for him.
            “Keep what’s in your pocket to yourself,” Mark’s voice said through his head.
            Tyler’s hand moved away from his pocket, checking no one had seen him as he quickly moved to his sections quarters, he grabbed a pad, connecting it to his implants so he could see what kind of information Mark had sent him.
           
Why the hell is he giving me all this stuff on plants?
            He opened his pocket and pulled out a number of seeds.
            “Well I’ll be damned it looks like Mark wants to be a gardener.” He understood what this could bring to Earth, especially W3C if they were able to get it home, he took the seeds out putting them into a bag and hiding them in the bottom of a lock. He downloaded his implants information onto a spare data-square.
            He looked around the section’s quarters, memories coming back as he thought of the people that were already dead. He used his pad to check his section and seeing the red writing of KIA over those that had been lost.
            He looked up as someone came into the quarters.
            “Utkin!” Tyler said in greeting, his face splitting into a wide smile.
            “So you got ground up pretty good as well eh?” Utkin said clasping hands with Tyler and taking a seat on what had been Simmons rack.
            “Yeah, something in my guts, you?”
            “Something in my head,” Utkin said his expression dark.
            “Ahh you wouldn’t have lost much,” Tyler said with a grin, getting a dry laugh from Utkin.
            “I hear that the fourth is getting redeployed to Field City soon,” Utkin said, looking to Tyler.
            “That the one surrounded by fields?”
            “That’d be it,” Utkin nodded.
            “Fucking imaginative aren’t they? How soon?”
            “In ‘bout nine hours,” Utkin said.
            “Well I’m gonna hit the showers grab some food and get a new issue of gear in that case,” Tyler said.
           
Ah shit I probably lost all of the weapon upgrades I bought. At least the Augments are literally in me so I can’t lose them. Might be worth investing some more credits into those little machines.
            “Sounds like a plan to me, Corporal,” Utkin said as if accepting the rank that Tyler had been given and agreeing with it. He stood, his own shoulder showing the same rank now.
            “I don’t think that the EMF has learned of the concept of down-time,” Tyler complained.
            “We had nearly thirty-three years of it!” Utkin said.
            “Yeah but my ass was frozen and I wasn’t doing so much resting as being chemically knocked out!”
            
 
 
 
 
Chapter 15
           
Growing City
           
Sacremon Actual, Sacremon system
           
8/3169
            Mark awoke with someone shaking him, he bolted up expecting another attack only to find the rest of his section slowly waking up and getting to their feet. He took his helmet and gloves off, rubbing the sleep from his eyes as he leaned against a wall. His body felt like it had been put through the grinder, fatigue seemed to have seeped into his bones while he slept.
            “Don’t worry we aren’t getting bombed, yet,” Dolche grumbled, taking a seat on a desk and checking over his repulsor. The medics supplied with their limb printer had given him a new arm and got him into fighting condition like everyone else.
            Dolche tossed Mark a new helmet which he caught, taking off his flickering one and replacing it with Dolche’s spare.
            “Thanks, that HUD was on it’s last legs, damned visor was all cracked too,” Mark said.
            “You always get yourself into some nasty scrapes,” Dolche grinned.           
            Mark smiled and shrugged.
            The anger about the BM had disappeared, Dolche seemed all but forgotten about the encounter. There were so few of them left that he looked like he didn’t want to bring up prior issues. Having comrades that hated you on the battlefield could be as deadly as the enemy.
            Everyone kept their helmets off and were taking their time in getting up.
            “Get some food in you and we’re going to be reporting to Nerva directly. We’re going to be his bodyguard for the next little while. Gupta could you grab Jerome and get him over here as soon as possible?” Pullo asked.
            “Will do.” Gupta stood and walked out of the room.
            Mark munched on a meal replacement bar absently. His implants pinged with a message. He finished his meal before he got his helmet back on to check it.
            Relief filled him as he read the message from Tyler, he and Utkin had woken up. They were fine and looking to get back down to Sacremon as fast as possible.
            “Tyler and Utkin are good, they’re looking to get their weapons and gear sorted out and they’ll be on the fastest ride headed our way,” Mark said through his opened visor.
            “Bout time that they got their asses down here,” Dolche said relief coloring his face.
            Mark checked over his equipment and went to go grab an ammunition pack.
            Pullo grabbed Marks hand to stop him, “Mark hold up, I need to have a talk to you when Jerome gets here.”
            “Okay?” Mark said arching his eyebrow at Pullo in question.
            “Don’t worry you’re not in shit,” Pullo grinned.
            Mark sat on a desk releasing his knives and cleaning them better than he had the day before.
            Jerome and Gupta took a few more minutes to show up and Pullo had them come together into a tight little circle.
            “Has any one of you looked at your account recently?” Pullo asked.
            Everyone shook their heads.
            “Well I suggest that you do,” he said.
            Mark closed his visor and pulled up the information, it took him a few minutes to access his account and when he did he felt his eyes go wide. With the last transaction there was also a message asking if he would like to be a bodyguard for a CEO after his time with the EMF.
            “Fuck me, he actually did it,” Jerome said.
            “Yeah and you better damned well keep it to yourselves,” Pullo said looking at everyone. “The EMF isn’t no slum but those that are above us are going to be damned jealous of that amount of funds. If they find out about this, then they are going to do everything to put pressure on us to have us pay them off for not getting shit assignments. We’re going to have to hide this and fast, right now we should setup an account that contains all of our money and is hidden from the system. We put down rights to the money so we can get it afterwards and if one person dies then the other’s get it.” The kind of trust that Pullo was putting in all of them made them stand straighter. 
In the slums, people killed to steal just a few thousand credits and they weren’t talking about mere thousands here; this was a combined ten million. That kind of money could buy a damned carrier.
            “We’re going to have to find some way to launder it,” Gupta said.
            “I think I might have a plan for that,” Mark said, looking at Jerome.
            “What?” Jerome asked warily, the others looking to him with thinned eyes.
            “You worked on the docs where a lot of money moves through Earth, everyone knows that. The universe runs on the carriers that move between planets. What I propose is that we invest our money into keeping those ships running. If we get a slip, or a maintenance bay of some kind, people are going to pay hand over fist to keep those ships running. If we could also have some ships running through people that we trust then we’ll be good,” Mark admonished.
            “Yeah that’s a good idea and all but who in the hell is going to make sure that those same ship pilots aren’t going to screw us over when we aren’t there?”
            “Well we’re going to need people that we can trust and that will stay behind to look after that for us,” Mark said, all eyes on him. “If the W3C gang is still active then I know that they will back us up. I have something to guarantee it.” Mark gave them a bleak smile. 
           
Any plan we make has to be made on the basis that we might be away for a damned long time and the people we leave behind will probably not be alive by the time that we get back. So we’re going to have to pick people that are going to last that long.
             “What?” Gupta asked.
            Mark took off his helmet pointedly, the others followed suit and Mark grabbed some paper and a pen.
           
Because I just smuggled the seeds and information of this planet onto Reclaimer. If we can get that into the gardeners hands of Westerly complex, then the gang will be in our debt forever. If they try to go back on that debt then we say where they got those seeds from. Mark finished the message and stood back so that they could read it.
            Pullo looked slightly impressed as did the others.
            “Damned dangerous,” Gupta said,
            “Well they’re either with us or they’re against us,” Mark said
            “We live under the constant threat of dying, what’s one more thing that might get us killed?” Jerome shrugged looking to the others.
            “Alright, if we’re all agreed then I have the account made, check it over and sign with your implants,” Pullo said.
            After a few minutes they had all affixed their names to the document.
            “Good, now Jerome you can move back to your platoon. Dolche get over here,” Pullo said.
            “It looks like we’re going to be moving to Field City, and it’s going to be a crappy time. We’re also going to be on the protection detail for Nerva. As you know the Captain likes to be at the front of everything, that means we’re going to have an even better time,” Pullo said dryly, getting sighs from Mark and Dolche who looked at one another.
           
Damn officers! They seemed to say to one another as they focused back on Pullo.
            “The good news is that Tyler and Utkin should be joining us before we hit Fields. We’re looking at much the same kind of fighting we’ve had here. The fields around the city have been destroyed by the colonists giving them good clear views of the area. General Wai wants us to do what Alpha Company did last time and mark every damned weapon emplacement we can find, bring in the combat shuttles and make the colonists wish they never thought of striking.” With that said Pullo growled, his eyes darkened with thoughts of retribution.
            
 
 
 
 
Chapter 16
           
Fields, Maintenance shed 4A21E
           
Sacremon Actual, Sacremon System
5/3171
            Fields was another month long slog but other than losing thirty-five people while they were spotting enemy emplacements and nearly seven hundred when they finally got into the city it was much better than growing.
            Tyler and Utkin survived without a scratch, Pullo got hit with shrapnel when he tackled Captain Nerva to the ground, probably saving his life. It took the medics a few hours to get him back on his feet.
            They had just finished fields when their next target was announced.
            “It looks like the other divisions have also taken their objectives so we’re moving to take the last city, Processing,” Captain Nerva said to everyone in the Regiment as they sat outside of a tower, enjoying the sun for once. There were scouting parties keeping a boundary around city making sure that no one crept up on them and thought about dropping a hand grenade or two into their relaxed positions.
            Second platoon had been combined with third for all intents and purposes and while they had paid a heavy toll in Growing City, Fields had been a different story. They had taken only twelve losses while everyone else had doubled or tripled their mortality rates.
            Some were saying it was because Fourth regiment was so small, but fourth knew it was because they were survivors and the men and women that had survived the NR had spread their experience far and wide the last month. There were only a few that were still referred to as boots, Mark had a feeling that they would be losing that nickname if they made it through the hell that Processing City promised to be.
            Major Sanh Huang had spent more time with Captain Nerva than any other Captain, he had also sent them into the worst damned situations. There were rumors that Lieutenant Colonel Domashev had been keeping an eye on fourth regiment and was looking to have them act as the tip of the spear for processing centre.
            These rumors were filtering to other forces and regiments. Spending his time around Captain Nerva had finally made Mark take the time to look at the ranks structure.
            There were twelve people to a section, two of them were the Master Corporal and Sergeant in charge of them. Four sections, three assault sections and one support made up a Platoon commanded by a warrant and Second Lieutenant. Three Platoons made a Company under a Lieutenant and a Warrant First grade. Three companies made a Regiment under a Captain and Warrant Second grade. A Division was two Regiments commanded by a Major and a Warrant third class. This was all that really mattered on the ground, the rest of the formations were controlled by people based on the carrier.
            A Lieutenant Colonel commanded a Force made up of five Divisions, they were assisted by a Force Warrant Officer. At that size they had roughly a thousand people under them, it was no surprise they didn’t care all that much about lone boots.
            All ten Forces were part of a single carrier group, they were administrated by a bunch of Majors, with General Wai possessing the final say for all outgoing missions and movements.
            The medics, techs and support personnel that kept the Troopers going made up an additional twenty-five thousand or so. That put over a hundred-and-sixteen-thousand men and women under the control of General Wai, a Regiment looked a hell of a lot smaller when looking at those kinds of numbers.
            Mark leaned against some massive farming equipment, it stood at least three stories high and twelve long.
            He kept watch on the net for the other regiments, their losses hadn’t been all that bad, he checked their ammunition count and snorted in his helmet.
            “What’s up?” Tyler asked, he had come back to the field, happy to find that Mark grabbed his customized rifle from where it had been left in medical before the ‘cleaners’ had shown up.
            “So much for us thinking this was easy.” Mark sent the information direct to Tyler.
            “Damn, what were they doing, taking in the sights?” He pulled off his helmet, shaking out his hair which had grown over the last four months since they’d awoken from cryo-sleep.
            Mark pulled off his helmet, pulling a tin from a pouch.
            “It just looks like we got one of the harder objectives.” Mark extracted a mossy looking mass from the tin, it was a creation based on dipping tobacco. Now it was simply called chew and came in a variety of flavors and didn’t have any impact on a person’s health, other than giving them a rush of caffeine and other stimulants with it’s use.
           
Yeah and it took nearly five times the ammunition. He admitted to himself, pressing the chew between his lip and teeth, using his tongue to pack it into a nice tight mass.
            Gupta motioned to the tin with his chin and Mark tossed it to him. Gupta had started him on the habit and they’d been sharing tins ever since they’d been able to get some stimulant’s down to Sacremon.
           
Thank god for Cargo Masters!
            Mark spat on the ground, he caught sight of Dolche and Jerome. They walking towards him from the ammunition point, having just filled up their reservoirs and stacked extra repulsor ammunition on their bodies. Mark’s pack was resting on some pallets with Tyler’s.
            Mark waved in greeting.                     
            “Any word?” Dolche asked, using the pallet to relieve himself of his ammunition pack and his repulsor.
            Mark shook his head, tapping down a piece of chew that hadn’t gone into the right place.
            Tyler gave him a grim look, “Nothing yet, Captain Nerva is in a briefing with Major Huang.”
            “Great,” Dolche said. Mark moved to help Jerome who was also getting rid of his gear, his strap had caught on his armor plates.
            “Good to be out of that crap,” Jerome said, stretching to get feeling back in his body.
            Dolche sat down with a grunt and produced a cigarette, he lit it and took a long drag. He held it for a long second before exhaling in relief.
            Jerome and Tyler got to talking about guns and modifications they’d been looking at while Mark spat on the ground in peace. Dolche smoked away, everyone knew better than to try and interrupt his cigarette break.
            “Cheers,” Gupta said, tossing Mark his tin back and spitting on the ground.
            “No one can resist the taste of good old wintergreen,” Mark said with a fat-lipped grin before again spitting on the ground.
            “After this we’ll grab some Cohelans cigars, now those things are good,” Gupta said.
            “Count me in, I need a Cohelan after this,” Dolche said, lighting up a new cigarette.
            “Join the EMF, use every stimulant known to man, and blow up greedy fuckers,” Jerome said with a relaxed smile.
            “We have ourselves a damn philosopher here,” Pullo said, a note of warning in his voice as he came from around the farming equipment.
            Mark stood straighter, his hand’s falling to his E-12, his eyes narrowing in question.
            Captain Nerva followed him, one eyebrow quirked as he looked at his bodyguards. Pullo had remained in command of them. Charlie company had been basically reduced to barely a platoon, it was easier to absorb them into new companies rather than redistribute troopers and support personnel.
            So Pullo’s hodgepodge section was easily adapted to Nerva’s guard. Though it seemed like they were more a strike force than anything, being sent to liaise with Alpha company, or being used as the forward section to clear some particularly nasty areas.
            The other sections made sure that they were filled with food, water and ammo first as they got precious little time off.
            Mark let his E-12 hang on it’s sling once again, spitting on the ground. Pullo’s face was tight and a little white, his lips pulled together in a severe look. Nerva looked as if he could be on one of the ‘beaches’ that Dolche had talked about retiring to every once and a while.
            “We’re going to be attacking Processing in four hours, I’ve already sent word to the regiment’s leadership so try and look presentable for them,” Nerva said dryly.
            Jerome and Tyler got off of the floor and Mark moved away from the farming equipment. Gupta gave Dolche a hand to his feet, smoking the entire way. 
            It didn’t take long before the rest of the Regiment’s leaders filed in. They were talking in their twos and threes as they moved around Nerva. Pullo stood to his side. Warrant Fisher had been one of the unfortunate few to have his combat shuttle taken out by Growing cities defences.
            Pullo had effectively become the warrant second grade for the company.
            Nera put a hologram projector in the centre of everyone so they could see the blue city that rotated in mid-air.
            It was made up of relatively flat buildings that were positioned like the spokes of an old wagon wheel with the spoke being the eight tallest buildings on Sacremon. 
            The city would normally function as the central refinery for the plant. Materials would be taken in at the massive low-lying building, then pushed to the progressively smaller buildings, going from raw crops into products. They would package and send the product to the eight massive towers that pushed their way into the heavens. The finished products were stored in crates in the towers, waiting for a freighter to come by so they could be shuttled up and sent off to another system. 
            There were a few changes that the colonists had done, colored in red, first the roads that separated the different factories had been blocked off, the outer three layers of factories had been demolished to make clear lines of sight and leveled to give the Troopers little cover. Rails had been destroyed so that no one could use transport from another city to get access to Processing. In short it had been turned into a fortress.

            “We have been able to get very little information on what kind of strength the colonists have in processing and their capabilities as you all well know. We believe that most of the booby traps that we’ve encountered and the weapon systems deployed across the various cities were made in Processing,” Nerva said, jaws tightened and eyes looked on the new map with dark anger and respect in their eyes.
           
If they made it there then they’re going to have a hell of a lot more of them than we saw in the other cities which doesn’t bode well.
            “We’ve been selected to try and get as much information as possible from the city before the main force smashes into them. It looks like General Wai wants to play this one safe. After looking at the map it looks like going through district seven would be our best bet, the district has heavy machinery which would be a pain to move, meaning it should have less weaponry in place and some decent cover,” Nerva said, the area he was talking about becoming highlighted in purple.
            “We’ll be leaving in four hours so I want a full kit check before then,” Nerva said.
            “What will we have in support?” One of the leaders asked, Mark couldn’t see their nametape.
            “Combat shuttles, but they will be dropping us off ten klicks from the objective so they aren’t sighted. It will take them about ten to fifteen minutes to get in the air and to our positions if we’re entering the city,” Nerva said.
            “How come we haven’t been able to get clear numbers on the Colonists?” Another asked.
            Mark saw Utkin coming around the corner he looked at the group in interest, Mark waved him over.
            “It looks like they have faraday cages built into a couple of buildings that they use for barracks. We can see people coming in and out, but from estimates it looks like around three hundred thousand colonists,” Nerva’s comments made resolute backs stiffen in surprise.
            Mark spat on the ground, pulling his lip tighter over his chew, liking this mission less every second.
            “It’s why it was left as the last objective, the whole Carrier group is getting called in for this one,” Nerva said, his voice getting colder, pausing to let that information sink in.
            “Any more questions?” After a few moments of looking around. “Good, sending you the coordinates for pick up.” 
            
