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The alarms rang constantly, with an unceasing Breep, Breep, Breep playing over the hangar’s loudspeakers. Jesus Christ I wish they would stop, Tabatha thought as she pushed the loader as hard as she could. A large humanoid exosuit, it was meant to carry a single 1000 kg pallet in both hands/load points, or one 500 kg container in each hand. Tabatha had a pallet, a container in each hand, and four containers on top of the pallet. The suit’s servos were screaming in protest with each step. 

“I don’t understand why we’re evacuating,” a young merc yelled at her from where she was shoving pallets into another loader’s arms. She’d worked with him in cadre since he’d arrived a month ago. 

“Because we can’t win!” she yelled as she went by. 

“Can’t we, Tab?” The message was from her best friend, Bethany, received by her pinplants because Beth was already in the squad bay. 

“No,” she said, glancing at the kid, who watched her go by with fear written all over his face. 

“We’re betting all our futures on what a couple people say?” Beth persisted. 

“They’re not just people,” Tabatha said. “They’re Horsemen.” She could almost hear her friend’s non-verbal reply. Big deal. 

The commander of Cartwright’s Cavaliers, one of the storied Four Horsemen, Earth’s oldest and most prestigious merc units, had called for a general evacuation. “Any units that can get off, rendezvous with Bucephalus near the stargate,” Cartwright had said just an hour ago. “We have to fall back so we can fight another day.” The commander of the Hellcats immediately declared situation 9E. In the Hellcat’s book, it called for evacuation to orbit immediately. 

“Orbital drop underway!” someone screamed over the intercom, and Tabatha felt her blood go cold. 

It was only a few steps to reach the bay door, which she covered in seconds. The loader’s open frame gave her an unobstructed view of the Houston skyline. Just like the previous runs out to their dropships, it didn’t look like there was anything out of the ordinary. She could see a lot of traffic, all taking off from the starport. This in itself wasn’t unusual. What was unusual was the burning lines in the sky; dropships inbound. 

“Oh, my god,” she said. “It’s true.” 

The starport’s own systems had remained quiet in the hours since knowledge of the inbound fleet became public. The sight of dropships inbound changed all that. The siren beginning to wail sent shivers up Tabatha’s spine; it was the long, mournful cry right out of the movies, undulating up and down over and over. She was frozen for several seconds, listening and watching, until the first shot was fired. 

Schooom! 

Tabatha’s head spun around to track the missile contrail climbing into the sky, looking like an old-fashioned ICBM launch. The imagery mixed in her mind with the wailing of the air raid siren to make the hair on the back of her neck stand up. Moments later, more missiles lifted off, and more, and still more. War, she thought. We’re at war.

“God damn it, Tab!” the colonel screamed. “Fucking move your ass!” 

Tabatha turned her head to see the colonel standing on the loading ramp of a dropship, her face red in rage. “I’m sorry,” she said, “I didn’t think it was real.” She knew the colonel couldn’t hear her over the Hellcat’s alarm, the starport air raid siren, and the missiles launching. The woman seemed to understand, though. She gave a nod and made a swirling ‘get moving’ motion with her fingers. 

Tabatha brought her loader back to life, moving the rest of the way to the dropship, where she set everything on its loading ramp. Dozens of Hellcat non-combat personnel swarmed down to begin moving the gear. The colonel ran up to her.

“How many more?” the colonel asked. 

“Maybe three more runs?” Tabatha estimated. 

The colonel looked up and scowled. A tiny sun bloomed in the sky, and one of the meteors was intercepted. An attacking dropship died. “We don’t have time,” the colonel said. “Get the rest of the dependents mustered for the transport.”

“Why?” Tabatha demanded, and pointed at the aftermath of the missile blast. “Starport defenses are doing their job.”

“They won’t for long. Move it, Major!” 

Tabatha opened her mouth to complain, then stopped. She’d seen something out of the corner of her eye. A blinding line of light etched into her vision like a welding arc, coming down from the sky. 

“Incoming!” the colonel cried out a split second before god slapped the ground. 

The tarmac fell away, then jumped back up and sent her loader bounding into the air. “Shit!” Tabatha yelled and fought the controls. Years of operating a haptic-controlled walker kept her from crashing to the ground. The dropship, 120 tons of flying machine, hopped and danced improbably on its wildly pistoning landing legs. The sound shockwave rolled over the starport six seconds later. 

Tabatha’s combat leader skills kicked in. Six seconds for the sound to reach her meant the explosion was around two kilometers distant. It had to have been the southeastern missile defense battery. 

“Orbital particle beam,” the colonel said, getting to her feet. She looked resigned as she stared up at the sky. Two men in the loading crew had been wounded; others were arriving to tend to them as the loading proceeded. High up, crisscrossing flashes of blue and green light were visible. Small puffs of black smoke appeared. 

“That’s illegal!” Tabatha said, disbelief turning to horror. 

“Sure is,” she agreed, “now get back in there and take control of evacuating the dependents!” 

“Yes, Colonel. God speed.”

“And good luck to you,” the older woman said. 

“Luck is not a factor,” Tabatha said. 

“It might be this time.” 

Tabatha hesitated a second, and another brilliant beam of light connected the starport to space. She ran, performing a jump as the ground shock began. The loaders weren’t designed for such a maneuver; she didn’t care. 

Inside the hangar, she activated the loader’s loudspeakers. “The colonel has ordered the final stage of evacuation. Drop everything, organize dependents, and move out!” Like she’d responded to the attack outside, many stared for a second before moving. They’d all felt the attacks, though, so it took less to get them going. She clicked her radio headset to their squadnet and transmitted, “A Company, muster to evac. B Company, Second Platoon, all squads, and First Platoon Second Squad, get aboard ASAP!” 