 
 
 
 
Chapter 17
           
Processing City and surrounding area
           
Sacremon Actual, Sacremon System
           
5/3171
            Mark rocked with the motions of the combat shuttle, no longer trying to stay upright as he had the first few times he’d been on one.
            “Feels like we’ve been on these things a lot more than four times,” Mark said, his visor open as he looked to Dolche who had passed out, the man seemed to be capable of sleeping anywhere.
            “Yeah, doesn’t even feel like Earth ever existed,” Jerome said, sitting to Mark’s right. They’d all changed in the year they’d been on Sacremon. Nothing quite changed a man so fast and so completely like combat.
            “Going home is going to be weird. If we left right now, we’d arrive back on Earth sixty-seven years after we left,” Tyler said, the shuttle lurching upwards and back down, everyone tensed listening for the hail on the tin roof of incoming rounds.
            “Only getting out of the way of a tall tree,” The Cargo Master said in reassuring tones.
            “Hah, look at us, a bunch of nervous ninnies,” Tyler said, his laugh sounding weak even to Mark.
            The information from Processing wasn’t much and it wasn’t good.
            “Ten minutes till insertion,” The Cargo Master said.
            Mark let the movement of the shuttle roll through him again as they sat in silence, thinking of Earth, thinking of processing city and thinking about whether they would survive or not.
            Ten minutes were up faster than they should have been.
            “Coming in for landing,” The Cargo Master said, trees could be heard cracking and breaking against the shuttle’s hull as it came through the trees and settled under the canopy. 
            “Move it!” Alpha Companies third platoon two section’s Sergeant said. They were up and out of their seats in short order. Mark punched his own harness, him and the rest of the section standing. There was no need to go rushing out in front of the other section. Tyler, Jerome, and Mark went first. Nerva and the others following behind in quick succession.
            Mark had seen Alpha company work before and they were definitely very impressive. They acted in a way different from every other company from Reclaimer, being the best was seen as a good thing, not as a way to get them shit duty. They knew that they were going to be first to come into contact with the enemy and they took pride in that. 
            They weren’t any different from other troopers outwardly, but their mindset was completely different and that made them a hell of a lot deadlier. 
            Alpha’s units moved into the forest heading for Processing. The other units weren’t far behind. After the fighting in Growing and Field’s people were looking to be as good as they could be to survive. It wasn’t the best motivator, but Mark understood it as his section moved into the trees past the combat shuttle and followed Alpha Company who searched out traps as they moved, clearing ahead of the other units.
            The remainder of the Carrier group were being shuttled into positions thirty or so klicks back to make sure that they weren’t detected. Then they were slogging it up to the tree-lines while Fourth Regiment tried to find a clear way in, to allow all of fourth Assault Force into the city, giving the other forces the necessary distraction to launch their attack.
            Mark cared little about that as he slogged through the forest, looking for traps that Alpha company might have not seen.
            It was slow going and the amount of booby traps were as impressive as they were deadly.
            They lost forty before they got to the treeline. Nerva moved up with the forward elements.
            “Captain,” Lieutenant Fisk said, his tone asking Nerva more of what he was doing this close to the action instead of in greeting.
            “Don’t worry Fisk, I’m just admiring the view. I don’t have any intention of moving up with your units,” Nerva said, catching onto Fisk’s tone.
            “Of course sir,” Fisk said, his helmet tilting to Pullo who shrugged. Mark could almost picture Fisk rolling his eyes inside the safety of his helmet.
            Nerva moved from position to position, looking at the district from different locations and talking to the various command staff.
            They waited for a full day, checking out the district with their long scopes. There was nothing but levelled rubble where there had been factories, it was all pulled back to create walls around the warehouses facing outwards. There was no cover for about five kilometers to the rubble, then another two kilometers through that rubble. 
            It was going to be hell getting through that, there were no holes or places to hide, the damned thing looked partially unstable. Getting through it would take time, doing it at speed would only put people in danger.
            Mark rose with the alarm that sounded in his helmet, the rest of the section did the same.
            A quick check on the map showed that all the units of the carrier group had been moved into position, over one hundred thousand EMF personnel waited in those trees. The mass of signals and markers made Mark nod, there was a feeling of invincibility looking at that information. As if he knew that he couldn’t fail anymore. If he died, or half of them did then there would be another to take his place and avenge him.
            “Okay Fourth Regiment, move out,” Nerva called out. There was no grand speech, just those five simple words which invoked its own silent form of grit. Markers moved out as Alpha company led the way, pushing forward into the district.
            Nerva and his section moved out shortly after, they were shaped in an arrow with Nerva behind the arrows head.
            Alpha Company pinged hundreds of mines that covered the ground between the trees and the rubble area. It wasn’t too hard but it was time consuming to skirt all of them.
            Alpha reached the destroyed area.
            Captain Nerva had linked in the section to his calls so that they could anticipate what he was going to do but not participate.
            “Sir, it looks like the rubble has mines throughout it, but they also have metals and other materials all over the place so we can’t tell what’s a mine and what’s a dud.” Lieutenant Fisk’s voice was tight. Having his people out in the open like this was not something anyone wanted. It would take one burst of a machine gun to show where they were.
            “We’re going to have to proceed.” Nerva’s voice was cold, regret that colored his voice added to that coldness. He knew what he was ordering his people to do and wouldn’t flinch from that.
            “Yes sir,” Fisk said, moments later Alpha Company were running.
            “Move it Fourth!” Nerva said. 
            They stood and started jogging, hundreds of men and women running in the middle of the night against those that were trying to defend their homes.
            Helmets hid the hard eyes and thin mouths of battle hardened troopers that knew the score.
            The first explosion went off and hell opened it’s gates with weapon fire.
            “Move it!” Nerva’s voice demanding everything they had so that they could push through this with as many as possible. “Follow the paths of those ahead of you!”
            Shutters and walls dropped as weapon emplacements were revealed with more explosions going off, flares shooting into the air, turning the night into shining day with painful detail.
            Troopers fired their weapons not waiting for the emplacements. Grenades and rounds flew, the colonists returning as their weapons were cleared. 
            Tracers from the massive weapons smashed into the troopers, ripping them apart. People disappeared from the map, Mark focused on pushing forward. Gupta stumbled and fell. Mark ran over diverting from his path.
            Gupta was getting up as a weapon emplacement traversed, cutting him apart.
            Mark dropped on the crap that covered the ground.
            “You fucking bastards!” Mark said, yelling as his augments gave him the extra strength to push himself up and onto his feet towards the emplacements once again.
            Fire came from overhead as combat shuttles entered the fray. Missiles fired from deeper within Processing, reaching out to fire overhead. Mark didn’t look to see what happened to them but he heard the KRRSSZZZZVVV as they passed through the sound barrier.
            New light flared behind him and shuttle’s markers disappeared.
            Mark tried to not think about it as he pushed faster, running up boulders jumping from one to another.
            He saw a gun emplacement turned away from him.
            “The fuckers had goddamn blast plates on the front of them! You’ve got to hit them from the sides!” He said on an open channel.
            Even with the mass of noise and death that seemed to come from everywhere Mark heard the plunging fire of the support mortars.
            He kept his sight on his grenade launcher and let rip into the emplacement he could see, continuing to push for it full tilt.
            Fear filled him, not that courage bullshit that others talked about. He was scared shitless, but he knew from his training that turning and running would get him killed faster than trying to kill the bastard that wanted to kill him.
            His grenade launcher clicked empty and he slapped in a new magazine on the move. He jumped on a boulder for a better vantage point and found himself flying through the air sideways. The fucking thing must have been rigged with a mine.
            He realized he was on the ground, he didn’t try to shake his head, feeling the groggy pain that seemed to wrap his skull.
            “MOVE IT TROOPERS!” Someone yelled through the channel. Mark didn’t need any more damned encouragement. He certainly didn’t need anyone yelling with his fucking headache.
            He grabbed his weapon without conscious thought, his legs pushing him off towards his target. He looked for Tyler, seeing his brother ahead of him, running like damned hell.
            He ran like he had never run before, his augments powering him onwards.
            The emplacement he had been firing on were down but others kept going. Tyler opened a hole in a wall, Jerome and Pullo were with him. Mark looked on the map seeing Captain Nerva was wounded, he’d lost his legs and was bleeding out.
            Mark changed his direction, letting his commanding officer die on his watch was not going to look good in the least.
            “Captain, put that fucking hand up.”
            “Not about to surrender right now Mark,” Nerva said, his voice tight with pain but still keeping that measured cool tone.
            “Put it up!” Mark jumped between boulders and over jagged metals and shit that stuck up all over the place. He saw men and women get cut down, like the crops of a field that must be cut down by a scythe.
            Nerva did so and Mark grabbed it, rolling and feeling it come out of it’s socket as he heaved Nerva on his back, even without his legs he was still pretty damned heavy.
            Mark didn’t pay it much heed as he rocked on his feet, but pushed forward.
            He used the wall to stop himself, Nerva’s stubs hitting the wall.
            “Fucking Hades Mark!” Nerva said, his voice containing heat for the first time since Mark had known him.
            Mark got him off of his back, pulling out his med kit covering his stubs with spray liberally.
            “I got it, get those fucking emplacements down,” Nerva said, grabbing his own med kit. 
            “Sir.” Mark pulled his rifle up and around, firing grenades into an emplacement along the side until it went silent. He reloaded without thought, slapping mags into his gun and popping them off as fast as his gun was lined up with his target.
            A gun emplacement fired turning the wall he was beside into dust. He fell backwards, backpedalling, his heart beat seemed to rock his chest, anger drove him to his feet as he dropped out his old grenade mag and slapped in a new one. keeping his mind focused on where that gun had shot at him.
            He stepped out, firing as fast as possible, a gun fired again and pushed him backwards.
            “Other side Mark!” Nerva said.
            Mark turned and ran past Nerva to see the emplacements firing into the night. Again he fired his grenades. One of them exploded outwards but it hadn’t been one that he was firing at.
            He pulled back, opening his map. Some forces had made it inside and were helping to break in.
            Mark switched to his comms, “hey Tyler, get your ass back here. Nerva got his ass knocked backwards, lost his damn legs and all.” 
            “Coming,” Tyler answered.
            Mark leaned against the wall, slapping in a new magazine. While he’d been looking at the map he noticed a group of three guns were wreaking havoc on the troopers.
            He needed something that packed more damned punch than his grenade launcher.
            “Nerva, I have a target for you if you can get one of the combat shuttles to launch a missile at it,” Mark said.
            “Aim your weapon at it and transmit it and I can get you missiles,” Nerva said.
            Mark aimed at a target, the automatic range finder acting like a locating system to get the position of the target.
            Missiles thundered into his target, the wall erupting into a burning wreck and a fountain of rubble.
            “Booyah!” Mark yelled, aiming at a new emplacement.
            Someone slapped him on the shoulder making him turn around in confusion.
            “Hey Bro, let’s see if we can’t get in on some of that action.” He pinpointed more targets for the combat shuttles. They continued to stay away from the city but their missile pods were still ready and waiting.
            Other units around their districts were getting the same ideas, emplacements that had revealed themselves were now getting smashed from above by missile fire.
            “Get back here and get the Captain into cover!” Pullo said, just getting to the wall, he was wounded but not severely. Gupta and Utkin’s profiles were solid red, Jerome was in the building fighting; Mark couldn’t see Dolche’s tag but it didn’t matter since he had no time to check on everyone. He was already moving to help get Nerva inside.
            The Captain needed a printer and soon, right now he was more of a liability than an asset.
            Explosions made the world tilt occasionally, their helmets sound canceling systems unable to keep up with the onslaught.
            “Put me against a wall and push into the city. We need to establish a beach head,” Nerva said.
            “Sir…” Pullo started to protest.
            “Sergeant that is a direct order. I’m one man and there are thousands of our troopers out there, pushing into the colonist’s front door. There sure to try and get rid of us, hopefully that will mean diverting people from the guns on the outside. We need to capitalize on our initial push, so get our people together and push forward, as more come in I’ll send them your way. One of the medics is sure to find me and get me mobile again, now move!” Nerva said.
            “Yes sir,” Pullo turned from Nerva. “Any and all personnel inside the colonist’s district, I want you to link up with myself. I will be moving forward in order to pressure the enemy and press the attack further.” His marker started blinking on the map as he made himself a rally point.
            Mark and Tyler followed, Jerome wasn’t far behind, others from the regiment added themselves from different avenues. They were in a factory that much was clear, but it had been stripped bare.
            An explosion rippled force from the distance, sending the remains of whoever had unfortunately stepped on it flying away.
            Pullo growled, “Fucking mines,” at what remained of the trooper. Then he turned back to his group and continued, “okay we’re going to do this quick and dirty. Troopers with E-12’s in a line, walk your fire from in front of you to across the room, be liberal with grenades.”
            Shouts came down for people to move down as a line came into existence, Pullo and those in the centre were already firing, their grenades setting off the mines in front of them. The colonists had got smart, too smart for Mark’s liking, Fuckers were using the metal in the floor to hide their own mines.
            It was as quick and Dirty as Pullo had said.
            They had nearly two-sections worth of troopers with them now.
            They ran forward towards one of the corridors that linked with the old factory they were in with one past it.
            A weapon emplacement fired, it’s heavy thumping rounds turning the first trooper to cross its path into red spray, the second who was going too fast to stop lost a chunk of their side and a leg.
            People on the other side of the corridor rushed to pull him out of the way and administer medical aid. Mark was pretty sure it was already too late.
            “Shit, Mark, Tyler go and check the other access corridors.’ Pullo said.
            “I’ve got right,” Tyler replied, moving away from the gaggle of troopers around the corridor.
            “I’ve got left.” It didn’t take Mark long to get to the next corridor. He peeked out, his helmet’s sensors registering the emplacement that lay waiting.
            “Got one here,” Tyler said.
            “Same,” Mark sounded.
            “Shit,” Pullo . 
            “Why don’t we go over the top? Run on the corridors or beside them and come in from the sides?” Tyler asked.
            “That’s exactly what we’re going to do, good thinking,” Pullo said, jumping on the wider-spread channel and passing out orders.
             Mark pulled back from the wall, giving himself some good distance before he fired a grenade into the wall, it shifted but didn’t open. It took two more grenades to open the wall up, sections of the wall above coming down with his remodeling.
            He moved up to look outside, his scanners had some trouble with the dust and shit but they recognized some mines on the ground.
            “Sir, we’ve got mines on the ground, running on top of the corridors would be my bet,” Mark said on a private channel.
            Pullo didn’t acknowledge but instead changed his orders. People moved away from the walls and blew holes in them.
            A group moved to Mark. He got outside, bracing himself against the topped corridor and linked his hands together, other troopers used him as a ladder.
            The last two reached down and helped to drag/lift Mark’s ass onto the roof.
            “You put on a few pounds or something?” One of them said afterwards.
            “Just gotta make things interesting,” Mark joked, paying attention to the other groups that were getting onto their corridors.
            “Okay, move it Troopers, blast open those walls and drop grenades right on those fucking guns,” Pullo said, before he finished his sentence Troopers were running for the other factory the corridor’s connected.
            The lead trooper’s grenades arced into the wall above the corridor, Mark couldn’t see if it fell or not but they kept on firing. 
            To his right Mark saw a corridor’s roof open up as a gun fired into it, they had figured out what the troopers were doing now.
            Repulsors fired back as other troopers rushed on, continuing to fire their grenades as fast as they could.
            The gun at the end of Mark’s corridor was ominously silent.
            Mark’s HUD populated with threat markers inside the factory and he could see weapons fire coming through the holes of the factory.
            “Get on the second floor and fire down on them!” Pullo barked.
            Mark fired into the windows of the second floor. Others acted as ladders this time, people used their hands to jump themselves onto the second floor.
            Mark felt sorry for the trooper that took his weight as he dragged himself onto the second floor. He was on a catwalk that cut off the factory into bays. 
            There were colonists everywhere on the factory floor, they had been hiding behind the weapon emplacements that were now silent as their gun crews looked to face off with the threat from above.
            Mark thumbed grenades and tossed them down at a gun emplacement, he was rewarded with a building-shaking explosion as the weapon turned into twisted slag and its ammunition cooked off.
            He fired grenades into the groups that were trying to find cover on the bare factory floor. Some massive machines had been left but the E-12 under-barrel grenade launcher earned it’s pay pushing them out.
            Mark used his weapon as a machine gun, holding it down as he directed it across the colonists that were now trying to retreat. 
            “Don’t let them get away, keep engaging them from the rear!” Pullo said.
            New fire from below ripped into the fleeing colonists, a new section was pushing up from behind through the now dead gun emplacements.
            “Out onto the corridors and move forward!” Pullo yelled.
            Mark got up, finding he had a piece of shrapnel in his lower back where his unarmored ass met his back armor plates.
            Grunting he pulled the damned thing out and moved on, he didn’t have time to spray, they needed to keep the pressure up.
            
 
 
 
 
Chapter 18
           
Processing City

           
Sacremon Actual, Sacremon System
           
7/3171
            General Orlav had the history of Sacremon, reaching as far back as when the first colonists had settled on the planet. They had toiled under the companies to etch out a living on the planet that fought them every step of the way. The CEO’s lived in the top of their towers and watched their suffering families devote their lives to trying to make something for those that would follow.
            The system rewarded those that screwed over their neighbor for positions. The CEO’s only cared about production costs, showing off to one another while making as much money as possible. To them life wasn’t a struggle, it was a game where having money was the ultimate way in which one should their capabilities and that helped them maintain their grasp on power.
            Orlav and the people of Sacremon asked for more food to feed their families, it was the first time in history that they actually stood together as a people and demanded a share of equality, so that they could prosper as a people and provide a better future for the next generation. They were rewarded with a twenty percent cut by their CEO’s.
            They knew what would happen if the planet rebelled, the stories of the EMF descending on planets that had rebelled against their CEO masters were a constant on Television. 
           
What they didn’t know is just how damned possessed the bastards are. He looked to the map of Processing city, all of the other cities had fallen. Four million people had been spread across those cities. 
He had thought he had them when the cities started defending themselves. Then the EMF came out of the forests and attacked Growing City. 
            They’d used a CEO to get the support they needed to save the seventy or so troopers that were left from that initial wave. When the combat shuttles had descended he had watched with cold fury as they systematically wiped out the cities defenses and proceeded to take it from the people. 
            In a day they had gone from nearly wiping out every force that had landed on the first wave, to losing and entire city and having a carrier group’s worth of Troopers pressing out on every other.
            “The forces in District Seven are in retreat, Troopers are right behind them,” Dawson Sylvia, one of Orlav’s aides said.
            “Show me,” Orlav said, his hands tightening on the table which displayed the entire city with colored infographics.
            Cameras input showed on one half of the wall, the other half showing a close up of the area which was slowly but surely falling back.
            Colonists that had never seen the kind of destruction that EMF troopers could dish out. They were fleeing past weapon emplacements, blocking the gun’s line of sight.
            Rounds cut into the backs of the retreating colonists but none of the troopers appeared in the corridors.
            Then explosions rocked the gun emplacements as holes appeared from above.
            “They’re running on top of the corridors to shoot down on our people,” Sylvia surmised.
            Orlav ground his teeth. They had come up with weapons, plans of attack and defense, they had developed weapons and tactics but they had never come under engagement. His colonists were farmers, workers, some had been more prone to violence than others but in the large part they were peaceful people pushed to do what they had to do in order to defend their families.
            “Third district’s outer defenses have fallen,” Sylvia said, a note of satisfaction in his voice, the casualties being inflicted by the outer defenses were terrible. Yet the EMF rushed onwards into that fire, their missiles and mortars had pounded his emplacements from above.
            Other district’s outer defenses were now falling but Colonists manned those walls, piling fire into oncoming troopers who used their mortars as covering fire to move in for the kill.
            His eyes darted back to the information on district seven.
            “Reinforce them and give the order to gun emplacements to shoot the corridor’s roofs. Have our people use the tunnels to get behind them and push back at their walls, then we’ll smash those that are advancing into our defenses between our forces,” Orlav said, wishing he didn’t have to use his tunnel system so early in the battle.
            “I want the next factory moving forward and ready to engage, we need to counterattack and halt these bastards as soon as possible,” Orlav said, his face grim as he looked at the troopers that had gotten through a quarter of his district’s defenses.
            He watched as one fired through a window bashing through it with his body, not even regarding the shards that rained off of him as he fired down onto the fleeing forces.
            There was a quick and deadly proficiency to the troopers as they fired into their victims without any seeming remorse.
            It was hard to think of them as humans behind those featureless helmets. Only their dead that lay to the rear showed that they weren’t the juggernauts they appeared to be.
***
            Mark slammed a new mag into place and ripped the bolt back to the rear, firing as soon as the first round slammed home.
            They had the colonists on the run and they were pressing hard. There had been no time to see to the wounded, the medics were following behind getting them back into action as forces moved through the already secured area, trying to keep up with the lead elements.
            “I’m out, dropping pack!” Someone yelled.
            “Covering!” Mark said, he only had a few mags and a pack holding enough ammunition for four people.
            “I’m good!” They yelled and Mark changed out with them, they were on the upper floor of a factory, this one’s catwalks were more substantial, giving them better cover, but also making it hard to see below. As they continued there was more and more machinery that had been left behind which gave the colonists better cover. 
           
It’s taking us longer to get reinforcements and while we’re losing a few here and there, and killing a hell of a lot more colonists. The colonists have people in every fucking factory.
            Mark heard fire from behind him as he pulled magazines out of the pack and threw them in his various pouches.
            He paused looking in the direction and pulling up the information of what was behind him on his implants.
            “We’ve got colonists behind us!” He yelled to Pullo.
            “What?” Pullo said, sounding caught off guard, Mark could hear his weapon firing in the background and then die off.
            “Fuck,” Pullo said, announcing that he had seen what Mark was seeing. “Troopers hold firm, clear out the factory Warrant Demir I want you to take half of our forces and perform a rearguard it looks like the colonists got behind us somehow.”
            “Sir.” Demir picked his people, Mark was one of them.
            “Alright we’re going to move back to the old factory and hold there. Move it!” Demir said, about a section of the three sections that were on the front moved back. Seven were on the second floor, the rest were on the ground.
            Mark lurched over the small inconvenient lip into the factory and crawled to the catwalk, sighting a position that allowed him to see two corridors.
            “Hold your fire until I say so,” Demir said. Mark didn’t need to look on the map to see the enemy targets that started to populate the hallway. He adjusted his gun so his grenade launcher would get a grenade right in the mouth of the corridor.
            The factory was about three hundred meters long, the first colonists entered nervously and slowly, after a quick search they were pushed on by the larger and excited numbers behind them.
           
Should have looked a little harder. Mark thought coldly as more colonists moved in and weaved through the wreckage of the factory floor.
            “Second floor, fire,” Demir called out.
            They seemed to fire as one, destruction raining down on the poor colonists that had thought that the factory was clear. They’d been too trusting.
            The lead forces looked around in horror as a wall of fire ripped through their friends.
            “First floor.” Demir’s voice had a cold hunger to it.
            The leading colonists didn’t know what happened, they were just fifty meters from the forces on the ground when they added in their own fire, four repulsors ripped through an unarmored human with brutal efficiency, espically when the targets only fifty meters away.
            The ground floor couldn’t hit targets hiding behind cover, but the second floor could.
            Rounds sparked around Mark and he rolled away from his position, he crawled backwards and moved a new one.
            He sighted a new group and fired into them, sending them sprawling for cover where they immediately open fired, trying to kill him.
            The EMF weren’t having it all their way when they found out that processing forces had homemade grenades, announced by a repulsor gunner’s position exploding.
            There was nowhere to pull back, there was no ground that Mark could give. Instead he fired and moved as fast as possible, hammering as many of the colonists he could get.
            It came down to hand to hand and Mark continued to fire at the colonists that were hiding around the gun emplacements, trying to get him and the other troopers in the rafters.
            “The fuckers are coming through the damned floor; they’ve got some kind of tunnel system!” One of the fighters on the ground floor said in panicked tones, they were all engaged in fighting for their lives in hand-to-hand.
            “Incoming mortar support on the corridor,” Captain Nerva said, his words followed up with the screams of mortars. They popped above the corridors, sending shards through the corridor’s roof. The screams of the mortars competed with the screams of colonists.
            Tyler ran over to Mark using a wall to stop himself as he put rounds into the first floor.
            “You get down there, hand-to-hand is your thing, I’ll cover, gimme your gun,” Tyler said.
            Mark didn’t even think, he’d been taught that his E-12 was his life. Giving it up was like giving up your child, but he trusted Tyler and knew he was a damned good shot. 
            Mark was better with his hands.
            Mark thumbed grenades tossing them as he ripped at the release straps on his pack, it came free as the grenades thumped beneath him.
            He rolled under the bannister, grabbing it with one hand to orientate him vertical and dropped onto a colonist, his right blade twirled in his hand and shot out multiple times. His left arm went down and came up with a blade. Fighting when it’s life or death isn’t the smooth and clean like instructional videos, it’s fast, hard and anything goes. Mark’s hands lashed out with speed and precisions but even the most amateur fighter might get a lucky break and hit.
            The difference between their gap in strength was that Mark had augments that accelerated his brain slightly and years of training that made his body react on an almost instinctual level.
            He yelled as he stabbed people, punched, sliced, kicked, working his way to the beleaguered repulsor gunners. They had the hardest time in hand-to-hand but they were the strongest in the section usually. They could lay someone out in short order.
            Mark stabbed a colonist in the back of the head, getting them out of the way of the gunner.
            He recognized the armor and it’s features.
            “No time to nap Dolche!”
            Dolche replied by grabbing his repulsor and holding down the trigger, colonists ran for cover and Mark ran towards the other gunners.
            “Your right, behind machine,” Tyler said. Mark turned as he found a gun edging behind a corner. He slapped it away and drove a blade into a stunned face. He kicked their chest, freeing his blade as an attacker screamed and ran at him from the right. Their screams died in their throat as Tyler put a burst through their face.
            Mark grunted in thanks and moved on, Tyler calling out targets he couldn’t get or Mark following the markers that seemed to come from everywhere.
            “Behind that low long machine is their tunnel.” Mark grabbed a grenade, someone blindsided him, bringing their rifle down on the back of his helmet. Mark, kicked backwards, the helmet took the impact leaving him pissed off but unhurt.
            They stumbled as Mark turned to face them, stabbing them quick and fast before punching them with the hand that held the grenade. He thumbed the now bloody sphere and whipped it down behind the machinery as a head appeared. Tyler put a burst into them and Mark ran for cover, the grenade went off and the low-long machine tilted towards the hole.
            “Gunner by the east walls down and people are getting past him,” Tyler said. “Moving, the fuckers zeroed in on me.”
            “Stay safe,” Mark said, seeing a colonist and running at them, he shoulder checked them into a machine and brought a brutal stomp down on their head. The second stop and they went still, the machinery exploded around Mark. He jumped for cover he unsure of what to do since he hadn’t seen the colonists moving through the machines. He got to his feet weighing whether to attack them or not when grenades bounced off the wall behind him.
            He ran and jumped, hitting a machine and hearing a nasty snap from his hand and shoulder that took the impact of his fall. 
The grenades went off, shards cutting through machinery and finding openings in his armor.
Mark grunted with the pain and pulled off his own grenade, tossing it where he had been moments ago. He was up and running away, rewarded with frantic yelling behind him just before his grenade cut it off. The colonists had rushed up to make sure he was dead, instead they’d found his surprise. 
            “You’ve got one behind the machine your lying next to, on your left,” Mark pointed to his left. “Yes that left. None are coming from the corridors but there are two more underground… ah fuck!”
            “What?” Mark asked.
            “There’s a new force pushing into our people in the other factory,” Tyler surmised.
            “Shit,” Mark cursed.
            “This is Nerva, it looks like the enemy is counterattacking hard, you don’t have the firepower to deal with them. Pullo you will move back in an orderly retreat back to secured positions. We’ll hammer them in the corridors with mortars. I’ve laid out some rough markers.”
            “Yes sir I see them,” Pullo said on the open channel.
            Mark saw them too, it was going to be messy for the first little bit and the safe area was three factories away.
            The plan was simple everyone would get on the second floor and Pullo would move through Warrant Demir’s forces. The warrant had been killed by one of the grenades that the colonists were now throwing out all over the place.
            “Mortar fire coming in, in three minutes and will continue for ten I want you moving by then,” Nerva said.
            “Yes sir!” Pullo said as he started to talk to his forces.
            “Demir’s forces do you understand what you need to do? As we cross you, get to the second floor and we’ll cover you, then leapfrog back to safety,” Pullo said.
            A chorus of rough yes’s came back.
            Mark put a blade away and grabbed his pistol shooting, clubbing, and stabbing whoever he could find. The colonists had thinned out and were wary of coming through the corridor towards them. He pulled back to Dolche and the two other repulsor gunners that were still alive. 
            Their section had been reduced to seven people.
            The colonists fire had tapered off to a few shots here and there, playing a deadly game of peekaboo with the EMF troopers. The repulsor gunners had used their grenades to open up their line of sight. The factory was a mess of body gore and twisted machinery.
            The mortars were falling and Mark could hear Pullo’s forces pulling back. The colonists must have as well, their rate of fire picked up briefly. The troopers took cover, popping off shots if they got one on the enemy.
            Pullo’s section massed fire onto the colonists, putting their heads down with sheer massed firepower.
            “Move to the second floor!” Pullo said, his section not pausing long as they ran on the ruined roofs of the corridors to the next factory. Colonists were waiting on the second floor but the EMF were not in a mood to piss about. Repulsors, grenades and E-12’s responded to the fire, hammering them down.
            Mark was headed towards the closest ramp to the second floor, he tilted his left arm up, letting his blade fall back into place. The augments were supposed to number the pain but it felt like a giant and used a sledgehammer on his hand and shoulder.
            He fired his pistol at the colonists keeping their heads down.
            The repulsor gunners ran past him, Dolche was firing to cover them up to the second floor.
            Time seemed to slow as Dolche got hit with one of the explosive rounds, it rocked him back but he kept fighting, turning the bastard that shot him into mince.
            Others started firing, there was little support from the second floor as they were getting ready to pull back.
            Dolche’s repulsor got hit, parts of the gun flying into him.
            Mark’s pistol ran empty and he slammed a new mag in but the colonists were firing at him now and swarming Dolche who was fighting them off with his gun.
            “Kill me Mark, don’t let these fucking bastards get me!” Dolche yelled.
            Mark was torn for a second, there had to be a way to save Dolche, but then the man went down. There wasn’t a way to save him, this wasn’t fantasy or fairy tales, this was war. Things got bloody and you made choices, sometimes you didn’t get a choice at all. There was no saving him. That thought lingered in Mark for a moment longer.
            He yelled a wordless shout, firing and running up the ramp.
            “Please, Mark!” Mark slammed his pistol into his holster, his teeth now gritted so tight it hurt as he grabbed a grenade with his functional right hand. He thumbed it, stepping to the bannister of the second floor and threw it like a spear right at Dolche where Colonists were stabbing through his armor. 
            Mark’s grenade went off and Dolche’s marker disappeared.
            Tyler came up beside Mark and fired onto the second floor.
            “Move it!” He yelled, Mark moved and Tyler turned to follow. He handed Mark his rifle, getting the sling off of him as they jumped onto the corridor’s roof.
            Mark grabbed it and slung it. They got ten feet and the roof collapsed under their legs.
            They hit the ground, their weapons coming up as mortars started hitting the corridor behind them that had linked Pullo’s position and their own moments ago.
            “We’re not going to be able to get up to the second floor,” Mark said, his voice hard.
            “This floor is going to be hell,” Tyler said, covering Mark’s back as they moved towards where their section was now waiting while Pullo’s section were pulling back to the next building.
            “We go down, less places for them to come from,” Mark said.
            “We don’t know that,” Tyler said, his voice tight, knowing that they were essentially fucked.
            “Better than up here, plus we’ve got grenades,” Mark said.
            “Yeah,” Tyler said, it was odd to find relief in the fact that they could kill themselves if they needed to.
            Mark entered the next factory, colonists were focused on the second floor. Not the corridors.
            Mark held his fire and looked for access points to the tunnel system that must be hidden underneath the factories. He found an opened grate that led down a ladder.
            “I got you,” Tyler said, they had to move fast their section was now running after Pullo’s.
            Mark got down the ladder slowly, his left hand and shoulder were giving him trouble.
            There wasn’t anyone around but people were still hustling overhead. Tyler followed him down a few seconds later.
            “Let’s get going, we’ll blow this behind us,” Mark said, there were three directions to go, one that looked to go under the factory, another that headed in towards processing and another that headed out.
            “Gotcha.” Tyler watched their back as they moved up. “Far enough away now,” Tyler said, popping grenades into the hallway behind them, the tunnel shook with the impacts and dust flew back at them.
            “Good to go,” Tyler said a few moments later, slapping Mark’s shoulder and facing the same way now.
            They had to hunker down a bit, their height making them prone to hitting their heads.
            “Who the fuck made this? Dwarfs?” Tyler asked, getting a dry laugh from Mark as the tension bled off a little.
            They moved as fast as they dared, which was just a bit faster than a slow crawl. Mark took point and Tyler followed behind, his weapon ready to snap up at a moment’s notice. 
            They didn’t need words to communicate when they thought they saw something or were going to check out a curve in the tunnel, a simple twitch of the shoulders, raising armor, or tilting their helmeted head accompanied with a grunt was enough.
            It wasn’t long until they came to another tunnel that ran perpendicular to theirs.
            Mark kneeled, Tyler’s gun coming up above him. Mark eased backwards and pulled out a grenade. Tyler moved back a few more feet.
            “Good?” Mark asked, looking back.
            “Yeah,” he answered.
            Mark thumbed the grenade, hurling it down the tunnel’s corridor, pulling back and bringing his gun up.
            Surprised yells came from the tunnel, drowned out by the deep thump of the grenade. Dust shot out of the tunnel and Tyler saw colonists up ahead and coming towards them. He fired over Mark’s head.
            Mark tilted around the corner he was at. The tunnel had come down but wasn’t fully caved in. He fired a grenade through the opening over the collapsed section of tunnel.
            “I can’t see any more up ahead but let’s get a move on,” Tyler said, nervous.
            “Yeah, standing.” Mark rose and Tyler lowered his gun and they continued on. They hadn’t gone far when Mark saw another group of colonists up ahead, he barely registered them, just shooting at movement. One got a few rounds off. Mark got hit in the stomach twice, the air went out of him and pain welled up from his stomach.
            He coughed in his helmet, ignoring the readings on his vitals as he aimed down the hallway to find Tyler had finished them off.
            “How are you?” Tyler said.
            “Been better,” Mark admitted, stifling his coughing to talk.
            “Can you walk?” Tyler asked sounding scared.
            “Yeah, I just need to seal myself up,” Mark said dragging out a spray and dousing his midsection and leg which was pretty red with blood. He pulled out a needle and jabbed it into the redder leg injecting it
            Mark steeled himself before pushing up. It was hard for him to get to his feet and his augments had to pump massive amounts of stimulants into his system to keep him conscious, his other systems put him back together.
            He bent over his stomach in pain, his upper thigh burned and twanged with pain as the muscles pulled at the tears through them.
            “Good to go,” he said, breathing heavily.
            “Alright.” Tyler moved quicker than before, they came to another perpendicular tunnel. Tyler closed it off as Mark watched the ladder that went up into a factory, he could hear mortar fire in the distance.
            They continued on, coming into contact with three more groups, Tyler hammered them while Mark fought to stay conscious, as soon as he felt drowsy he smacked his broken hand against the wall, using the pain to aid him. It was not pretty.
            “Mark, Tyler, where are you?” Jerome asked over a private channel.
            “Taking the scenic route,” Mark said, his coughs wet now.
            “We’re in the tunnels, what’s happening up there?” Tyler asked, all business as they continued on.
            “We’ve pulled back to the outer five factories losing Pullo in the fighting,” Jerome’s voice was harsh.
            Those words sent a kind of pain that couldn’t be described in physical feeling, they hurt so much worse than the bleeding wounds of Marks stomach. “I just found you guys on my implants, we’ve got teams down in the tunnels, clearing them, there’s a team about five hundred meters from you, let them know where you are and they’ll grab you,” Jerome said.
            Mark used his implants to find the groups Jerome was referring to and accessed their communications.
            “We’re about five hundred meters in front of you, need a goddamn medic,” Mark coughed and slumped against a wall.
            “Who is this?” Someone asked, Mark didn’t pay attention to their name, his vision wobbly already.
            “Corporal Mark Victor, guard for Captain Nerva and my brother Tyler Victor,” Mark added Tyler to the channel with some difficulty. He heard them talking and saw them appear a few moments later, they moved past Tyler who let his rifle fall, they started pumping Mark with various drugs and spraying his wounds.
            Mark changed the settings on his augments putting healing over keeping him awake.
            He tried to fight his eyelids but it was a losing battle, darkness closed in on him.
***
            Nerva looked up as Tyler came closer.
            “You called for me Captain?” Tyler asked, there was concern in his voice, not over the conversation that they were about to have, but rather at having to leave his brother who was under the care of a number of medics.
            “Yes, how is Mark?” Nerva asked, allowing some honest interest to seep into his voice.
            Tyler was touched by the concern which was so rare from the man who had gained the nickname Diablo. 
            “He’s apparently not as bad as I was, which kind of scares me considering how far gone I was. Ferguson says that he should be able to get him up and moving by the end of the day though,” Tyler added, faithfully repeating the information that Ferguson had given him. He didn’t try to hide his apprehension; he’d seen the mess that was Mark’s body underneath his armor. It looked like he had been bent over for the impacts which had cracked his armor plates, they were used like shrapnel to be driven up and into his main cavity. They’d nicked his lungs and come out of his back.
            “You two take a hell of a lot to put down, if Ferguson says he’ll be up by the end of the day then we might as well take that as law. Now what I want to know is your take on the colonists and the tunnels you went through. We’re going to need them in the next offensive or we’re going to have them crawling back up behind us once again,” Nerva said, waving Tyler to a pile of what had been a machine.
            Jerome walked towards them, nodding to Tyler, a cigarette in his mouth.
            Even though Tyler didn’t like the habit he felt like having one of the smokes to calm himself down, take the edge off of everything he’d seen.
            “They’re pretty well designed, simple but effective. Fighting in them is going to be a bitch, whoever has control of them has to push forward relentlessly, not getting distracted. There’s little to nowhere to hide and grenades will take out the supports and drop the roof on top of anyone. I think they’re linked to every single factory. I don’t know if there is a way for them to cross between districts but we’d find out after using them. At each ladder up into a factory they run a tunnel to all of the ladders and connect all of the parallel tunnels,” Tyler said, grasping at other things to say.
            “Did they have lights all the way up to the front?” Nerva asked.
            “Umm, yeah they did, I didn’t really notice them with the helmets illuminating the tunnels,” Tyler said.
            “So they need light to move down there,” Nerva trailed off, his eyes thoughtful, nodding to himself as if confirming a thought.
            “How wide and tall?” He asked his eyes coming back to the here and now.
            “About two people wide and around average height,” Tyler said, wondering what the Captain was thinking.
            “Good, alright get yourself squared away, I think it’s time we tried something old school.” There was a hard edge to Nerva’s eyes and also, sadness?
            Nerva pushed himself to his feet and headed off. Tyler leaned backwards until his back was touching the machinery behind him.
            Jerome came over and took Nerva’s spot sitting against the other wall with a heavy sigh, the cigarette hanging out of the corner of his mouth.
            “You got another?” Tyler asked.
            Jerome pulled out a pack and tossed it to Tyler.
            “Thanks.” He pulled his helmet off, pulling his sweaty hair out of his face and pulling a cigarette from the pack. He grabbed the lighter inside and sparked up the stick, taking a large inhale as the smoke filled his lungs, he held it for a moment before letting it out.
            He put the lighter back in the pack.
            “How did Pullo die?” Tyler said, the pack and lighter back together, tossing it to Jerome.
            Jerome took his time putting the pack away. Tyler could see the fresh and raw memories pass behind Jerome’s eyes.
            “One of those shotguns got him from below. They shot the catwalk sending shards into his legs. He fell down but they got another few rounds into the catwalk, he was dead in seconds,” Jerome said, taking a drag on his cigarette.
            It wasn’t a good death or a bad death, it was like the majority of troopers that died, it was sudden and terrifying. One moment someone was alive, the next they were gone.
           