Tabatha marched the loader over to a clear place on the hangar floor and began unhooking. She didn’t have to hurry as much, as her squad would be the last off. As she got clear of her loader, lines of CASPers, Combat Assault Systems, Personal, were quick-marching out the hangar door. A pair of techs trotted over to her. 

“You have orders to evac, Lisa,” she said to the older of the two. 

“Not until your squad is up and running, ma’am,” Lisa replied. The young man working with Lisa, Denzel, had only been promoted to corporal last week, before anyone knew what was about to happen. He’d been incredibly proud of the two chevrons on his blue and green jumpsuit, a red “T” underneath them designated him as a technician. Only corporals and above worked on combat operations equipment. His eyes were wide in fear. Tabatha just hoped she didn’t look like she felt, which was just as scared as the boy. 

“Then let’s hurry,” Tabatha said and started to trot toward the Second Platoon equipment bay. Just before she reached it, the head of a line of CASPers stopped. She immediately recognized the markings for Captain Bethany Taylor, Beth, her best friend and third-in-command. 

“You were right,” the woman said. “It’s a full-scale invasion. I just heard there are Tortantulas landing in Uzbekistan.” 

“That’s The Golden Horde’s home,” Tabatha said. The CASPer lifted an arm slightly and the fist rocked forward and back, a way to show a nod when nobody could see your head. “Tortantulas,” she said; even the sound of them gave her a shiver. Easily three meters across, ten-legged monsters resembling spiders, they were arguably the most deadly, tenacious, and feared merc race in the galaxy. Sometimes a little bugger that looked like a chipmunk rode on their backs. A chipmunk with a deadly accelerator pistol half its size. 

The rest of Beth’s platoon had finished tromping past, and she turned to follow. “Don’t miss the boat,” she said. “Hellcats forever!”

“Hellcats forever!” Tabatha yelled after her. 

As she was getting out of the loader, the last of the Hellcat CASPers and infantry loaded. They were quick and efficient. As the only all-female CASPer pilot merc unit, they prided themselves on being crisp and disciplined. The distant sounds of explosions echoed across the starport, mixing with sirens of all sorts. The civilians were probably losing their shit. She couldn’t blame them. 

With a roar, the dropship lifted off, blowing a hurricane-force wind in all directions, its lift motors straining. A hundred meters off the ground, the pilot engaged the forward fusion-heated rocket engines, and it accelerated away, angling straight up like a bullet. Tabatha watched it climb, adding her will to the pilot’s skill. Go baby, go! Dozens of other ships were climbing up as well, some faster, some slower. Last one out turns off the lights. 

She was in charge now, tasked with getting the most precious cargo off safely. Dependents, support personnel, and as much ammunition and consumables as the transport would carry. The big, fat ship was crouched a hundred meters from the hangar, with both rear loading doors, both side doors, and the single nose door lowered to the ground as people and equipment loaded. Sitting around it were six Viper-class combat drones. They would hopefully help them get to orbit. The drones didn’t possess the fuel for two runs. The dropship had its own defenses, so it had gone by itself. Two ships together might draw attention. This was the best plan, regardless of how frightening it was.

“Tortantulas,” Denzel was saying over and over. 

“Don’t worry, Corporal,” Tabatha said, “we’ll be long gone before any of the spiders get close to Houston.” 

“Let’s get you buttoned up,” Lisa said, and led her into the bay. She was just climbing into the cockpit of her Mk 7 CASPer when word came The Golden Horde’s Uzbekistan facility had gone up in nuclear fire. 

* * *
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“Finish up here and get to the transport!” Tabatha snapped at Lisa, who nodded and closed her tool kit. Tools might be replaceable in most situations, but these tools were essential for the company to operate as a combat-effective unit. As her tech worked, Tabatha let the diagnostics run. The Tri-V projected her 3D data displays in the open space between her head and the cockpit 30 centimeters away. To one side, a little window was split between a news drone showing at least a dozen mushroom clouds climbing into the sky, and an orbital view of the explosions from EMS Felina, the Hellcat’s merc cruiser in orbit. 

A text message came into their secure company comms. From—Hellcat Actual. To—Major Jennings—Get out now!

“I’m fucking trying,” she said. Tabatha typed a quick reply. “Hurrying, Colonel. I promise.” She watched the status displays grind through the startup. Lots of merc units were using the Mk 8 CASPer now. They were better in a lot of ways. Besides being able to partially operate them with pinplants, the brain implants many mercs, including herself, possessed, the onboard computer was considerably more powerful. Supposedly it could go from cold to combat in under two minutes. The Mk 7 was more like 10 minutes, if your tech was good. The damned evac order hadn’t given them much time.

“Override the startup diagnostics, and you risk wrecking the suit,” she mumbled, a line from Binnig, the manufacturer, included in its literature. 

The rest of her squad was out in the bay, carrying vital gear onto the transport and shepherding dependents. Situation 9E in the Hellcat’s operations manual called for evac of all vital weapons, ammo, equipment, and dependents. It was intended to use on contract, where a barracks area might become compromised due to employer deceit or enemy overrun. They drilled with it in cadre. In twelve years as an officer with the Hellcats, she’d never executed it. 

All Systems Operational.

“About time,” she said. She touched her thumb to index, middle, ring, and pinky in order on both hands simultaneously. The computer responded by jettisoning the shore power and diagnostics plugs, and releasing the clamps that held the suit to its wall cradle. She took a step forward, in command at last. 

“All good?” Lisa asked as she split boxes of tools between herself and Denzel. The younger man was looking haggard, obviously concentrating on the task at hand. 

“Yep, move!” she ordered. Lisa nodded and loped out of the bay, her assistant right behind her. 

“This is Tab,” she called on her squadnet. “I’m stylin’.” 

“Welcome to the party, Boss,” her sergeant, Amanda Winetree, replied. 

“Status, Mandy?” she asked. 

“About halfway there,” the sergeant replied. 

Tabatha walked the suit out of the bay. Her CASPer had no fixed weapons, just an appropriately-scaled automatic short-barreled rifle. Sure, it fired 20mm slugs, so it wasn’t what you’d call a small arm. Compared to what the Mk 7 was capable of carrying, though, it was a popgun. 

The hangar was full of people, moving as quickly as they could. Outside the Hellcat’s hangar was a huge parking area, now crowded with a mashup of aerocars, ground cars, and busses. A few were still arriving. Tabatha checked her chronometer. Dear lord, it had been fifteen minutes since the colonel had lifted off in the dropship. No wonder she was losing her shit, they should have taken off five minutes ago. 

“Team,” she called on the squadnet, “no more subtlety. Move them. Now! We lift in two minutes.” 

The nine other squad members all called out understanding, and Mandy gave a fist nod and bellowed on her PA system, “Two minutes, run, run, run!”

“Tanning,” Tabatha called her squad corporal. 

“Sir?” 

“Hop up on the roof, keep an eye out for bogies?” 

“Roger that,” the trooper said. At twenty-two, Anne Tanning was the youngest member of Tabatha’s squad. The fact she was corporal ahead of older members spoke volumes about her abilities. With a Whoosh of jumpjets, she expertly launched her CASPer onto the hangar’s roof. 

The results of the forced evacuation were less than a panic, but more than a rout. People dropped things, stuff was knocked over, people pushed each other. All through it, the ten CASPers moved carefully, angling people to split into groups headed for the side and front doors of the transport. Loaders and big six-wheeled crawlers were creeping up the rear ramps with the last of the gear. 

“Transport, this is Major Tabatha.”

“Go, Tab,” the pilot, Saanvi Khatri, replied. 

“Spin it up, we’re lifting in two minutes.” She could see the pilot way up in the protruding nose of the transport, craning her head to look down at the tarmac. 

“Tab, how are we getting everyone on in two minutes?”

“We just are,” Tabatha replied. She was clenching her teeth so hard it was giving her a headache. Of course, something had to go wrong. As time was down to under a minute, the last crawler, heavily overloaded, started to skid on the ramp. “Check the crawler!” she yelled on the open Hellcat frequency. 

In slow motion, the crawler began to slip sideways. The cab, mounted in the front right quarter of the boxy structure, popped open and the driver tried to jump. The crawler’s rearward slide angled to the right side, and the driver was crushed to death as it hit the bottom of the ramp, colliding with the heavy-duty ramp strut on that side. 

None of her squad were near; they were all shepherding people. Tabatha fired her jumpjets and hopped across the hundred-meter space in seconds, trying to be there before the crawler hit the bottom. However, it was impossible to cover the distance before the man was dead, and the damage was done. 

“Tab, what was that?” Saanvi called from the cockpit. 

“Crawler lost control,” she said, verifying the man was dead. He was. “It hit the starboard ramp strut. Better send maintenance.”

“On it,” the pilot replied. Her voice was strained with tension. 

Mandy’s CASPer landed with a blast of jumpjets, and she took in the scene. “Holy shit,” she said. 

“Overloaded the crawler,” Tabatha agreed. “Everyone aboard?” 

“The last are boarding now.” 

To Tabatha’s surprise, it was Saanvi herself with a pair of techs who came running down the ramp. The side and nose loading points were already closing. When Mandi saw the crawler fetched up against the noticeably bent strut, she visibly sagged. 

“We’ll get the crawler clear,” Tabatha said. “Then just raise the ramp, we can fix it later.”

“We can’t,” Saanvi said, her eyes tearing up. 

“Why?” 

“Because if the strut’s bent, the door won’t seal.” She pointed at the top of the ramp, where the main cavernous hold was visible. “If the door won’t seal, everyone in the main deck will be exposed to space.”

“Can we get everyone on the upper passenger deck?” Mandi asked. 

“Not a chance,” the pilot said. “We’ve got over 300 people on board. Even if you pack them in like cordwood, the upper deck will hold no more than 50.” 

Tabatha let her air out with a whoosh. How do you pick those who lived and those who died? Lisa and Denzel were standing at the top of the ramp looking down. After a second, they came down. “What’s happened?” Lisa asked, her eyes taking in the wreck, then the crushed body of the crawler driver. Tabatha couldn’t answer, so the pilot explained. 

“The ramp isn’t damaged,” Lisa said, walking down and examining it, “why can’t it lock?” 

“The strut pulls it in to engage the locking clamps,” the tech who’d come with Saanvi answered. “Without both struts pulling, the ramp can’t latch.” 

“What if we pushed it from the outside?” Denzel asked. The flight crew stared at him, eyes blinking. 

“Sure,” Saanvi said finally, “I don’t see why not.” The technician nodded. “But the problem is how?” Saanvi pointed at the ramp. “You can’t just grab it with a CASPer and lift, it’ll bend all to shit. You’ll have to get some plate steel, or something similar, and put it under the ramp and lift evenly.”

Tabatha looked at the ramp, using her Tri-V and computer assist to examine the situation and feasible solutions. Saanvi was correct, of course. It was her craft; she’d know best. It was a shit situation. The starport echoed distant explosions. One of the sirens went silent. There were also fewer and fewer sounds of rocket engines; there weren’t many ships left. She glanced at the display in her cockpit. They were running out of time to make the rendezvous. 

“Major!” It was Corporal Tanning from the hangar roof. 

“Go, Corporal,” Tabatha replied. 

“We have hostiles inbound.” 