Just like the rest of the section. A shiver went through him as he remembered how he had been following Utkin when he had stepped on a mine. The force of the explosion lifted him up, his body had dropped down, he cried out, the radio cutting out the noise as he tried to get up and see his lower half. A round from a weapon emplacement removed his head so suddenly, Utkin’s remains had dropped to the ground and Tyler had run over him, using his path because he knew it was clear of mines up to him.
            He spat on the ground, not because of the taste of the cigarette but the feeling of rising bile at the image of Utkin’s body which remained impressed on his memory.
            He and Jerome sat there in companionable silence, finishing off their cigarettes and taking a few long minutes before Tyler stood.
            “Where’s the ammo dump? I need to get a new load and Mark will probably be needing one too,” he said.
            “I’ll show you,” Jerome said, standing and leading the way.
            “How long do you think it’ll be before we get sent into the grinder again?” Jerome asked.
            “As soon as the higher ups realize that we’re not moving, probably in a few hours,” Tyler said with a voice of someone ten years older than he was.
            “Did you hear?” Jerome asked, looking to Tyler as they climbed down the metal rungs of the factory’s catwalk.
            “What?” Tyler asked.
            “They fucked up by the numbers it seems,” Jerome growled, bent over as if he was carrying an extra load of ammunition on his back, a sour expression on his face.
            “In which way?” Tyler said, thinking of a number of ways that the higher ‘credible intelligence’ had royally fucked them a few times. He had a new appreciation for EMF’s intelligence and it had most definitely not gone up.
            “It looks like they think there are closer to a million colonists holding out in the city, not three hundred thousand,” Jerome said, looking like he was about to pull out another cigarette just as they got to the ammo dump. Thinking better of it with the tech people’s dirty looks.
            “Fuck,” Tyler said.
            “Got that right, and we lost about forty-three thousand people. Fifty-nine thousand against a million, they should have brought three carriers to take back Sacremon,” Jerome said, spitting in anger, moving through ammunition piles and slotting new magazines into empty holsters.
            Tyler didn’t say anything; he didn’t need to. Jerome had said everything that needed to be said. 
           
And was General Wai going to order an orbital on Processing? Hell no! We’re just sixty thousand odd people. None of us are a CEO or worth more than the gear we wear. They would send another three carriers to Sacremon to take it back as long as the CEO’s are willing to pay for it. When it comes down to it we’re still just people from the slums, they can always get more of us.
            They piled ammunition into their harnesses and pockets, slapping ammunition packs on while taking an extra each. 
            They’d probably need all too much of it soon.
            Jerome sparked up a cigarette as they walked away.
            “Got another?” Tyler asked, Jerome passed him the pack and lighter without even a raised eyebrow.
            Tyler sparked up and felt the smoke fill his lungs.
            It felt nasty for the first few, but it started to cool his nerves. He passed it back to Jerome as they trudged to their position.
            
 
 
 
 
Chapter 19
           
Processing City

           
Sacremon Actual, Sacremon System
           
8/3171
            Mark awoke with a lurch, fresh dreams made him reach for his pistol, he needed to save his section-mates, the colonists were coming.
            “Woah woah woah, calm down there Mark!” Ferguson said, hearing the man’s voice gave Mark pause as he found that he also wasn’t wearing his pistol or his holster.
           
I got hit in the tunnels, our people just found us when I changed my implants to saving me. His mind put images to his thoughts.
            “Hey,” Mark said, looking down at his tattered shirt. What hadn’t been messed up by constant fighting had been ripped off by the medics. Scars lay right under his stomach. He felt the tight areas in his back, finding new larger scars there.
            He looked to Ferguson, the man was watching him warily. Mark could see the exhaustion in the other man’s eyes. The kind of exhaustion that weighed not only on a person’s body but their soul.
            He spotted the needle in his hand.
            “I guess there’s a reason that you woke me up?” Mark asked.
            “Yeah, we’re moving forward. The contract got adjusted so we’re losing some restrictions and they’re offering us one hell of a bonus if we succeed, the less damage we do to it the better the payout.” Ferguson slumped onto the medical supplies behind him, rubbing a tired hand over his features.
            “How bad is it?” Mark asked.
            “Bad, they’re dug in tight and some of the units that got closer than us found out that they had artillery support. It’s short ranged but their explosives are powerful. Not many made it out of that mess,” Ferguson said, looking tired, the kind that seeps into a person’s bones.
            “What’s the plan?” Mark asked.
            “Starve them out,” Ferguson said flatly.
            “Well that doesn’t sound exactly fun,” Mark said, sinking into a squat.
            “No it doesn’t, there were canisters of the stuff you ran into in Vine City, it’s being brought up. The techs are figuring out a way to drop it onto the enemy to help speed the process up. Any food will be covered with it. We’re immune so it won’t affect us,” Ferguson said, seeing Mark’s look of concern.
            “You don’t exactly sound pleased with the idea of using their own weapons against them,” Mark said, wondering why Ferguson wasn’t happy about the fact that it looked like their time on Sacremon  was going to become a hell of a lot easier.
            “There’s about a million of them, say that half of them survive the gas, they’re going to be angry. They’re going to be living in their breathers and full coverage suits, they’ll have to check all of their food, water, everything. Anger is going to turn into blinding rage. Then it won’t matter, they’re going to charge us, the only way to get out of this hell they’ve made is through us. Say by the time they snap there’s three hundred of them, that’s being optimistic, that’s six times our numbers!” Ferguson said, waving his hands to emphasize his points before they sank into his lap.
            “I thought that Reclaimer had nukes, cannons and turrets, wouldn’t that mess them up before they got to us?” Mark asked.
            “Yeah, but processing is the most valuable city on this entire planet. It is the centre of it. Every road and path leads to this city. This is the hub of the planet, the amount of money here numbers in the trillions, losing this would put Sacremon back decades. We also only got a contract to break so much stuff, the more we break the less the EMF makes off of the contract,” Ferguson said.
            “Fuck,” Mark said.
            “Yeah exactly. Pissed off CEO’s means pissed off EMF, which means pissed of generals and the proverbial shit falling down hill,” Ferguson sighed and then seemed to pull himself together a little. “Oh yeah, Nerva wants you to see him, there’s a new set of clothes and armor there.” Ferguson used his chin to point to the pile of items, standing.
            “Thanks,” Mark said.
            “Try to keep yourself in one piece more often,” Ferguson said with a note of concern.
            “I’ll try.” Mark flashed a rare smile.
            Ferguson snorted and walked off to see to his other charges.
            Mark quickly dressed, feeling gross because sweat permeated everything, the salt in it making him feel grimy. He pushed the thoughts aside. He might be nine kinds of nasty but keeping Nerva waiting was not an option, and being out of armor felt odd.
            He clipped the last piece of armor into place a few minutes later, it’s comfortable weight settled into position as he pulled his helmet on, he found Nerva soon enough, Tyler was with him as well as Jerome.
            Everyone else except Tyler was dead from his section. Jerome was the only survivor from his section now.
            He grabbed his rifle and clipped on the awaiting ammunition pouches. He checked the rifle as he walked out of the room. Everything looked good on it. He jogged towards Nerva’s position, hoping that he would have at least some time where he didn’t need to use his E-12.
           
Following Nerva it’s better to bet that I will be using it.
            Nerva was talking to an officer, Mark joined with Tyler and Jerome.
            “Welcome back to the land of the living,” Jerome said. Tyler reached out his arm and Mark tapped it. Neither of them were in the mood to slam shoulders together.
            “Thanks, what’s going on?” Mark asked.
            “We’re going on a little road-trip for a briefing with Major Huang, he got hammered pretty good but he wants to talk to Captain Nerva and the newly minted Captain Ly before he gets shipped back to Reclaimer,” Jerome said, a mix of annoyance at having to make the trip, but also respect for Major Huang actually sticking around for it.
            Captain Nerva walked over, he looked like the rest of them, aged beyond his years, hard lines framing his face. His armor was scarred and worn, his face and hair were dirty but he had long ago forgotten about that.
            “Good to see you back on your feet,” he said to Mark.
            “Same sir,” Mark replied, nodding to the Captain. He saw the weight behind those eyes and the question in that simple statement. Nerva was asking if Mark blamed him for his injuries or the loss of the rest of his section and two sections worth of people.
            But Mark couldn’t really blame him for it and he was starting to understand why Nerva had sent Alpha company to recon Growing city instead of helping out the rest of the unit. Knowing the weapon emplacements and the information they knew about the enemy and that information being given to the next wave of troops was more important than the lives of those that were on the ground. 
            It was simple but bloody math, if they had Alpha fight with them then they might have held their tower, with their information Nerva knew that the next wave could come in and take the city.
            Nerva nodded recognizing Mark’s support, he leaned against a wall and took a drink of water, his icy expression tired but not beaten.
            “So I assume these two told you what’s going on?” Nerva asked.
            “Yeah, were taking a little road trip,” Mark said.
            “Yeah, we’d best get a move on.” Nerva pushed off of the wall, his face hardening as he walked, he stored his water, and put his helmet on while checking his rifle.
            Mark and Tyler were on both sides of him as Jerome took up the rear with his repulsor.
            Everyone sealed their helmets and got to the edge of the factory.
            “We have reports of sniper fire so we’re going to do some running. Hope you can keep up Jerome,” Nerva said, making a jab at the man’s shorter stature.
            He didn’t give him time to reply as he took off. Mark and Tyler followed. Mark ran ahead, Tyler and Jerome behind Nerva, in that order.
            No one so much as took a pot-shot at them as they made it to the next factory in district six.
            They were breathing heavily after that run but Nerva kept moving forward to the medical area where Major Huang was.
            The Major looked bad, his body looked to have been melted down one side and was hooked up to a face mask. He had a bag of drugs connected to his arm.
            Nerva walked up, nodding to Captain Ly that was already waiting. The Captain looked apprehensive and unsure, but ready to do his duty.
            Mark, Jerome, and Tyler stayed outside of the medical area, not wanting to get in the way of anyone. They found a place to sit and Mark pulled off his helmet and packed a chew into his lower lip, there was an area he could spit in his helmet and the helmet would recycle it out. It was made primarily if the user vomited in their helmet so they didn’t drown in it. It worked great for chew spit too.
            “Mark?” He heard a somewhat familiar voice from a trooper.
            “Yeah?” He asked, looking for the person’s nametape. They pulled off their helmet, blonde hair falling out of it.
            “Alexis!” Tyler said, standing and pulling off his helmet.
            Her face split into a smile and her eyes seemed to sparkle as the two of them embraced.
            Jerome looked to Mark. Am I missing something? His eyes seemed to ask. 
            Mark waved him off and leaned against the wall.
            Jerome nodded in understanding, pulling off his helmet and pulling out a cigarette.
            “I heard that the fourth got pretty fucked up in Growing City,” she said a note of concern in her voice.
            Mark nodded, his eye going bleak as memories tumbled through his mind.
            “Yeah it was pretty bad,” Tyler said, finding a seat and bowing over, clasping his hands together. Alexis took a seat beside him, her hand falling on his leg. He smiled to her and leaned back.
            “How was your trip down?”
            “I came down in growing city with almost everyone, we cleared out the separation areas in Fields, where were you?” She asked.
            “We cleared the fields and took the housing units,” Mark said, he saw the look of shock on her face.
            “Fuck, you guys went through a grinder and a half,” she said, the housing units had been a nightmare with the people making fake walls and all kinds of modifications and booby traps to kill troopers. There had only been twelve or so towers, none of them higher than forty floors but they had been worked on a hell of a lot more than the towers in Growing City.
            “Yeah,” Jerome said, clearly not wanting to talk about it.
            “So what are you doing here?” She asked, quickly trying to change the subject.
            “We’re guarding Captain Nerva, he’s talking to Major Huang,” Tyler said.
            “You have any idea what we’re going to be doing?” Alexis asked.
            “We’re going to use their own weapons on them and hopefully keep them in the city when they try to counterattack,” he said after no one looked to have much of a clue.
            “So we get them to come to us, simple I like it,” Jerome said with approval.
            “Yeah, all one million of them,” Mark said with disapproval. “Ferguson said that the hope is that the gas will kill a bunch of them, it will get on their food and make it harder for them to live. I think the higher ups are hoping that the gas just kills all of them. It won’t and when they see that there’s no option but to attack us, they’re going to smash into us with all the anger of caged animals,” Mark said, annoyed he spat on the ground and shook his head.
            Nerva came out of the medical area, Tyler, Jerome, and Mark shot to their feet, ready to be moving.
            Nerva’s eyes might have glanced from Tyler to Alexis for a few moments before he looked to them all.
            “We’re going back; we’ve got preparations to make,” Nerva said.
***
            General Orlav looked at the videos again, the troopers had taken losses with the counterattack but they hadn’t been totally unorganized and their weapons were made to inflict the most damage possible.
            He’d had his weapon emplacements moved and opened up the roofs of the corridors so that the troopers couldn’t just run over them again.
            He had been expecting the EMF to press an attack as soon as possible but now they were sitting in the second tier of defenses. He hadn’t been able to get much information on the activities of the troopers but from long-range scopes it looked like they were building defenses.
            He had a year’s worth of food stuffs so he wasn’t worried about that. Though they had to know that he had that kind of supply packed away.
           
They could be settling in to stay out there for a year. Though everything I’ve read makes me think that they’re doing something else, they hate waiting around.
            He looked to the tunnel map and his face turned dark, the EMF had moved into those tunnels and advanced far enough that he had to close them off. They’d hashed together what looked like shields and advanced, one holding the shield while another shot through a port cut in it.
            It had started in district seven and spread.
           