Fuck, Tabatha growled. “Send me the feed.” Tabatha mentally clicked a control with her pinplants and a window appeared in her mind’s eye. It was a zoomed video feed from Tanning showing several dozen MinSha troopers moving toward the starport perimeter. Range and azimuth were displayed at the bottom of the feed. “Got it,” she said a second later. “Maintain overwatch. Do not engage.” 

“Engage with what?” Tanning asked. “All I have is my laser rifle.”

“I know, just stand pat for a minute.”

“Roger that, stand pat.” 

Tabatha considered calling the colonel in orbit, then realized it would take precious minutes to put the details before her and get advice. No, she’d have to make this call herself. It was a simple matter of numbers. Three hundred versus ten. No contest. “How long to get it up with help from outside?” she asked Saanvi. 

“Maybe five minutes to remove the strut, seconds to raise the ramp once it’s off.”

“Understood. Sergeant Winetree, help me remove this crawler.” 

“Major, what about the operator?” 

“He’s dead,” she said, “we can’t save him, but we can save the rest.” After a second’s pause, Mandy came over, and the two took hold of the crawler and carefully pulled it free of the strut, and back onto the tarmac. It didn’t do the body any good, either. “There you go,” she said to Saanvi. “Get it ready to close ASAP.” A pair of medics arrived to secure the body while Saanvi and her flight tech went to work removing the strut. 

Tabatha sent two of her troopers, privates Adams and Fardy, bounding into the hangar to return with a half-ton steel plate wide enough to cover the ramp. All they needed was a few minutes to get the strut removed, load all but two of her squad aboard, close the ramp, and get the last two members aboard via a side ramp. The last part would be a tight fit, to be sure, yet possible. As the transport crew worked, she watched the telemetry feed from Corporal Tanning on the roof. 

Then time ran out. Some of the aliens must have noticed the activity, because a couple squads of the praying mantis-like aliens came through the wire and directly toward the Hellcat’s hangar. Damn it, Tabatha cursed. She looked at her camera focused on the transport. The techs were just getting the bottom of the strut detached after fighting the bent metal. 

“Squad,” she called, “prepare to deploy to the east side of the hangar. Bounding leap, immediately engage enemy MinSha.” All her troopers unshipped their laser rifles and charged them, Fardy and Adams laying the steel plate next to the transport. “Ready?” Nobody said they weren’t, so she said, “Tanning, spot.” 

“Roger that,” the corporal said and broadcast the positions again. 

“Squad,” Tabatha said, “Jump!” 

All nine of the troopers on the tarmac roared into the sky and arced over the twenty-meter-tall hangar with ease. Nine women’s voices cried over the squadnet, “Hellcats!” as they flew. 

Clearing the hangar roofline, the advancing MinSha came into view. “Fire at will,” she ordered. Picking a bug near the back of the enemy unit, she let her pinplants lock the CASPer’s targeting computer on spot and trigger the linked weapon. Tanning joined in from her rooftop spotting location, and all ten powered combat suits unleashed their laser weapons. Invisible to the naked eye, each weapon fired a 750kw beam in the ultraviolet spectrum. Ten shots, ten hits. Half of the advancing MinSha were wounded before they realized they were under attack. 

The huge insects were nothing, though, if not steadfast fighters. Whoever had hired the mercs had picked particularly well. The MinSha immediately took what cover they could find—abandoned starport vehicles, field structures, and concrete abutments, and they quickly returned fire. 

The aliens had come expecting CASPers, something immediately apparent, since they mostly carried heavy laser rifles or shoulder-fired MACs. The Hellcats’ CASPers’ sensors could easily see the enemy lasers. Tabatha’s Tri-V display within her cockpit lit up with crisscrossing laser fire and devastating MAC rounds. Tabatha had traded range for surprise, knowing they had a severe deficit in the firepower department. The heavily-armed and armored MinSha shock troopers would normally have called for an attack at medium range using MACs and rockets. 

As she’d feared, most of the enemies they’d hit hadn’t been neutralized. Many were already trying to fight back, despite being stuck in the open because of their wounds. She saw one, half its torso cut off by a Hellcat, fire its laser at her. Tabatha deployed her forearm shield, the enemy laser scoring across its ablative surface, then shot the MinSha again, this time through the head. The initial exchange took less than five seconds, and cost her three of her troopers. Privates Melisa Edson, Jane Fardy, and Kendal Bailey’s CASPers flashed from green to red on her status board. 

“Close and neutralize them!” Tabatha ordered. The MinSha were trying to get into position to bring the Humans into a deadly crossfire. The Hellcats responded by hopping and running into their midst, forcing the aliens to risk firing on their own people. It worked brilliantly. 

Tabatha retracted her laser shield and triggered the arm blade. One meter of razor-sharp alloy steel magnetically snapped into place, and she used her jumpjets to perform a bunny hop. The sensor painted a laser that passed just under her armored feet. Close, but not close enough, she thought as she landed with a Boom just before a MinSha trooper who was trying to target her. Tabatha rammed her arm forward with all her suit’s mechanically-augmented strength, and the blade punched through the alien chiton and pinned it to the ground. She brought her half-ton metal boot down on its head to be sure. 

The seven surviving CASPers attacked their enemies with fury borne from rage. Rage because their home world was being invaded, and rage because they were being forced to abandon it to survive and maintain some small hope of coming back to free it. Then the battle was over, and the Humans victorious. 

“Check on Edson, Fardy, and Bailey,” Tabatha ordered her sergeant. She helped the others make sure the MinSha wouldn’t be any more trouble. Grisly work. The mercs weren’t used to not offering quarter. That day, nobody was in the mood.

“They’re dead, Major Tab,” Mandy reported. “Fardy and Edson took center-of-mass MAC hits. Looks like Bailey caught a laser through the head.” 

If there was any glaring weakness of the Mk 7 CASPer, it was to lasers. The metal alloy/carbon fiber hybrid armor was extremely effective against ballistic weapons, short of a hyper-velocity MAC round. Defending against laser weapons was considerably more difficult. That was the reason the suits carried deployable arm shields, which were covered in ablative material. Lasers came in so many different wavelengths, the only way to defend was an energy shield, and those simply weren’t small enough for a CASPer. 

“Roger that,” Tabatha said. “Galer, Tanning, I show yellow lights on your suits.” 

“I took a hit to the computer,” Private Galer replied. “I’m operating on manual targeting.” 

“Power systems, Major,” Corporal Tanning said. “It’s holding.” 

“You two return to the transport,” the major said. “Prepare to assist with closing the ramp, then load onboard.”

“I can fight,” Galer complained.

“Me, too,” Tanning agreed. 

“That wasn’t a request, troopers,” Tabatha said. “Private Dahlgren, go with them in case one of their suits fails. Fall back to the transport, now. We’ll cover you.” 

The two damaged troopers moved back at a trot toward the hangar. Neither could afford to use jumpjets, one with a computer out and the other short on power. Tabatha looked at the three fallen and ground her teeth. It wasn’t over. 

“APC,” the sergeant said. 

Instantly a red spot began to flash on the local map displayed in the major’s cockpit. The armored vehicle was lumbering down Crenshaw Street two blocks from the starport, coming straight toward them. The MinSha had managed to get the word out. An APC meant big guns. She cursed and looked back toward the grounded transport. Tanning, Dahlgren, and Galer were halfway back. Once again, they needed time. She looked at the MinSha bodies with their equipment, and got an idea. 

“Sergeant,” she said, “give me a hand here.”

* * *
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The transport was big, twice the size of a city bus, of which the machine had already crushed several. The occasional civilian would fire a small arms weapon as it moved through the largely empty streets of Houston’s Startown, the extra-governmental area surrounding every starport required by Galactic Union law. Those same laws made weapons legal, despite them being illegal on most of the rest of Earth. The APC, being impervious to small arms fire, ignored the civilians’ attempts at resistance. There might have been heavier weapons in the startown, though nobody dared use them. 

When the APC crossed the road circling the starport, it stopped. The reinforced fence had been breached in several places by the MinSha earlier. A heavy hauler truck was abandoned to one side, and one of the aforementioned busses to the other. The APC commander examined the situation for a long moment, then unassed a squad of troops. Six huge Oogar troopers swept out from behind the APC, three to a side. They wore heavy combat armor and carried massive slug-throwing rifles many races would consider light artillery. To suggest the giant purple ursines were loaded for bear wouldn’t have been out of place, though perhaps tongue-in-cheek. 

The Oogar troopers moved forward in the two groups they’d started out in, each making entry through the gaps in the thick steel barrier fences. One from each group had a rocket launcher on his shoulder. They were expecting CASPers, and they were prepared to deal with them. 

When the troopers were halfway across the open grassy field, they came upon MinSha bodies, and the leader of the group stopped to examine them. A trio of the Human entropy-cursed powered armor suits were scattered around, too. The leader noticed a laser had been used to etch something into the back of a dead MinSha trooper. He accessed his translator to read the writing. 

Surprise!

He looked around and saw nothing else except the dead. Disgusted, the leader kicked the body, which turned into a thunderous explosion. 

The blast killed the Oogar leader as the ten high-explosive grenades taken from the MinSha troopers detonated. The other five aliens rolled away from the explosion, hugging the ground. Their second in command called the APC for backup. As the vehicle commander searched for the nearest way to enter the starport, CASPers popped up from the bus and the heavy hauler.

The APC turret began to move, then stopped, the operator seemingly confused. It gave the two CASPers on either side the time they needed to level their crew-fired MinSha MAC guns and open fire. At close range, the depleted uranium-tipped penetrators punched through the somewhat weaker side armor of the APC and showered the interior with shrapnel.

“Reload and put another into it,” Tabatha ordered. Private Lucy Adams slid another round into the MAC and Tabatha fired, this time aiming more forward, where the driver would be. On the other side, Mandy and Private Wilma Caddy did the same, only aimed at the engine compartment. The two rounds hit within a half-second of each other. One of them must have found either ammo or the fuel tank, because the APC blossomed into a ball of fire. 

“Fuck, yeah,” Mandy crowed. “That did it!” The sergeant pumped her CASPer’s arm in the air, holding the MinSha MAC like a rifle. She never saw the rocket fired by one of the Oogar troopers that slammed into her suit’s side. 

“Mandy!” Tabatha screamed. It was a useless gesture. She’d clearly seen shrapnel emerge from the opposite side of her sergeant’s suit after passing through. The woman was likely dead instantly, and the flashing red icon on her HUD confirmed it as the suit fell lifeless to the street. “Adams, reload me!” 

“Last round,” the private said as she slid it into the gun and smacked Tabatha on the back of her suit. 

Tabatha spun around to see five Oogar running back toward their burning APC. Her suit provided clear targets of the two with rocket launchers. The weapons were two-shot affairs mounted on the purple bears’ armored shoulders, almost like a CASPer would mount the same thing. She used her pinplants to acquire a center-of-mass sight picture and triggered the weapon. Wham, the round slammed the alien, and it fell like a marionette with its strings cut. Eat it, she growled mentally and tossed the empty MAC aside. 

“Take cover,” she ordered the two surviving privates as the other rocket-armed Oogar fired. The rocket streaked over Tabatha’s CASPer, hitting a building across the street and propelling shattered glass everywhere. They dropped back behind the vehicles they’d used as concealment before their ambush and took up their laser rifles again. 

“I hate Oogar,” Private Caddy said on the other side of the APC wreck. 