Whoever is in District seven is being a royal pain in my ass.
            “Something the matter General?” Sylvia asked.
            “I’m just wondering why the bastards are digging in. They’re damned good offensive troops, we’ve seen that and the EMF isn’t known for sticking around longer than they absolutely have to. So I have to wonder what the hell they’re planning on doing,” Orlay said.
            “Maybe they’re taking a rest, letting their troops get their breath before continuing on,” Sylvia said.
            It made a certain amount of sense, the troopers had been moving from city to city and through them at a pace the Orlav knew his people couldn’t keep up with.
            That said he doubted that whoever was in command would stop that kind of forward push for any reason. 
            They seemed to care little for their troops so giving them time to tend to their needs didn’t seem likely.
            “Or maybe they’re trying to whittle us down with that damned mortar support,” Sylvia said through gritted teeth as alarms went off, mortar shells rose and started to descend onto the corridors and open areas between the factories.
            “Looks like a bunch of duds again,” Sylvia said, over the past few days there had been dud shells dropping all over the place but people didn’t know whether they were live or not until they exploded overheard.
            It was starting to wear on Orlav’s troops, so he was going to start rotating units to give them rest and put fresh units on the line. He had already done so in the worst districts.
            Sylvia looked to his data pad, combing through the information on it, checking to see what damage the EMF’s rounds had done this time.
            “We have incoming from Reclaimer,” Danielle Turner said, her voice tight.
            “What readings do we have from it?” Orlav said, his voice dry as cold fear filled his stomach.
           
Is this it, is this your master plan? To drop a nuke on us?
            “We haven’t got any solid readings, though it doesn’t look to be coming at the kind of velocity we’d expect from a Kinetic energy weapon!” She said, her voice becoming panicky.
            “I want all batteries brought to bear on it,” Orlav said, trying to keep the fear out of his voice as the object came down lower and lower. “Send the order to all units to push through the EMF’s defenses.”
            “Sent, units will take a few minutes to respond,” she answered.
            Orlav knew that their charge was going to be a panicked one, there wasn’t going to be anything organized about it in the least, but if they could break through those defenses and it was a nuke, then maybe, just maybe he could save some of his people.
            He watched as units started running for the defenses just a few minutes later, abandoning the safety of their own defensive works.
            Batteries opened up and Orlav’s eyes glued to the object that was descending through his planet’s atmosphere, heading straight for the centre of Processing city.
           
I’d hoped that the city was too valuable for them to try and bomb it and us, was I wrong?
            Missiles from combat shuttles that were resting behind the EMF’s defenses leapt towards the batteries.
            “Shoot those missiles down!” Orlav said. Batteries started shifting fire as a round found the falling object, making it tumble and tilt.
            EMF mortars opened up and Combat shuttle’s missiles plunged into open the courtyards.
            There was a cheer as the missile disintegrated, it didn’t explode but simply fell apart.
            Orlav sat back in his chair that he hadn’t realized he’d stood up from in the excitement.
            “Tell the gunnery crews I owe them a beer. I bet the EMF were wishing they had gunners as good as ours. Their missiles aren’t even hitting our batteries. I want our gunners to pull back from their weapons before the EMF get any better…”
            “Sir, they didn’t miss.” Something about Sylvia’s tone sent a shard of cold down his spine.
            “What?” He demanded.
            “Those missiles are filled with gas, our gas,” she whispered in horror.
            Orlav tried to swallow but couldn’t. He had never wanted to make the gas, but it had made sense to deploy it across the wide open areas of the planet to impede the troopers. There had been reports of it working, but it looked like they had become immune to it’s effects.
            Orlav’s people hadn’t however.
            “What are we looking at?” The command centre was deadly quiet all eyes and ears turned to Sylvia.
            “The mortars they dropped were filled with gas and all of our people that just ran to attack the EMF without masks got the worst of it. It’s spread across the entire surface and it looks like they’ve deployed it in the tunnels as well,” Sylvia said.
            “I want everyone with respirators and to pull back to their defenses immediately,” Orlav said, the words seemed to spark action as people pulled out their respirator systems and put them on. Orlav did the same and word was passed to every unit. People who had been celebrating the destruction of what had to be a nuke were so involved with celebrating that they didn’t hear summons until people started choking on the invisible toxin.
            “I want readings on that bomb. I have a feeling it’s not nuclear. I want antidotes for the gas moved out to every unit.” The antidote was only good if someone had the gas in their system, and had to be used within a few minutes after exposure.
            Right now Orlav was wishing that he had never allowed the chemists to make such a vile weapon.
            He didn’t have anything like the advanced system the troopers had to show friend foe and the status of his personnel, but as reports came in the display changed and the Army of Sacremon was reduced in quick and brutal fashion. 
            All the while mortar rounds fell, their charges weren’t duds anymore as they exploded, their payloads ripping through the fragile flesh of unarmored personnel.
***
            Tyler settled back in his perch, Nerva had released them from his protection detail and ordered them into a new section under Sergeant Donahaue, everyone called him ‘Don’. He was a solid man but definitely lacking compared to Sergeant Pullo. He had been a Corporal when they landed on the planet. Losses had pushed him up the ladder as it had pushed Tyler, Mark and Jerome.
            “How’s it looking?’ Mark asked from his cot to the side and behind their perch in the corner of the five story factory they now called home.
            “Messy, the gas seems to have covered the interior of the city and the tunnels. If anyone was not wearing a suit, then they’re probably dead. The higher ups weren’t pissing around with that stuff. It’s so dense it’s become liquid in certain condescend places. The missiles have stopped and it looks like they got most of the batteries. The mortars have cut down as well,” he said, turning to find Jerome passed out on his cot. The three of them had become inseparable over the last week or so since they’d dug into their new positions. Tyler was the best shot and no one really wanted to attract Mark’s ire for splitting them up. Not even Sergeant Don was going to try. They’d been partnered up and put in this corner to keep watch of the factories, see if anything was going on in the district.
            Jerome was one of the repulsor gunners meant to be set up on the second floor, no one raised any eyebrows when he moved his kit into the corner with the Victor brothers.
            They’d been in a shitty situation more than once and they’d made it out alive. They trusted the other troopers, but they just didn’t have experience with them yet.
            “Chow time,” Groshva said over the section’s communications channel.
            “You go, I’ll keep watch,” Tyler said, turning back to the hole in the wall his rifle was pointed through, tracking any movement that might appear.
            Mark made a noise of agreement, pulling himself out of his cot. He grabbed his rifle and headed towards the ramp that led to the first floor.
            The factory had become a fortress with Captain Nerva using every suggestion his people could do to reinforce the corridors, walls, and roof. When the Colonists came they were going to pay heavily for the attempt.
            He moved his rifle, looking for colonists wandering around. An E-12 fired some distance away. Tyler didn’t even flinch. Hearing random shots were normal to him now. Mortar didn’t wake him unless it was closer than a kilometer away.
           
When I can get to sleep and the nightmares don’t leave me in a sweaty mess grabbing my rifle as soon as I wake up.
            Everyone dealt with their stress differently. Mark and Tyler acknowledged the stress wearing on one another. Mark still watched over Tyler and now Jerome, that responsibility had to be wearing on him.
            He awoke from sleep slowly, as if restraining himself from jumping to his feet and grabbing his rifle. 
            Tyler had seen his eyes many times when he awoke. While Tyler’s dreams forced him to wake up, Mark’s made him watch whatever horrorr his brain could come up with.
            The haunted look in his eyes sent a shiver down Tyler’s back, but he didn’t know what he could do about it.
            Both of them knew that they were trying to deal with the deaths of others, they didn’t feel bad for them, it wasn’t their fault they were here. The Colonists had killed them, but they wished there could have been something else that they could have done.
            It was a mean cycle, their minds were constantly telling them it was okay, but their bodies and emotions ripped them up inside.
            Tyler saw a group of colonists running towards his factory.
            “I’ve got twenty or so Colonists trying to sneak up on us. You see them?” He asked Davis, the trooper underneath him with a repulsor.
            “Yeah,” Davis responded
            “Give them a few minutes before lighting them up, then they don’t know where we’re seeing them from,” Tyler said.
            “Okay,” Davis said, she was a woman of few words.
            She waited a handful more seconds before letting off a long burst that walked across the colonists, tracers ripped through them, she didn’t need to make a second pass.
            None of them had survived.
            “I don’t see anymore movement, good shooting,” Tyler said.
            “Anytime,” Davis answered in tired responsive kind of way. Tyler continued looking for any others that might try their luck with the factories.
            Another group larger this time were pushing up.
            Tyler called out their range and location to Davis, tagging them before he looked around, movement catching his eye.
            “Sir I’ve just had three groups try to approach us in the last ten minutes,” Tyler said on a direct channel to Captain Nerva. After spending so much time with the man Tyler felt a lot less apprehension with jumping into a private channel with him.
            Davis opened up and then Kara on the other side of the building with their repulsor.
            “Everyone on watch, man your positions, everyone else I want you on standby,” Nerva said, cool as a cucumber, it was a green looking thing that Tyler had seen for the first time a few months ago in Growing City.
            Tyler could now make out fire from other districts where EMF troopers were encountering Colonists seeping out from their factories.
            Mark returned, putting three hot meals on his cot before giving Jerome’s cot a tap with his boot. Jerome looked around bleary eyed.
            “What’s up?”
            “Colonists moving around in large groups. Nerva’s called stand-to,” Mark said, Tyler listened with half a mind as he hummed to himself, looking for potential targets. He didn’t even designate who should shoot them as he just marked their positions, repulsors raked their positions as mortars arced overhead and came smashing down on the open areas around the colonist held factories.
            The Colonists were firing back, their fire wildly inaccurate at the ranges they were at.
           
Only takes one lucky hit. Tyler thought as his rifle bucked, taking out one of the shooters as a repulsor swept the area.
            “Shit.” Jerome got up, grabbing his rifle and heading towards his gun. Mark moved up beside Tyler, putting his rifle on the lower rest that they’d made out of various items.
            No one slept or did anything outside of their armor if they could help it so it wasn’t long before the walls were manned and repulsors were picking up their assualt.
            “Shall we go leader hunting?” Tyler asked, putting a round through someone that had escaped a repulsor’s ire by falling behind some part of a factory wall.
            “Yeah, and look for flankers. I don’t like how those rubble walls between the factories give them cover,” Mark said, firing, his gun moving after a few moments. Tyler’s barked again and talking ceased as they looked for colonist leaders, or anyone that looked to be directing them. Their sniper fire was blocked out by the repulsor fire that hammered out on the floor below.
            Tyler saw one of the colonists thrashing on the ground, people dragged them into cover and Tyler held his fire, waiting to see what would happen. It looked like the poor bastard had an opening in his clothing and a good amount of the gas had gotten in.
            Someone with a large guard rushed over to stab them with a needle.
            “Jerome, hit the area I’m marking,” Tyler said.
            “Got it.” Jerome faithfully lit up the area. Tyler, not leaving things to chance put a number of rounds in what must have been a medic.
             It was cold logic, the man must have something that fought off the effects of the gas, maybe even some kind of immunization. Killing them was more important than taking out a commander. It built panic amongst the colonists and would make them more prone to stupid decisions like running at the EMF’s defenses. 
           
Let’s just hope that they don’t all come at us in one go.
            “Enemy mortars!” Someone yelled and Tyler tilted his head, hearing the odd warbling cry of enemy mortars which landed, rocking the factory he hid in.
            “Support, I want those mortar teams,” Nerva said.
            Reclaimer was in orbit overhead the city, their telescopic cameras relaying information to the troopers on the ground. It made it a lot easier for a mortar sergeant to give out corrections when they could see what was happening to the enemy in real-time.
            EMF mortars traversed onto the enemy’s position, not before one of the heavier and powerful explosive rounds hit the factory wall, blowing out another section of it, killing two troopers and injuring another.
            The enemy mortars went silent and the EMF mortars turned back to raining deadly shrapnel rain down on the defenseless bodies of colonists trying to get into the fight.
            Tyler didn’t see it but rather sensed it before it happened. The colonists broke, the fire power coming down on them, their inability to move forward with the numbers they had. It all came to a head when they realized that they weren’t even getting any support from their own mortars and that their own shotguns were only scoring glancing hits on the heavily fortified and armed factory.
            People turned for the rear and ran. Without shooting at the troopers they made easy targets. More and more broke, rushing to the rear as the troopers fired at their retreating backs.
            It was messy and the colonists paid heavily just to run away.
            Cheers rose up from the Troopers, noises that reminded Tyler of people that had escaped the reapers clutches so many times that they had become familiar with him.
           
We did it again, but how long until they start putting real weight behind those attacks?
            He tried to not think about that as the order came down for people to stand down from their positions.
            “You eat, I’ll keep watch,” Mark said, looking over the battlefield.
            “Thanks.” Tyler got up, stretching the kinks out of his body as he moved to the trays of food that rested on Mark’s cot.
            Mark had changed since they had left the slums. He had always seen his brother as a strong and deadly man when he needed to be it. He had an anger to him when someone evoked it and he was dangerous. Now Tyler didn’t think of his brother as just dangerous.
            There was a hardness to Mark’s eyes now, the kind of hardness that aged a person and showed that when the time came they could put their feelings aside and devote themselves completely to destruction.
            Mark had been a dangerous man when he needed to be before, now he was a man holding that side at bay. He had seen Mark when he fought in hand-to-hand combat with the colonists coming from both sides.
            Mark had moved through the colonists with an almost systematic violence. Bursts of fury drove him to inflict enough damage on his enemy to put them down before moving on the next. He always hit them with everything he had instead of holding anything back.
            The augments gave him almost scary reaction time and strength. Tyler just wanted to get off the damned planet and try to get some kind of normality back to their lives that didn’t involve checking if the enemy was coming for them. He removed his helmet, grabbing his tray and sitting on his cot as he ate it.
            As much as he wanted to get away from this all, he knew that they both had a number of years, that they had to survive in order to get out of the EMF, or get that elusive retirement.
           
It doesn’t look like some trivial amount of time now does it? He ate his food, not really tasting it as he tried to forget the realities around him.
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            Jerome took the coffee over to Mark who was on last watch, he’d finished his watch an hour before and getting extra would only leave him more tired.
            “Thanks,” Mark said, accepting the warm pack. All of their liquids were stored in packs so that they didn’t get liquids everywhere if they were in space.
           