“Oh, they’re not so bad,” Private Adams said deadpan, then added, “for giant purple don’t-care-bears.” 

“That’s terrible,” Tabatha said with a moan. Adams laughed. 

“I don’t get it,” Caddy admitted. 

Massive slugs tore into the vehicles they were hiding behind at an increasing rate, and it quickly became apparent that the vehicles were effective concealment, not cover. Every young merc quickly learned the difference. One bullet punched through the truck Tabatha was hiding behind and bounced off her back armor with a Shpang! A pair of yellow lights appeared on her status display: Left shoulder servo damage—Right weapon interface damage. Warnings also appeared indicating her other troopers were taking impacts as well. Their concealment slowed the Oogar’s massive gunfire, but didn’t stop it. 

“Corporal, status?” she called on their squadnet. 

“We’re at the transport,” she replied, “raising the ramp. Get back now!” 

There’s the rub, Tabatha thought. “We’re en route.” She lifted an arm up over the top the truck, using the camera mounted on the arm to observe. The Oogar were rushing toward the CASPers, not bothering to use cover. It was not an ideal situation in which to withdraw toward the attacking aliens. 

“Jump and fire on three,” she called on the squadnet, “one...two...jump!” 

Tabatha pointed her toes, firing her jumpjets hard. She did it from a crouched position, taking advantage of her many years of experience to un-crouch as she roared off the ground. A tricky maneuver in the best of times, doubly difficult when under fire. As she roared out from behind the truck, an enemy bullet deflected off her right thigh armor hard enough to cause some spalling, and the tiny pieces of metal sliced into her leg.

“Fuck!” she screamed as a dozen icy daggers stabbed into the limb. Her right foot jerked from the wound, pushing that side’s jumpjet into overload power and sending her into an uncontrollable spin. Oh, that’s not good, she thought as her suit flipped end over end. She had the fleeting thought of still trying to target an enemy, which was quickly discarded as she realized simply surviving the landing was more important, and unlikely. 

Her tumbling flightpath was impossible to stop with manual action, and she surrendered control to the suit’s computer. She’d known marines, CASPer drivers trained to operate their suits in the void of space, who might have regained control. She wasn’t one of them. Spinning wildly through the afternoon Houston sky, she trusted her fate to the machine. 

The jumpjets fired in a seemingly erratic fashion. For a fleeting second, Tabatha was sure she was about to die—her suit gone crazy, she’d hit the ground like a meteor. Then suddenly, the spinning came to a stop just before she slammed into the ground. 

* * *
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“...come on, Boss, answer!” 

“Whu?” Tabatha mumbled, her head full of cotton. Even though she could hear them talking over her cockpit speakers, she didn’t have the wherewithal to activate her transmitter. 

“What’s the situation?” That was Corporal Tanning with the transport. 

Her mind was working a little better, though she still couldn’t make words form. 

“The major is down.” 

It was Private Adams this time. She wanted to tell Lucy she was fine, only her mouth wouldn’t work. 

“We’ve got the transport ramps closed,” Tanning said. “I’m coming to you to assist.”

“Negative,” Tabatha finally managed to speak. 

“Major,” Private Adams spoke, “we need to get you out of here.” 

“I said negative,” she repeated. Her eyes were focusing better and she could see the CASPer’s status board. Her suit had a small sea of red and yellow lights. However, none of them were critical. The Mk 7 was nothing if not tough to kill. “Corporal Tanning, you will board the transport with Dahlgren and Galer and get off the ground.” She tried three times before she succeeded in switching channels. “Captain Khatri.”

“Yes, Major?” the pilot responded. 

“There are hostiles all over the place. As soon as those troopers are aboard, you will lift. Is that understood, Saanvi?” 

“Yes, Major.” Silence for a second. “God bless you, Major. You bought us the time.” 

Tabatha forced her suit to its feet, evaluating its condition as she did so. Blood was smeared on the side of her cockpit where her head had hit the wall hard enough to break the light helmet she wore. A centimeter to the right, and she’d have hit on her pinplant interface over her right temple, probably killing her. 

“What about the Oogar?” she asked, only then realizing there was but a single trooper left with her. “Private Caddy?” 

“Dead, sir.” Tabatha sighed. “The Oogar were completely baffled by your erratic flight path.”

“Not nearly as baffled as I was.”

“I bet, sir. Well, they all started shooting at you. We took advantage of the situation and grounded right on top of them. I got two, and Caddy did as well. Then the last one shot Caddy in the back with a fucking rocket launcher. It must not have a minimum range; blew the fuck out of both of them.”

“Crazy bears,” Tabatha said. 

“I checked you as soon as I confirmed Wilma was dead. I triggered your suit’s medkit to stop your leg from bleeding and administered a stimulant to bring you around.” 

Tabatha nodded. She could feel the drugs making her more alert by the second. She’d probably pay a price later. She’d worry about it if she lived through the next few minutes. A series of high-pitched screams from the hangar made her turn her less-than-perfect combat suit so a working camera could see. The six Viper drones were rocketing into the sky. As soon as the last was clear, the air roared, and the transport clawed into the sky. 

“There they go,” Adams said. “Now what?” 

“Now we try to survive,” Tabatha said. She used her pinplants to run diagnostics, bypassing what she could, noting what she couldn’t. The transport was slow and ponderous, as she knew it would be. The six Vipers circled the fat transport as it got high enough to begin using its ascent motors. She hoped it would then race toward space, like the dropship had. Of course, it didn’t. More like an elephant trying to swim upstream. 

She was surprised how much of her suit still worked. Her left arm was out, but the left shoulder weapons controls were fine. She retasked the weapons controls, using her pinplants to write a quick and dirty subroutine. The transport was only just beginning to pick up speed when she rotated the left arm experimentally. Responses lagged a fraction of a second. Better than nothing, she thought with a mental shrug.

There a whooshing roar behind them as a rocket streaked into the sky. 

“SAM!” Lucy yelled, tracking the contrail as it raced toward their transport. 

Tabatha raised her laser rifle, linked with the sensors on her suite, and fired. She knew it was next to impossible but tried anyway. Once, twice, three times she fired. The rocket continued its course, then suddenly exploded. One of the Viper drones shot through the ball of fire. 

“Yeah!” Lucy cried. 

“Excellent,” Tabatha agreed. Another missile lifted off from the same area behind them. “Come on,” she said, and bounded from the ground on her suit’s jumpjets. Her head throbbed from the acceleration, and her leg shot agony. She used her training to fight through it. 

The two CASPers vaulted over a building. At the apogee of their flight, they spotted the target. Similar to the APC, this vehicle’s rear was open with a missile launcher standing in the open area. A pair of MinSha manned the apparatus. 

“Better than more Oogar,” Lucy said. 

“You take the driver, I’ll take the weapon,” Tabatha said, using miniscule pops of her jumpjets to alter course. 

“You got it, Major,” Lucy said and adjusted her own flightpath. One of the MinSha gunners was just placing another rocket in the launcher and looked up. Its antenna waggled in what had to be a ‘what the fuck’ expression a split second before Tabatha’s CASPer landed on it like a 500-kilogram bomb. 

Tabatha felt a tendon pop in her already damaged right leg. Blue blood and gore flew from the crushed alien as she screamed in pain and rage. “Mother fuckers!” She activated her arm blade and swung it with all her strength. The hardened steel weapon cut through the plastic of the end of the rocket launcher and embedded in the other alien’s thorax. It gave a high-pitched scream and tried to push the blade out of its body. “Fucking die,” Tabatha snarled, and bore down. The blade crunched the rest of the way through, and the MinSha fell silent. 

She checked her camera and saw the driver’s compartment was burning; Lucy had half crushed it on landing, then shot through the roof with her laser several times. She checked telemetry next. The transport was quickly disappearing as it climbed out of sight. Telemetry on Dahlgren and Galer flickered, then went out. Tanning’s stayed lit. 

“Son of a bitch,” she cursed. “Tanning, what the hell do you think you’re doing?” 

“Just missed the boat, Major,” the corporal said 

“Insubordination,” Tabatha said. 

“You can bring it up with the colonel later.”

“Right, we’re on our way back.” The two jumped together. 

* * *
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Tabatha rode her jumpjets to a smooth, one-legged landing. She’d locked her right leg, as it felt like she’d blown the knee out. In the three hops it had taken them to get back to the hangar, she’d injected another dose of painkillers. Her senses were swimming on the edge of tolerance. It would have to be enough. Tanning was standing by the wreck of the crawler that had caused the evacuation to turn to shit, and it looked like she’d been unloading it. 

“Jesus, Major,” she said when the dust cleared. “You look like shit!” 

“Thanks, Corporal, I appreciate that.” 

“Corporal,” Private Adams said and popped as good a CASPer salute as anyone had ever seen. Considering the suit’s forearms were longer than the upper arms, it was rather comical, which was why nobody did it. 

“Drop that shit, Lucy,” was the reply, and Tabatha knew everyone was smiling in their suits. 

“What have you been up to?” Tabatha asked and pointed at the cases. 

“Well, most of the operational supplies and munitions were evacuated,” Tanning explained, “but this crawler was a mishmash of last-minute shit.” She pointed. “Type 4 anti-armor mines, 50 cases of meal packs, and a shit ton of CASPer foot pads.” 

“Bunch of shit,” Tabatha said.

“Mostly,” she admitted, “however, we have these.” She touched a stack of four crates with a foot. ‘Jaguar Launcher’ was printed on the side. “Nice little surprise.” 

Tabatha looked at the crates, then at the mines. “Oh, I think I know where you’re going with that. Get with Lucy and see if you can make it work.” 

“Yes, Major.” The corporal moved to pick up a crate and her suit gave a jerk, then continued. 

“How’s the suit?” 

“Power is iffy,” the corporal admitted. “I have an emergency booster, just in case.” The device was used to retrieve damaged suits in the field. She had it affixed to her suit’s belt on a retainer normally used for grenades. The booster, designed only for walking the suit on minimal power, wouldn’t run it for more than four or five minutes in combat. 

She wanted to tell the corporal she was a fool for staying but didn’t. She was there now, with them, and that was all that mattered. The die was cast. While Lucy and Tanning began breaking open crates and working, Tabatha uplinked with the orbital communications network. To her horror, it was barely operational. Clearly the aliens were wiping the orbitals clean. After a few seconds of switching channels, she got a link with their ship. 

“Standby for Colonel Jennings,” a comms officer said. A second later, the colonel was on the radio. 

“Major Jennings, what the hell are you doing down there?” 

“Holding the base, Colonel.” 

“God, Tab, why?” 

Tabatha explained the situation quickly and succinctly. “Thus, here we are, Colonel.” 

“That’s pretty much what I got from Captain Khatri,” the colonel replied. “We’ve gotten comms from two other units stuck on the ground. Roger’s Jollies and Whiskey Foxtrot. They’re going to try to pick you up. I don’t know what will happen to you afterward. At least it’s hope; sometimes that’s enough.”

“Roger that, Colonel.” 

“I’d offer you luck, Tab, but I know you don’t believe in it.” The line was quiet for a few seconds. “We’ve linked up with the Cavaliers’ ship Bucephalus and will be jumping out any second. Goodbye, Tab.” 