Zero grav is a bitch. “No worries,” Jerome said as he took a seat next to Mark who was down behind a mounted repulsor. The two gun’s barrels moving as he looked for any sign of the colonists.
            Nerva had made the techs help out with all their fancy gear and turned the warehouses into fortresses.
            Jerome hadn’t focused much on defensive works, but Nerva seemed like he had made the damned manual on it.
            “So how do you think it’s going to go down now?” Jerome asked, filling the silence.
            “We hold, starve them out, they charge we put them down. It’s not going to be pretty,” Mark said, his voice cold and hard.
            Jerome nodded to himself.
            Mark drank his coffee for a few minutes, then looked to Jerome, “You good?” he asked. With all of your section gone, Mark’s eyes added.
            “No,” Jerome sighed, choosing to not put up a front that he and Mark would both know was fake. “Though I know I did everything I could, it doesn’t feel like it.” Jerome looked to his coffee, “it’s like I know what to expect and, well it scares me and comforts me. I know that with time the grief and guilt will become easier, though I also know it’ll be like a wave, at first it’s hard to deal with, washing me out and draining me. I’m start understanding the waves and when they’re coming, they’ve become less but I can still tell when a big one is coming and I how to prepare myself for it.” Jerome looked to the warehouses steadily getting taller before the eight massive towers which shot into the sky.
            Down in the warehouses it was shit, weapons fire could be heard in the distance, broken roofs and smoldering trails showing the damage that had been reaped on the city.
            Debris covered courtyards and broken warehouses marked no-man’s land. Jerome took it in, remembering the friends he’d joked with, had a drink with, trained, lived and seen die, or seen it on the cold updating casualty lists.
            Though in the distance, those towers looked pristine. Night and day, the slums and mega-city. Jerome looked away.
            “Yeah,” Mark said, that simple word infusing how he was there for Jerome and understood his pain as someone who had gone through the same experience.
            They sat there in companionable silence. They might be tired, in need of a shower and have an entire planet gunning for them. Yet they were alive, they had food in their stomachs, coffee in their hands and they had a new day. They took the time to crystalize those moments in their minds, to cling to them when they were deep in the shit.
***
            Three hours later Jerome was in the entrenchments with troopers to his left and right, movement had been seen in the city.
            Lieutenant Ortiz was in charge of their section of reinforced warehouses. 
            He’d taken his time making sure the defenses were damned tough, they didn’t want to lose another batch of troops to the colonists going ape shit.
            Ortiz stopped next to Jerome and looked around.
            “If you don’t tell Company Sergeant Quan where I am, I’ll let you fire the first burst,” Ortiz said in a conspiratorial tone.
            Jerome felt a smile form on his face at the Lieutenant’s antics, the CSM undoubtedly wanted the Lieutenant to the rear and guiding the whole thing, not in the middle of the front line!
            “Deal sir,” Jerome said clasping arms with Ortiz.
            “Seems you picked something up from Nerva too,” Ortiz said, looking at their clasped arms, releasing one another.
            “Easier than shaking with our damn gloves,” Jerome said.
            “You may have a point there!” Ortiz laughed slapping Jerome’s shoulder. He cleared his throat and checked his rifle.
            “Alright let’s see if we can’t wake these sleepy fuckers up! Watch your arcs and shoot anything big ugly and not Mark!” He switched to Jerome’s channel as the other’s got the giggles out.
            A good laugh was better to focus troops than inane yelling.
            They sat and waited, flickers of movement could be seen in the shadows.
            It was near dusk; the colonists didn’t understand that the Trooper’s helmets allowed them to see nearly as good in the dark as the day.
            Red Halos started popping up, sensor bundles tagging all in their view.
            “Could you knock for us Jerome?” Ortiz asked.
            “With pleasure sir.” Jerome nestled the familiar rifle in his shoulder leading someone running towards a large container hauler. A burst sent them sprawling. 
            The colonists in the immediate area stopped in shock.
            The troopers had no such pause.
            Red Halos dropped as weapons came alive, streams of tracers ripped through walls, machines, ricocheted around warehouses and cut down oncoming colonists.
            The colonists switched from trying to sneak around to an all-out charge. They returned fire, the buildings the troopers were in being rocked by explosions.
            Walls crumbled down and roofs cracked.
            The world was the rapid sound of EMF weaponry and colonists ground shaking grenade-shotguns.
            “Mortars incoming,” Ortiz said, he was standing to Jerome’s right and firing like any other trooper.
            In that moment Jerome knew he would happily fight along Ortiz anytime.
            He wasn’t like some of the officers he’d seen previously, he was more like Nerva. If he was going to make his troops do something, he’d be right down among them doing the worst job.
            Mortars whistled overtop, hitting warehouse roofs and open areas, dust and debris rolled out in an angry and violent cloud as anything caught under the blast was turned to churned gore.
            Jerome had no time to sit and watch the massacre, he was constantly changing magazines, slapping in new boxes and standing back so he could pick off the fleeing colonists. 
            The mortars were taking out the sensor bundles, but at this point the opposing warehouses were so filled with colonists that it was hard to not find a target.
            The EMF was a wall, but the colonists had numbers.
            For every colonist that dropped another made it a few feet. It was a hellish slog but they kept advancing, kept pushing forward with an unmatched ferocity.
            The troopers that went down were pulled back to the medics and ended up out of the game, leaving barely any reinforcements left to commit.
            “Pull back to secondary positions!” Ortiz said, seeing the same shit storm as Jerome. 
            The troopers turned and headed through the dugouts, firing as soon as they were in the second line of defenses. Jerome made sure everyone was out of the way before he pulled Lieutenant Ortiz. It would not do to have his Company Commander get shot while acting as the rearguard.
            “Thanks,” Ortiz grumbled as he regained his footing and ran to the second line. 
            “No problem sir,” Jerome replied, reloading his rifle and checking over his people’s ammunition levels.
            “Three section! McNara, Smith drop ammunition packs, rest of you get a full battle load, work in fire teams, one person reloading while the others fire!” Ortiz yelled.
            Jerome dropped his pack, “you two keep shooting, I’ll get you ammo.” Tapping Li and Ortiz so they understood he was talking to them before flipping the pack over and pulling the covering down. He fished out magazines, putting a handful of them between the two so they at least had something. 
            “What you need Li?” Jerome asked.
            “Five grenade mags, four normal!” She replied.
            “Ortiz?” Jerome asked, grabbing the ammunition from the pack.
            “Six and six,” Ortiz answered.
            Jerome dumped ammo on the trench’s parapet next to Li, he did the same with Ortiz’s ammunition before filling up his own pouches.
            Jerome was getting up when he saw someone catch an explosion to their side, right where their plates were connected with open spaces instead of a large sheet like the front and back of a person.
            They were tossed to the side, their side looking messed up.
             “I got it!” Jerome said on the local area net, looking over the wounded person, they were from some other company, there were so few troopers left that Forces had been dissolved to make full Divisions. 
            Even though Jerome didn’t know them, it didn’t matter, they were a trooper, one of his own.
            Their arm and shoulder were pulverized and bleeding, ribs were cracked and blood was getting in their lungs.
            Basically they’re side had been blown in and punctured by the explosion—not fucking good.
            “Well fuck,” Jerome muttered as he pulled out the person’s medic pack.
            “Hey, calm down there fuck head!” Jerome said batting the persons flaunting arms out of the way. He added himself to their channel, getting panicked moaning.
            “Calm the fuck down you!” Jerome said in his command voice, getting them to quiet down.
            “I’m going to…” Garcia started.
            “Oh shut up, no angel is going to want to be singing your damn name tonight, Garcia.” Jerome looked to the trooper’s nametape and pulled the needles he needed from their pack. He stabbed one into the shoulder through his armpit where there wasn’t armor.
            The moans and noises made Jerome think his rousing speech hadn’t penetrated their skull.
            “Fucking die on a colony world! Oh, please help me. Make it stop.” They started crying, their words broken by the pain of their wounds and their pleas for help.
            Jerome grabbed his hand and squeezed it.
            “None of that fucking quitting talk trooper, you a trooper or you some fucking slum wannabe?” He barked, he couldn’t see into Garcia’s helmet but he felt his eyes on him.
            “I’m a trooper,” Garcia said, biting back the pain.
            “Now that’s what I wanna hear trooper!” Jerome said, putting two more needles in Garcia’s neck.
            “Fuck!” Garcia said in a mix between anger and pain.
            Anger was good, anger was fighting back the shock and focusing on getting healed instead of dying.
             “How are they?” Medic Qi asked, getting on scene.
            “Got clotters and pain meds going. His helmets regulating his oxygen,” Jerome said.
            “I’ve got it from here,” Qi said, pulling open his larger medic kit and getting to work.
            “Good luck doc,” Jerome said, turning and heading back to Ortiz and Li.
            The doc’s stretcher runners got Garcia rushing back to the medical area, Qi headed off to find more wounded, a new stretcher team followed him.
            Jerome settled behind his gun and for a bit he was a trooper again, nothing but a man with a gun an order to kill anything that was trying to kill him.
           
God I wish the world was always this simple. His thoughts were interrupted by word to pull back to the third line.
            They followed the orders as expected. The mortars, rifles, grenade launchers and repulsors covering the pullback. Two were hit with debris, one was unlucky enough to have a reinforced pole of some kind go through their knee, the other got a pile of mud.
            The warehouse looked less like a building and more like an open-plan piece of crap someone might call art, metal roofs were holed and flared outwards with explosives.
            Windows no longer existed and most machines were covered with holes, or physically melted from hits.
            The colonists were hot on their asses, until a brutal barrage served to level the dead ground behind them, and a large section of the warehouse.
             “Looks like all the cave people are out today!” Ortiz growled as more ammunition packs were dropped and people filled up on ammunition once again. Jerome didn’t need any ammo after dealing with Garcia and giving others ammunition.
            Colonists were coming out of all the buildings in the dozens. They were met by tracers, grenade launchers, and mortars.
            Some smart colonists had grabbed the EMF weapons that had been dropped in panic or in the hands of the dead and were using them against the troopers. 
Red tracers raged between the two groups, as the colonists tried to advance, running and jumping over obstacles, only to be cut down in mid-air and thrown back.
            Explosions tossed them out of the way like they’d been slapped away by the hand of god.
            Mortars kept up their fire as did the troopers. Colonists weapons caused explosions along the defenses and in the troopers positions.
            It was chaos as colonists rushed forward, being cut down, but taking a toll on the troopers.
            Magazines and spent casings littered the entrenched positions. Ammunition packs were ripped apart as the troopers tried to keep the colonists at bay.
            Bodies covered the ground, piling on top of one another. Medics rushed behind the troopers doing what they could to get them back into action and fighting.
            “Combat Shuttle run!’ Ortiz said over the company channel.
            Someone nestled up between Jerome and Ortiz, Company Sergeant Major Quan. His rifle was up and firing shifting from target to target.
            Jerome got back to the task at hand, following Quan’s actions.
            “Thought you be dealing with the wounded,” Ortiz asked.
            “Medics don’t need me over their shoulder, and you need all the guns you can get,” Quan said.
            Ortiz didn’t disagree.
***
            “Got the call,” Young said.
            Yu looked back into the hold, they’d carried three loads of broken troopers to Reclaimer already.
            Now the cots were replaced with containers bolted to the floor with belt feeds disappearing into the floor and walls of the Combat shuttle.
            “Weapons good to go,” Bobbie said, anticipating his question as Yu pushed power into the engines and they floated off from behind the Troopers defenses, shuttles were still going low and fast to get away from the city, once clear they drive up towards Reclaimer, a shiny sliver light in the sky.
            “Weapons fire from the lift towers,” Young reported.
            Combat shuttles rose from their positions and their auto turrets fired, walls of the towers disintegrated under their barrage, any anti-air weapons were taken out with prejudice.
            The shuttles rose, one gun looking to the lift towers, the other sent plunging fire into the colonists crossing between warehouses.
            “Getting shot,” Young reported, focused on her console. She moved her toggle stick, finding a target. She depressed her trigger a violent thread of tracers following her aim. Dull thumps twangs and odd turbulence of the colonist’s grenade rounds exploding agreed with her assessment. The colonists were shooting at them.
            Bobbie did the same with the other auto-turret, both of them aiming and firing on anything that wasn’t friendly, leaving nothing but bodies and spent casings behind.
            “Bravo flight, you are clear for gun run,” Flight control said.
            Yu didn’t have to be told twice, he powered the engines and banked high and right, the tilting engines allowed him to be nose-down while pushing forward.
            His auto cannons barked, leaving twin trenches of destruction. He ripple fired a bank of five missiles nose to ass.
            As soon as one left its launcher another was firing.
            The colonists didn’t have a chance, anything cut out in the open was shredded or blown into oblivion. 
            Missiles hit the warehouses, ripping walls apart and turning machinery into burning piles of slag.
            Auto turrets continued to focus on colonists shooting at the shuttle, raking their position with hundreds of rounds, turning the shooter and those around them into rusty smudges.
            All over the city combat shuttles plied their trade and their trade was to bring pain down on those below.
            They brought troopers, they brought ammunition, they brought techs, medics and weapons. Anything to hurt the enemy.
            When it was their turn to engage, it made even troopers watch in horror as they swooped past, rounds sending colonists reeling and explosions throwing them back.
***
            The combat shuttles gave the troopers the breathing room they needed to get organized.
            Ammunition was pulled up, positions checked and reserves deployed, it was too much for the colonists.
            They broke and ran.
            The troopers didn’t cheer and dance, they shot the colonists in the back. It wasn’t honorable, it wasn’t nice.
            It just meant the bastard wouldn’t be able to come back and attack them later.
            “Alright, I want everyone to secure their positions. Be ready to counter-attack and for another wave of colonists. I want all wounded pulled back to the casualty area,” Nerva said to the Platoon and a half left under his command.
            There wasn’t just colonist bodies’ littering the floor.
***
            General Orlav looked up from the last report that had been passed to his hands, gloved and sealed hands. 
            He, like every other surviving person in the Army of Sacremon was sealed up in a suit with a rebreather firmly mounted to his face.
            It was no way to leave, having to go through decontamination every time someone had to go to the bathroom, or they wanted to drink and eat. Hell most of the food was gone because it was so covered in that damned gas!
            He had lost four hundred thousand people when the gas had first dropped. Another two hundred thousand had been claimed by not having the right gear, either it had a hole in their gear or they just became too overwhelmed by the deaths of so many so they gave up. It was a hellish experience wearing the suits.
           
The result of the vote was already sealed. He thought, wishing that he had thrown his troops at Earth’s Military Forces four months ago after their bombs had dropped. Instead he had harassed them, trying to wear them down while pushing some large attacks at them, ready to back up any attack if they looked to be showing fruit. He had been too timid and lost another hundred thousand or so troops with that.
            He had five hundred thousand people left and their minds, by the majority were made up. They were going to attack the Troopers in their defenses. They had only improved their defenses with time. Wire with sharp points on it littered the corridors and the areas between factories. They were damned hard to get rid of and tore at his own forces’ suits. Usually troops could just continue on, it was a slog but they’d have only a few cuts to show for them getting past it all. The gas changed everything, a small tear in a person’s suit was catastrophic.
            The chemists and the medical personnel had got together and made something that gave people more time before they would die from the gas. The medical personnel on Sacremon had never needed to be the best, everything was distributed by robo-doctors so there had been little to no movement on making some kind of inoculation.
            Hell the chemists didn’t really know how the stuff worked. They had sounded so confident, now they sounded like the Army’s whipping boys, and they were. There had been more than one chemist found with their suit ripped open.
           
If I wait much longer I’m going to lose that army anyway.
            “Alright Sylvia, it looks like we’ll be putting our plan to work within the week,” he said, his voice grave, now resigned to whatever would happen. He’d either see the Army free of Processing City, or dead inside it.
***
            General Orlav stepped from the tunnel ladder onto the floor of the factory. His guards surrounded him and Sylvia was making noises about how he should be back in the command centre.
            “Look, the controllers know what they need to do and this is our last play. I’m not going to hide in the command centre while the men and women that followed me into this rebellion are laying down their lives in order to see that we get free of the CEOs,” Orlav said, Sylvia couldn’t see the General’s jaw jutting out in defiance, but he could see the stubbornness in those eyes. 
            Sylvia seemed to recognize he wasn’t going to win the fight so he stepped down.
            “Fine, then I’m going to be right beside you,” he said turning away from the other man.
            Orlav’s large meaty hand patted him gently on the shoulder. Orlav was a farmer, he had grown up in Field City and worked those lands for most of his life. 
            He had become the General of the Army of Sacremon because he was level-headed and trustworthy. Many rallied to him and listened to his advice and recognized the care with which he treated every one of those that were around him.
            After seeing the kind of death and destruction that the troopers visited on those same people something had changed in the man. He was harder, blaming himself for sending them to their deaths, even if he knew that there was nothing that he could have done about it. His large frame had become thin over the campaign of nearly two and a half years.
            While James Orlav from back then would have looked over what he was about to do with horror, the James Orlav that had survived until this long, felt his lips peel back from his teeth as his heavy mortars started firing onto the trooper’s positons.
            It took the troopers a few moments to respond but Orlav hadn’t brought up just a couple of mortars, he had brought up all the mortars. There were some twenty-thousand mortars littered around the place and they were hammering the ever living shit out of troopers with everything they had.
            Missiles reached out from combat shuttles that were resting behind the trooper’s positions.
            Orlav’s last missiles rose up intercepting them as a roar grew from hundreds of thousands of throats.
The people seemed to surge forward.
            Orlav felt his own throat add to that cry as he followed his people.
***
            “This is it girls and boys, the day we knew was coming.” Major Huang was on the Division channel, his voice not scared but angry. That anger lit in Mark’s stomach as he fired the repulsor in front of him.
            Everyone now had a repulsor position picked out. Reclaimer had a lot more weapons than Mark had ever realized and they were being put to work now.
            Mounted repulsors let out blinding streams of rounds, ripping into the oncoming and yelling colonists. They disintegrated, their bodies not realizing they were already dead as they fell.
            They piled on top of one another, sanity had left these people. The last four months had turned them from people into anger driven fiends. They didn’t care anymore, they had accepted their deaths and pushed on regardless.
            There was nowhere for them to run back to, only poison that would kill them slower.
            Mortars were raining hell down on the factory, but Captain Nerva had put precedence on reinforcing the factory. Its roof was three stories above them and hard to get through, windows and walls had extra cermite layered over them.
            Still there were a lot of those damned colonist mortars. Holes were appearing in different places. Mark couldn’t care about that as his stationary repulsor’s right gun jammed, he kept firing with his left as he ripped back on the right gun’s charging handle, pulling the round out that was messing his gun.
            He pulled it’s trigger and rounds fed in from the massive linked ammunition packs that rested on either side of him.
            Even Tyler was on his repulsor. There was no need for orders, they were fighting for their lives and they knew it. The higher ups trusted them to do everything in their power to keep themselves alive, as they were doing themselves.
            Mines went off as colonists got further into the dead-man’s land between the factories.
            They were firing their shotguns and without any accuracy, but that didn’t matter because they had numbers on their side. The repulsor firing ports were small, just a simple slit with cermite above and below it. Another slit higher up allowed the gunner to see what they were hitting.
            Troopers yelled out when a round or shrapnel came through those slits.
            Time wasn’t part of reality anymore, Mark worked his guns and sweeped their fire over the area he could hit.
            The colonist’s clawed forward bloody meter by bloody meter.
            Their fallen covered the barbed wire and other colonists ran over them like they barely existed, just a part of the horde letting them get further every time.
            “Where the fuck is the mortar support?” Mark yelled. The colonists were now halfway across dead man’s land.
            “Dealing with the colonists fucking mortars,” someone yelled back.
            “Be ready to move back to the next factory if we need to,” Nerva warned.
            Finally, the mortars put in an appearance, peppering the almighty shit out of the colonists that found themselves in open ground.
            Colonists were flattened to the ground as if a house had fallen on top of them. The space between the factories was a slaughter house.
            The mortars had been firing for countless rounds by this time and their crews were getting tired as they dropped round after round down their tubes. Fire slackened as repulsors picked up speed to cope with the shift.
            The mortars fire dropped off as they found they couldn’t keep up even their slackened rate of fire with the way that their tubes were heating up.
            The colonist’s mortars were still firing and the supporting mortars looked to deal with them instead, adding their own firepower to the combat shuttles missile packs. They had brought down replacement packs but it took time for the crews to pull off the old packs and hook up a new one. The missiles also couldn’t be used for close area support because their yield would probably hammer the crap out of the troopers as much as the colonists that were following their predecessors.
            Some smart bastard seemed to have figured out that throwing grenades from cover was a pretty safe bet. 
Grenades, like the mortars of the colonists were made with the thought process that more explosive is better.
Surprised they didn’t blow themselves and half the planet away with all these fucking bombs, Mark complained as another grenade went off, carving a hole in a wall.
            Walls on the first floor were starting to show breaches and gunners were moving to secondary positions as those holes appeared too close for comfort in their primary locations.
            The colonists their charge had slowed for the moment because they were making use whatever cover that they could find, which was their own dead all too often. 
            Explosions continued to smash into the bottom floor. Mark, like every trooper in that factory knew it was a matter of time before the colonists gained access to the interior.
            “They’ve got E-12’s!” Someone yelled.
           
Shouldn’t be surprised they got enough of our dead back there. Grabbing a few guns is no big task.
            E-12 under-barrel grenade launchers were nearly as powerful as the colonist’s large hand grenades, plus it added longer throwing distance. The colonists came out of cover popping off grenades with their EMF hardware. They didn’t really have the time to aim all that much but they didn’t have to. They were shelling the hell out of the first floor and it was showing. A lot of gunners were having to move or became wounded when rounds found their mark.
            The other colonists given relief from the first floors guns were now firing up on to the second. Mark swore and tilted his head as shrapnel hit the side of his helmet. He continued firing, as the colonists crossed two thirds of the dead man’s land between the factories.
            “Move back, I’m going to need missiles on target seven-three,” Nerva said, not having the time to change channels in order to address the combat shuttles.
             Mark grabbed his rifle, looking to Tyler who was watching him to make sure that he was coming. 
            “No time for taking in the view!” Jerome said, getting them all into action as they ran down the factories ramps to the first floor and through to the second factory.
            They were among the last to make it out as missiles rockets could be heard before the ground bucked under the weapon’s strength. The cermite walls and padding that the city rested on acted like a funnel, directing the missile’s destructive power across dead man’s land and into the enemy factory. The weakened walls of the troopers abandoned position gave way here and there, but it was nothing like the hell visited on those that had been so close to overrunning the trooper’s positions.
            No one stopped running to admire the handiwork of machines made to kill their fellow man.
            Mark ran after Jerome, right past the troopers on the other side and up to the new gun that he was going to call home.
            He checked his ammunition belts and made sure his guns were functional by firing a burst into the ground between the second and last good defensive position that the troopers of second division manned.
            A company and a half of troopers were spread over three floors that ran two hundred meters, half manned repulsors, another quarter manned mortars to the rear of their position and the rest were there to run ammunition, replace people and take pot-shots at the oncoming enemy.
            Missiles were redirected for other positions that were in worse condition than the forces in seventh district.
            It took the colonists time to recover from the trooper’s actions. Mark had no idea how many people must have died from that single battle; he didn’t want to know.
            “Remember, if it looks like they’re going to make a break-in on the first floor move to the second and third floor. The combat shuttles will do the rest,” Nerva said.
            Mark sighted the colonists and let a burst go with his gun.
            The distance between the two factories was shorter than it had been at their last position.
            The colonist’s fire was more accurate because of this and did some decent damage.
            There was nothing to do but fight their weapons, call out for ammunition or aid if they needed it while fighting on.
            They had solid positions and support that could hold out; it was just a matter of hoping that the colonists agreed with that.
            Colonists hurled everything they could at the Troopers defenses, and the troopers replied in kind. They had solid positions, better weapons and aid. If their smart clothes were pierced then they were only liable to have a bit of discomfort if a breeze came along, the colonists still had the gas to deal with.
            Around the districts, forces were moved to support one another and bring the might of the EMF crashing down on the colonists. 
            They didn’t break, they didn’t run. Mark gave them a silent and unofficial nod, they knew what their fate was if they went back to hide in their defenses, that wasn’t living. Standing here, fighting those that had stepped all over them for their lives. Mark understood it. Hell their cause might be just, but he wasn’t about to just lay down his life for them.
            The colonist’s mortars were destroyed and their crews dead, the trooper’s support elements fired into the colonists that pushed on with brutal repetition.
            Mark could actually feel the deadly rhythm of that withering fire. Some mortars had stopped, their tubes stressed past their limit, others were resting as they cooled.
            “We’ve got a break through, moving to the second floor. Have at it shuttles!” Lieutenant Ortiz said.
            The troopers moved, relieving some pressure on the colonists who took advantage of the movement. Some inspired asshole fired a mortar sideways from the opposing factory, the round hammered into the lower floors, killing three troopers that were just about to leave their position.
            The mortar was nowhere near accurate, but it was powerful and took down walls in a few hits, the colonists fire doubled as they saw a new opportunity, making the troopers duck for cover.
            Then the deep thuds of auto-turrets filled the air. The combat shuttles had been positioned with clear lines of sight through the factories Mark and the remainders of fourth regiment were holed up.
            They’d used already made holes of entry, widened with the help of some natural force, that they would never tell anyone higher that they’d helped, alter Sacremons property.
            Three shuttles stood to the rear of the factory, as the walls fell, their guns opened up, repulsors had heavy rounds and incredible rate of fire. Auto-turrets fired rounds four times bigger and with a hell of a lot more velocity. People disintegrated under repulsor fire, they disappeared if a round from an auto-turret hit them.
            Mark didn’t realize when it happened and he released his trigger.
            The colonists had stopped, along the factory walls weapons went silent and the combat shuttle’s weapons ground to a halt.
            Fire could be heard in the distance, mortars still screamed through the air and the occasional missile lit up the sky which was quickly turning from day into night.
           
We’ve been fighting all day. It seemed as if it had been just minutes since the battle started, but it also felt like it had taken months.
            “Shit, you think we did it?’ Jerome asked.
            “I don’t know, I hope so,” Tyler said, sounding as tired as Mark felt.
            “Only district three and five were overrun, Divisions are being moved to reinforce them,” Sergeant Don said.
            “Then we know who they’re going to send in there to find out if all the colonists are dead or not,” Jerome said with a sour note to his voice.
            Sergeant Don didn’t try to rebuff him; they all knew it was true.
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            Mark sunk onto a desk heavily, it made noise but held together. He pulled his helmet off, looking over the massive elevators that went from the bottom of the tower to the different warehouse levels and onto the landing pads of the roof.
            His eyes drifted to the hole in the tower which had once housed a gun emplacement.
            Tyler sank on to his own desk, Mark reached into his armor, pulling out three tubes. He held one out to Tyler who took it with a confused look.
            He tossed one to Jerome who took it with a nod of thanks.
            “What is it,” Tyler asked, looking at the tube.
            “Cohelans cigars,” Mark said, seeing memories flicker behind Tyler’s eyes as he pushed one end of the tube off with his thumb and extracted the cigar that was inside.
            Mark did the same, flicking a blade down to use it to cut the tips. Tyler followed suit as Jerome used hit teeth to do the job and was in the process of puffing his cigar into life.
            Mark took his time lighting his, taking a good puff before tossing the lighter to Tyler.
            Troopers sat or lay on every surface of the towers levels. There was thirteen thousand of them. There was another three thousand getting medical aid up on Reclaimer. Nearly one-hundred-thousand troopers and support personnel had lost their lives on Sacremon.
            Mark cast his eye to the ruins of Processing City. The grey cleaners moved throughout, collecting casings, weapons, armor and smart clothes.
            The higher ups tried to get the troopers out of the area when the cleaners came through after a battle. They stripped troopers of everything on them. It was all owned by the EMF, they were just collecting gear that they could use on a later campaign. 
            It made sense in a cold sort of way. Mark just watched with bleak eyes as those machines moved from corpse to corpse, stripping them of anything that would identify them.
            “Fucking cleaners,” Mark spat.
            Those around them nodded.
            Alexis found her way over to them, her friend Pablo from basic had died in some manner. Only forty-three of the three hundred recruits had survived past being boots.
           
On your first drop you land on a planet that even the veterans call one of the worst bloodbaths ever.
            He shifted on the desk so he was laying on it with his ammunition pack propped against a wall.
            “So what are you going to do when we get back to Earth?” Alexis asked, looking to the others.
            Jerome shrugged, he had worked at the docks but it had been the only way he could make enough credits to survive. He had no attachments to the place and he didn’t have anything like a family back there.
            “We’re going to go to Westerly Complex,” Mark said, looking to Jerome, advancing the invitation.
            Jerome gave a terse nod of awkward appreciation before looking away. Mark could see the signs of emotion seeping into his eyes before he his face.
            “How about you?” Tyler asked.
            “I don’t know, if my information was good enough then Hell’s own is gone,” Alexis shrugged.
            “Come with us,” Tyler offered.
            “You sure?”
            “Yeah, no one fucks with a trooper on leave anyway,” Tyler said, his expression turning dark at the thought of anyone attacking any one of the troopers he had just fought beside.
            “I heard that we’re going to get a big bonus for this one,” Alexis said, probably trying to steer their minds away from their grim thoughts.
            “Yeah, three times the pay, plus it looks like we’re going to become the EMF’s new trouble-shooter carrier. After some leave we’re going to be training like dogs. Higher ups want everyone to be like Alpha Company. Cost benefit ratio exercise I heard them saying,” Jerome said.
            Mark wondered how the man was able to gather so much information but being in the docks for so long he had probably heard more than one rumor, or dug it up. His skills had gone to work with the various information channels within the EMF.
            “That’s good right? We’re going to use a few years of our contract up without being in some kind of battle like this,” she said, her hand indicating Sacremon.
            “Yeah,” Tyler said smoking his cigar.
            “Where do you think they’re going to put their best trained and equipped carrier?” Jerome said, heat entering his voice as anger made him chew on the end of his cigar. “Right in the fucking middle of the biggest and worst rebellions.” He pulled the cigar from his mouth and spat out the chewed cigar that had filled his mouth.
            Mark puffed on his cigar in the new silence.
            “You think that’s true?” Someone that had overheard them asked, looking to them.
            “Why not? We’re just cogs,” Jerome said using a term that only older troopers used now. “There’s plenty of us. They’re only looking for some magical formula that will give them the best fighting force for the lowest cost. Look down there, they’re going to strip our people of everything they’re wearing but not take their bodies home because moving bodies is probably inefficient in their minds.” Jerome stood and walked away, his face dark.
            The room was quiet with Jerome’s outburst.
            “Fuck cost-benefit ratios, fuck these colonist pricks and fuck anyone that thinks they can beat us. We might die before thirty-five years of service, we might be left on a planet we weren’t born on, but we, we the troopers will know, we’ll remember and we’ll make anyone that thinks of rebelling so goddamn fucking scared that even thinking about it will make them piss themselves,” Mark said, his voice deadly with the acid tang of resolution.
            Hardened faces nodded, turning from confusion and fear for the future into resolution. 
            Mark got off of the table and headed for Jerome.
            He found him looking out of a hole carved into the side of the tower, just staring over the planet blankly.
            Mark left his helmet next to Jerome’s as he walked up, looking at the ruins of processing city.
            “What now?” Jerome asked.
            “We go home,” Mark said in a solemn voice.
            “And what about when we get called to go serve again?” Jerome asked.
            “Then we train, and we make the bastards that meet us regret ever even thinking of rebellion,” Mark said, his voice catching with a heated edge.
            Jerome nodded and the two of them smoked their cigars until their implants alerted them that their shuttle had arrived.
            They didn’t say anything as they flowed with other units up to the landing pads. They dropped their cigars into their holding tubes and walked up the ramp. Mark looked back seeing the planet through the windows of the tower.
            He brought his helmet over his head and walked to Tyler who had already found a seat in the shuttle.
            “Goodbye Sacremon,” Tyler sing-songed, his voice tired as he sat back in his seat.
            Mark let the shuttles movements send him to sleep. 
            He awoke on Reclaimer, the lack of movement making him blink with bleary eyes.
            They walked off of the combat shuttle, the carrier looked pristine with it’s unmarred metal and rows of shuttles.
            They walked to the armories, returning the weapons that had become part of their person for the last twelve months.
            He unloaded and pulled his mag pouches off, tossing them into the right chutes to be sorted.
            He checked his weapon and put it into his rack with care. He did the same with his pistol, moving to the second part of the armories that held armor.
            Everyone helped one another get off their armor.
            It felt odd removing the plates. Mark, like the rest of the troopers felt practically naked without that layer of protection.
            Officers and veterans guided them to the medical bays to make sure that no injuries had been missed.
            Everyone was bone weary and no one was up for shouting out orders.
            Mark walked into a curtained off room.
            Lucille, the implanter who had put at least three augments into his body came in.
            “Hey!” She said with a bright smile.
            “Hey,” Mark answered, his dull eyes finding her. Their was a brief flash of recognition marred by dark green eyes of someone that had aged years in only months.
            She bit her lip, something flicking behind her eyes. Mark didn’t pay it attention, he wanted to shower and go to sleep.
            She looked over information on a data slate, scrolling through a mess of information.
            “I’m going to run some scans and if everything’s good then you’ll be free to go,” she said, something like concern in her eyes.
            “Alright,” Mark replied, the word like the sigh of a tree falling.
            She ran a scanner over him, watching her data slate as she did so.
            “Okay it looks like most of your injuries are healed or on their way to recovering. I’m going to give you a few boosters to help that along. I’m also picking up a decent amount of scarring. I can remove that as well,” she said moving to the curtain to go and grab the necessary supplies.
            “I’ll keep them,” Mark said.
            “Keep what?” She asked, looking up from her data slate, her mind somewhere else.
            “The scars, they remind me that I’m alive, and of those that weren’t as lucky.” His eyes found hers.
            “Okay,” she said with a sad little smile of someone that didn’t understand, but recognized his need.
            “Thanks,” Mark said, leaning back so he could stare at his hands. They were a pale whitish colour, a side effect of being in armored gloves so long. Cuts and gashes showed where something had got past the gloves. He didn’t notice Lucille leaving, or coming back. He did feel the needle however.
            He grunted, now used to the feel of the damn things.
            “Alright I want to see you tomorrow but for now you should be good, get some rest,” she said, looking to him. He tilted his head to her noticing she was pretty. She had deep brown eyes, brown tanned skin and a face that seemed like it was constantly trying to break into a smile.
            He saw also noticed the concern in those eyes.
            “Sure thing,” he said, holding her gaze.
            “You’re free to go,” she said breaking eye contact and making a note on the data slate.
             Mark got off of the bed and walked out of the room. He followed some other troopers as they made their way to their living quarters. It felt like it had been a lifetime ago since he had been on this ship, but it had remained unchanged in that time.
            Tyler caught up with Mark as they walked towards their old quarters. Jerome joined them before turning and heading for his own, making the promise that he’d come over once he’d gotten some rest. They were all too tired to go about moving things.
            Mark walked into the room and looked at the empty bunks with mournful eyes. It was the same as they had left it, bunkbeds with thin blankets covering them made three rows of two, books lay on the blankets, lockers were opened showing the personal belongings of the others in the section. 
            It looked as if everyone had just stepped out for a minute and would be back shortly.
            Mark sat on his bed, it rocked heavily under his weight. Tyler climbed up on his own bed and laid down in it. He kicked his boots off and dropped his smart clothes on the floor.
            Mark pulled off his shirt and removed his pants, not bothering with his damned boots as he pulled his sheets over himself, his boots were left jutting out the end of his bed.
            “I miss them,” Tyler said, his voice wobbly with emotion.
            “Me too Tyler, me too.” Marks voice was exhausted as he looked out over those bunks whose occupants wouldn’t be coming back.
            They were troopers, they were kind of people that the two of them had always wanted to be. And absence hurt a hell of a lot more than any injury Mark had ever experienced in his entire life.
            He drifted off to sleep, his mind bringing the memories of his section-mates death to mind as well as other troopers he had known in passing or even those who he’d never even learned their name, but they’d had impact on his life regardless in big ways and small.
            Fresh memories from advancing into processing made him want to yell out, but sleep kept him her prisoner as he watched himself move forward. The colonists were defeated and they knew it. Many opened their suits to the poison gas while others committed suicide.
            Still some fought on. The troopers didn’t try to be clean about it, they massed fire on pockets of resistance, bombed the hell out of them and made sure they couldn’t retreat anywhere, letting gas and time do their work.
            He walked into a command centre that much was clear, it was buried some seventy feet below the city’s surface containing a number of rooms that went in every direction.
            He checked the room was clear, others calling out to him and moving forward to make sure the rest of the facility was empty. Mark had scanned the room, his eyes falling on the bodies that lay around the command structure. They’d opened their suits, dying horrific deaths.
            Those eyes seemed to follow him as he’d left the room, burning the image into his existence.
            He woke, panting and in a cold sweat, sleep finally releasing him from her clutches. He lay there, staring up at Tyler’s bunk, controlling his breathing before throwing the covers back and to take his boots off. 
            His and Tyler’s clothes littered the floor as he went to his locker, grabbing a towel and headed for the shower.
            He let the water flow down on him, the feeling of that heat was pure bliss. He stood there for a few minutes ingraining the moment into his mind.
            Tyler wandered into the bathroom a few minutes later. They nodded a greeting to one another, each in their own world as they lavished in their spare moments of free time. 
            “So what are we going to do with those seeds?” Tyler asked.
            “Going to lend them out to the gardens, we’ll take a cut from them and take a percentage of their overall profits from those that also take the information files we give them,” Mark said in a tired voice, he had forgotten about the seeds and gardening information.
            Tyler was silent for a long moment. Mark got out of the shower when he started talking again.
            “Why?” 
            “Why what?” Mark asked.
            “Why are you doing all of this?”
            “Because after all of this I want us to have something more to go back to than just the slums,” Mark said.
            “We’re just two kids from the slums that were lucky enough to join the EMF.” Tyler said ‘lucky’ with a great deal of distain and sarcasm.
            “Yeah and we should have a damned back-up plan just in case. Plan for the worst because it will and can happen,” Mark said, reciting one of Nerva’s favourite sayings.
            Tyler made a noncommittal noise as Mark left the bathrooms, he put on clean pants as Alexis walked into the room.
            “Hey umm.” She looked over Mark’s scarred body, his right arm and side were a motley collection of scars showing where his armor hadn’t been able to stop shrapnel. He had even more on his neck and stomach.
            “Hey Lexis,” Mark said, using her nickname.
            “Tyler’s in the shower. I’m gonna grab some food.” He donned a tunic over the twin bands that lay on his upper arm, his blades resting against the inside where they always lay.
            “Umm, thanks,” she said flashing him a smile.
            He gave her a knowing grin as she walked past him towards the shower.
            He looked around, feeling like he was missing something before realizing that he was looking for his rifle and sidearm.
            He walked out of the room, rolling his shoulders against the smart cloth’s feeble fabric. He never realized how accustomed he’d become to wearing full armor until he was out of it.
            He nodded and waved to people as he walked towards Jerome’s was quarters. Jerome was still passed out in his bed when Mark entered. Not wanting to wake him he left Jerome a message on his implants where he was going to be and headed off towards the cafeteria.
            The noise was subdued compared to the excited and quick chatter that had greeted Mark when he had first come to the cafeteria the morning after coming out of cryo. Hell even in basic the cafeteria had been louder.
            He saw Cpl Groshva from the section he’d been piled into at the end of the campaign. They waved to one another and Mark got his food.
            He took a seat across from Groshva, he looked up in greeting but was focused on getting as much food in him as possible.
            He came up for air after finishing off a large bowl of noodles.
            “Seems that we’re going to be changing rooms so that we’re all together. I don’t know why. Nearly everyone is getting promoted or getting every pay bump that the Majors and lower can find,” Groshva said.
            “You know when?” 
            “Nope,” Groshva shrugged, eating his dessert. His spoon stooped halfway to his mouth as he seemed to remember something.
            “Did you hear about Nerva?” He asked, before dumping a spoonful of dessert into his mouth.
            “No,” Mark said warily, his eyes focused on Groshva instead of his food.
            “Looks like he’s going to make Major,” Groshva said.
            “Oh, cool,” Mark said turning back to his food.
            “I also heard that you and Jerome helped get that CEO out, which allowed us to drop onto Sacremon finally.” Groshva’s voice lowered some as his eyes thinned in interest.
            “Something like that,” Mark shrugged.
            “Not one for the praise eh?”
            “I was looking to help Tyler out, he was in cryo and his wounds were really bad, plus our position was coming down around our heads. It was the only choice we had, roll the dice. It came out alright, but a lot of people died on that planet no matter what I did.” Silence stretched as Mark ate.
            “Yeah, four forces are being collapsed completely until we get back to Earth and are reinforced. We don’t even have enough people to make a proper chain of command,” Groshva said, leaning over his food and pushing it around his plate with a spoon.
            “Where are we going to get the reinforcements from?” Mark asked.
            “I heard that it might be from other carriers instead of straight from Earth.” Groshva looked to Mark as if he might have heard more.
            “You know how much leave we’re going to get before we start this new training thing?” Mark asked.
            “Two and a half months like always.” Groshva took a spoonful of food, a look of annoyance on his face. “I wish it was less,” his said, his spoon paused going upwards as he saw Mark’s confused look.
            “This is your first leave isn’t it?” Groshva said; his voice something between recognition and pity.
            “Yeah,” Mark said.
            “You’ll see,” Groshva sighed, putting the spoonful of food in his mouth.
            “See what?” Mark asked, with more questions than before.
            “Earth isn’t your home anymore, this fucking place is. Going down there, everything feels different, people will be gone and nothing will be the same. It’s why most of us stay up here or go to mega-city to live in the citadel and waste our credits on the lower or smaller CEO’s bars and clubs.” There was a distant look in Groshva’s eyes.
            They continued eating, each wrapped up in their own thoughts, they grabbed more food and Sergeant Don joined them.
            “How’s it going gents?” He asked.
            “Good Sarge,” Groshva said, answering for them both. “How long do you think it’s going to be until we leave?”
            “Probably another month, gotta wait for the CEO’s to be woken up and returned to the planet. Say two months until we’re moving at the latest. They’ll probably keep us up for another couple of weeks then shove us away for the journey back to Earth,” Don said, then he looked to Mark. “Nerva wants to see you and Tyler after you’ve got a meal into you.”
            “Understood,” Mark said, diving into his food with new gusto. He pulled out a data slate from his leg pocket, using it to interface with his implants and send a message as he ate.
            It didn’t take him long to finish.
            “Good luck,” Groshva said with a happy grin. Mark tossed him a wave, the corner of his mouth twitching upwards at Groshva’s ridiculous expression.
            He marched towards his quarters. Tyler appeared to all but fall out of them, his hair still wet as he pulled his clothes on.
            “Have fun?” Mark asked as he turned, changing his direction towards Nerva’s quarters.
            “Was about to,” Tyler grumbled.
            A message pinged on Mark’s implants and he pulled it up on the slate he retrieved from his leg pocket.
            “Seems Jerome’s coming as well,” Mark said sliding the slate back into its proper place as Tyler tried to get control on his hair.
            “You should just cut that damn mess,” Mark complained as they got to a lift, taking it up towards the area where Majors lived.
            “I’m sorry I have a sense of style,” Tyler said. “You know what this is about?”
            “No clue,” Mark answered. Divall got on the lift, looking between Mark and Tyler. Both of them had matured on Sacremon and despite the way they had lived, they’d certainly grown.
            Mark stood at about two meters tall, his shoulders broad and strong. Tyler was just a few centimeters shorter and had a thinner build than Mark’s barrel chest and powerful frame.
            They still weren’t the biggest guys on Reclaimer but they were on the bigger side. The hard glint in their eyes that hadn’t been there before Sacremon made more than one person keep their distance.
            “Figures,” Tyler said. They stepped off of the lift and Mark pulled out a black beret from his pocket, slapping it on his head, he hadn’t worn it for so long it felt odd.
            Tyler eyed the beret with a thinned expression.
            “You forgot yours in the room,” Mark surmised.
            “I wouldn’t say I forgot, but it was definitely not the first thing I thought about grabbing,” Tyler amended.
            Mark rolled his eyes saluting officers wearing their headdress as they passed, continuing to Nerva’s office.
            Tyler tapped on the door which opened after a few moments. Jerome was inside, looking as if he was still waking up fully, still wearing the uniform that Mark had seen him asleep in previously.
            Mark saluted Nerva.
            Nerva replied the gesture in kind and waved them in. He stood and headed to the chairs and couch on one side of the room.
            “Take a seat,” he said, taking a chair while the others took a seat on the couch.
            He looked over them as if delivering an assessment. Mark thought he saw a flash of something behind those eyes, possibly pride.
            “As of today you are all corporals,” Nerva said, sending the upgrade in rank to them directly.
            “I thought that we would get the promotion only when we were back from leave so the EMF could save money,” Jerome said.
            “That is usually how it works, but someone can only jump up two ranks, all of you will be master corporals when you come back from leave.” His eyes had new weight to them as all of them sat straighter.
            “You showed me that you were capable troopers, you survived what most are going to call one of the worst deployments in recent memory. I for one agree with them.” Nerva sat back in his chair and Mark caught a glimpse of the tiredness behind those eyes. He was away for a moment before returning his gaze to them.
            “There’s no sugar coating this, we lost a lot of good people down there, too many of them. Right now Reclaimer is understaffed by a large margin, we need people to step up to leadership roles. I put your three names forward as I’ve seen you at work. If you can prove that you’re ready for it, I will be happy to push you up to Sergeant and beyond. There are going to be eyes on you, a jump like this would never happen in a regular carrier. I had to pull some strings for this, you’re representing me as much as anyone else, which is why I want to spend the next two months training. If you don’t want the responsibility or the training, then you can stay as Corporals. The choice is yours,” Nerva said, looking at them with expectant eyes.
            “I’m in,” Mark replied without hesitation.
            “I’m with stupid,” Tyler chipped in with a grin.
            “I’ll take it,” Jerome said.
            Nerva looked at Tyler letting out an amused sigh that might, just might have made the corners of his mouth twitch ever so slightly.
            “Okay corporals, I’ll be sending messages down the chain of command that you’ve got the week off before we start,” Nerva said.
            The three took that as their dismissal and stood.
            “See you in a week, Major,” Tyler said with a grin.
            “Thank you Tyler,” Nerva ground out the words. Tyler’s grin only grew as they left his office.
            “Well that was not what I was expecting,” Jerome said, yawning since sleep hadn’t totally left him.
            “Got any plans?” Mark asked.
            “Nope, other than taking a shower,” Jerome surmised.
            “I think I’m gonna go to the mess. I have a feeling that I don’t want to be in my barracks for a few hours,” Mark said, looking to Tyler.
            “Alexis?” Jerome asked.
            “Now everyone’s going to know!” Tyler pouted, he couldn’t keep the expression up for very long, breaking into a smile as Mark saluted an oncoming officer on their way to the elevators.
The officer looked confused at the smile as they walked past.
***
            Alexis got Tyler’s message as soon as she stepped out of the armory and jogged over to his barracks, a smile plastered to her face and butterflies in her stomach. Happy to see him but scared that he might have changed. 
            Seeing the empty bunkbeds around Tyler sent a stab through her heart, until she saw Tyler lying there, his chest rising and falling.
            Mark threw something across the room, startling the man awake and walking out of the door, leaving Alexis and Tyler alone.
            Tyler blinked into consciousness, his face splitting into a smile that made the butterflies swell in her stomach.
           
It’s not easy having a boyfriend in the EMF. She reflected as she walked over, the two of them hugged one another, looked for injuries, and kissed. 
            “I missed you,” he said into her hair.
            “I missed you too,” she said holding him tighter.
            She hadn’t showered in days but she was too tired to care, she laid on his chest, hearing his heart beat. It was powerful, strong and alive.
            Tyler picked her up getting a squeal.
He patted her backside as he carried her into the washroom.
“What are you doing!” She yelled/laughed from over his shoulder.
“Bout time you had a damn shower!” He called out.
“Say I smell!” She yelled hitting his back as he turned the shower on.
“Say I’d like seeing you in a shower all to ourselves,” Tyler retorted, putting her down, that boyish grin on his face as water poured down over both of them. They kissed under the water, pulling one another’s clothes off.
Feeling their bodies touch was electric, goosebumps ran over her skin.  She jumped on him, wrapping her legs around his torso, her arms wrapped around his shoulders, she kissed up and down his neck.
She lowered herself down, heat flooding her as her breath escaped her voice.
Sometime later, a lot cleaner than when they’d stepped in the shower they collapsed on Tyler’s bunk. They put new smart clothes on as the terror, anxiety, and excitement of the last year worked through their systems and they passed out in one another’s embrace.
***
            A hologram appeared in the middle of Nerva’s quarters of a woman. All of the recording devices in his room were being replaced with a fake feed. Nerva didn’t have to even think of doing it. The hologram in the middle did it for him.
            “Hello NIDenise,” he said to the hologram, rubbing his arm that turned into a mercury looking sleeve.
            “Legate Aurelius is not going to be happy. You were supposed to be extracted from the EMF,” she said, not sounding too pleased herself.
            “Yes but I wasn’t about to let my people die there,” Nerva said with heat in his voice.
            “They’re not your people, you’re a Centurion of the Union, not a Major of the EMF.” Her voice stern.
            “Yes I know,” he replied.
            “And your mission is to recruit possible candidates for Roma and her legions. The war with the Maraukians is still being waged behind the curtain,” she said.
            “I know, but now Reclaimer is going to have the best trained personnel from the EMF crewing it,” Nerva said.
            “You don’t know if they’ll be the best,” she countered.
            “I’ll damned well make sure of it,” Nerva’s voice cooled dangerously.
            “So you get the best carrier around yourself, then what?”
            “Then I see if they want to try and save humanity instead of killing those that want to live free of the CEO pricks,” Nerva answered.
            “I see from your readings that I’m not going to be able to sway you,” she said.
            “Nope,” he said.
            She might be an artificial intelligence but she had been linked to Nerva’s neural network for so long that she understood human emotions rather well. Especially when she could actually read the chemical balances of his body.
            Nerva had no children, he had volunteered for the dangerous assignment of being a Legion recruiter inside the EMF. In the time that he had spent in the EMF he had helped more than one man or woman grow into adults. Losing them hurt his very soul as any father might feel losing a child. 
            He had helped transition at least a full legion worth of people from the EMF into the legion’s hands, yet he hadn’t felt nearly as close to that many people as he did with Mark, Tyler, and Jerome. He saw a bit of himself in them, and the way that they had handled themselves made him hope that they could survive their remaining thirty-two and a bit left on their contract.
            “You are a hard man to look after,” she said.
            “Well it’s either here or on the front lines of the real war,” he said, there seemed to be no end to conflict, no matter where humans lived.
            
 
 
 
 
Chapter 22
           
Landing City
           
Masoul Actual, Masoul City
           
4/3206

            Agent Alpha-Two-Three-Echo flipped his coat up against the weather. He had spent the last eighty years as an agent on Masoul. There had to be a number of others but he had never contacted them. He was a gateway for Mister Selvra’s messages. Over that time, he had learnt to not only follow Selvra’s orders but to create his own network of feelers instead of relying on the EHC’s network. It was how he had stumbled on the information about the growing religion on Masoul.
            He came from a low level CEO family, high enough to be a CEO, but low enough to be one of the masses instead of a figurehead. Perfect for the spymaster of Masoul. Also a position he could get away from for a few weeks.
            He was on the higher levels of Masoul, some of the weather always got in, the wet wind was always a marker of low status on Masoul. Every planet had their own way of showing status. More heat and less wind was Masoul’s.
            Mark Moretti didn’t mind it.
            He walked up to a club, tapping on the door.
            The bouncer, opened a port, their eyes thinning in question.
            “I heard there’s a poker game tonight, buy in’s five?” Moretti said, looking the man in the eyes with confidence.
            Moretti thought of ways to kill the bouncer to stay his nerves. 
            The bouncer’s eyes flicked away from Moretti and looked around, looking for anyone else.
            “Come in,” he said in a hurry, opening the door enough to just let Moretti in.
            Moretti walked in, the bouncer closing the door and locking it. Moretti noticed the pistol that disappeared into their coat.
            “For the sake of harmony,” The bouncer said.
           
Great, one of the religious nuts, Moretti thought.
            “For the sake of harmony,” Moretti said in response. 
            The bouncer smiled and waved an arm towards the rear of the bar.
            Moretti saw other bouncers sitting in the bar, they hosted a number of weapons.
            “It seems the all have endowed us with better gifts than I thought possible,” Moretti said, their guns were well made, none of the homemade crap he’d seen. Which meant they had a manufacturing base, with skilled workers to carry this out.
            The bouncer indicated for him to open his arms, Moretti did so, the bouncer patting him down.
            “These are nothing compared to the toys they’ve given to some of the other sects. We will all do our part, for the sake of harmony,” The bouncer said with a crazed shine to his eyes.
            “For the sake of harmony,” Moretti repeated, he’d spent weeks making sure he got the religious doctrine down as he worked his way through the lower ranks. He’d proved his ability by getting various supplies and killing a few city officials put into place by the CEO’s. Moretti had killed before for his mission, killing was just a small part of it.
            He served a higher purpose, a smile almost rose to his lips at the thought of Selvra’s reward when he gave the spymaster his report and cut the religious cancer from Masoul and possibly the entire technical sector.
            He followed the bouncer to a rear room, down a hidden ladder and into a simple room with a table.
            Four others sat around the table, Moretti focused on remembering their faces and ticks. He would be finding them again very soon.
            “Let us have a seat,” an older man in a simple worker’s garb said, the ones in uniforms and higher class clothes following their lead.
           
Interesting, I didn’t think the higher ups were from the lower ranks as they said. It would allow them more freedom away from the CEO’s eyes.

            “Tomorrow the operation will begin. Our rebellion will be given breath and we will show the EHC the error of their ways. We shall show them the destruction of greed and the will for peace and sharing.” They looked around faces somber and nodding with determination.
            “Tomorrow?” Moretti asked, he didn’t know of anything happening tomorrow.
            The man, his electricians uniform saying he was called Harper gave a chilling smile that reached his hungry eyes.
            “Tomorrow we will remove the EMF threat from our system and give our people the time they need to see the truth of Harmony,” Harper said.
            “For the sake of Harmony,” The others chanted, Moretti one of them, keeping a perplexed rather than anxious look on his face.
            “Do not worry brother,” Harper said his smile now warmer. “All will be revealed. I have a mission for you and your people as well.” 
Most would have felt their start racing with pride, Moretti showed excitement but felt dread.
           
Shit, looks like these fuckers are moving faster than I thought.
            “Please tell me so that I might blot the greed out from our system and return to us Harmony,” Moretti said, leaning forward with hungry eyes.
            “You’re going to blow up the cryo-pods in the East sector of windswept city,” Harper said, a proud and pleased look on his face, as if telling his son, he was proud of them.
            Moretti, sat back in wonder, this time his emotions were only half feigned.
           
Blowing up the cryo-chambers, that will mean that none of the people who don’t want to be in this rebellion will be able to escape it.  There will be real civilians in the middle of this all, and nowhere for them to go. If they die, the companies will die out on these planets unless they start mass colonization. They seem to think they have a way to get rid of the EMF carrier’s waiting at Strike Station.
            “When?” Moretti asked, coming back to reality in a matter of moments.
            “Tonight, Seza you will have west sector.” And so he went around the table, Harper giving people their target buildings. He grabbed bundles of honest to god paper from a desk behind him and handed them out.
            Moretti took his and started reading, his eyes picking up important information while he tried to look ecstatic. 
            Inside the cold feeling he had felt was growing. The technology that it was going to take to complete his objectives was listed and categorized. He had originally thought the group random and confusing. Now he saw the reality of that façade. They kept the chaotic ones out and operating, spreading information as they did. Then they used various filters to pull out the useful agents, give them direction and send them off. 
            From the information, it looked like they had more than just the lower workers with them, they had a few CEO’s and powerful ones.
            “We shall announce our presence tomorrow; in four days we will have supplies needed to fight those that will try to stop our Harmony.” Harper looked around the room.
            “For the sake of Harmony,” Moretti chorused with the others. He needed to report in, hopefully Selvra could warn the EMF about the plot.
            “Go and carry out your holy missions,” Harper said, giving them that same pleased/proud smile.
            They nodded nervously, happy to be carrying out their religions orders.
           
After all, if they die then they will be granted a place in paradise where they are treated like they are CEO’s. Those that are greedy are sent to a life of punishment.
            They got to the bar upstairs, all of them being given a submachine gun and magazines. Moretti fumbled with it a bit, smiling sheepishly as he hid it in his waist band. It was uncomfortable but he’d deal with it later.
            He braced himself and walked out of the bar, others flowing after him in every direction to carry out their orders.
            Moretti picked his pace up, if anyone from the order saw him, they’d probably just think he was nervous, or excited.
            He went through the myriad of tunnels that connected the towers of the city. Masoul’s never ending storms meant that no city could be built on the planet’s surface. So the colonists had built down instead of up. 
            After he was sure he had lost anyone tracking him, he uploaded the information to a small disk hidden in his shoe. He stepped over a grate with information cables under it. The disk was released from his shoe by a command from his implants.
            The disk connected to the cables, it had made connection and was working.
            Within ten minutes it was connected to the FTL array and firing an encoded message to Nivad Selvra’s assistant Dalia.
Thank you for reading Sacremon, hopefully the first in the Harmony War Series. I write books that I hope people are interested in, if you enjoyed Sacremon and would like me to continue the story, please let me know!
            POSTSCRIPT
You can check out my other books, what I’m working on and upcoming releases through the following means:
Amazon: http://www.amazon.com/-/e/B00WCAOQME
Website: http://michaelchatfield.com/
Twitter: @chatfieldsbooks
Facebook: Michael Chatfield
Goodreads: Goodreads.com/michaelchatfield
Thanks again for reading!
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