“Good luck, Leanne,” Tabatha said. Her sister didn’t reply; she was gone. They were alone. She shut down the link in case it could be traced and went into the hangar to investigate what might be useful. When she saw the line of loaders, including the one she’d been using only a short time ago, she grinned. 

* * *
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Burning skyscrapers could be seen in all directions around the starport as afternoon advanced. Constant sounds of explosions echoed through the city, mixing with sirens and all manner of gunfire. The same scene was playing out all over the planet. Except for Uzbekistan, of course. Only corpses, Human and alien, remained there. 

Alien mercs fell back after initial losses, trying to take the strategic target of Houston Starport. The startown provided far less resistance, being mostly civilians. A few buildings were shot up, a couple thousand civilians gunned down, and one constable station blown up when they dared to refuse entry to a Besquith commander assigned to take control. All told, fewer than 40 casualties were reported once forces were on the ground. Except for one location at the starport. An entire squad of MinSha, an APC full of Oogar, and a MinSha air suppression unit. Half the losses all occurred at one objective near the starport center. 

Once the other hotspots were suppressed, the forces were released for a hot assault of the trouble spot. It was a job for the Tortantula. The giant ten-legged spiders were perfect for an assault against unknown defenders. Only there were no Tortantulas available. Eventually, a composite force was assembled of two squads each of MinSha shock troopers, Oogar assault specialists, and a single squad of two Besquith medium tanks. Overwhelming force. 

The only real problem was, the attacking groups weren’t assigned an overall commander. Having seen the reports of losses by both MinSha and Oogar, neither of those races’ squad leaders were excited by the prospect of finding out what the ridiculously devious Humans had cooked up for them this time. The problem was solved when the Besquith tanks volunteered for the job. They like the idea of killing Humans and getting paid. They’d yet to face any serious adversaries in the operation thus far; all the best Humans had run away. 

The tanks moved to the road that circled the starport, pausing to examine first the mangled remains of the MinSha anti-aircraft vehicle, then the smoldering hulk of the Oogar APC. The operators weren’t concerned; neither of those races knew the first thing about how to properly employ armor. 

As the assault began, the two Besquith tanks made entry to the starport via the earlier breaching points created by the MinSha. They weren’t wide enough, however the tanks faced no difficulty in widening them. Weighing fifteen tons each and possessing shovel-shaped snouts, the drivers simply rammed the perimeter fence at 40 kilometers per hour, either ripping the metal fence wider or tearing it out of its ground mountings. The crews scarcely noticed the impacts. Free of that obstacle, they accelerated toward the distant hangar, which was reported to be the center of resistance. 

The tanks possessed only two treads each and were powered by hydrogen fuel cells. Unlike the heavy Zuul tanks, these didn’t have fusion power plants or energy weapons. These tanks used MACs—magnetic accelerator cannons—and machine guns to get the job done. Both had seen plenty of action over the years, though never against Humans. 

A short distance into the starport, they encountered first the Oogar bodies, then the MinSha and a couple of the Humans in their powered assault armor. This was slightly more worrisome, as they’d all heard about those; however, none of the crews had ever seen them before. They didn’t look quite like they expected, though, with almost no armor, and the operators would have been quite exposed. There was also no sign of the operator’s bodies. Both tanks came to a stop as they examined the armor with sensors. They detected no dangerous weapons, so the tanks maneuvered around them. 

* * *
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“Now,” Tabatha said, and used her pinplants to bring the loader online. Corporal Tanning did the same. The tanks seemed to take no notice when the loaders they’d stopped to examine, and considered dead, suddenly came to life. In the few seconds before the tanks could race away, the two unmanned powered loaders, being run by Tabatha and her corporal, regained their feet. They accelerated far beyond their manufacturer’s recommended speed, running with huge, lopping strides. 

A MinSha forward scout, clinging to the remains of the perimeter fence, desperately tried to warn the tanks. Hearing the warning, they began to swivel their turrets, just as both loaders jumped forward to land on the rear decks of the tanks. 

“Stupid dozers,” Tabatha said, and triggered the explosives. 

Both loaders were covered with CASPer treads. Anyone familiar with CASPers would never have mistaken the simple power loaders for their much more powerful cousins, even with the armor-like treads on their chassis. The Besquith crews obviously didn’t know the difference. The treads covered the insides of the loaders, each packed with ten Type 4 anti-armor mines, all with shaped charges aimed outward. The explosions all but disintegrated both tanks in an impressive dual mushroom cloud of fire and debris. 

“Nice,” Tanning said. 

“Bet that won’t just buff out,” Lucy agreed. 

While the MinSha and Oogar called the force commander for instructions, the Humans set about preparing the next surprise. Tabatha began to forget they were playing a desperate delaying game and started enjoying the work. These aliens were acting like idiots. She was surprised nobody called down fire from orbit. Thinking about it killed the fun, and she began to work quicker. 

“Requesting orbital bombardment!” the Oogar squad leader complained.

“Denied,” the Veetanho group commander replied instantly. 

“They just destroyed both Besquith tanks,” the Oogar said, “we don’t even know how! Cursed Humans probably have missile launchers and heavy static defenses. We aren’t equipped to counter that.”

“Improvise,” the Veetanho said. “Do your jobs. The general doesn’t want a crater, she wants a functional starport.” 

“Entropy!” the Oogar snarled and cut the connection. “We attack,” he said to the MinSha squad leader, who waggled its antennae in consternation. They delayed for another few minutes, using the excuse of organizing their order of battle, then marched across the perimeter and into the starport. 

Tabatha looked up at the sky over Houston. No more ships took off for space. A trio of atmospheric fighters of obviously alien design screamed by. None of them took any interest in the waning ground battle. It would seem the invaders were content to finish off resistance the old-fashioned way. Fine with her. 

“Customers,” Corporal Tanning said. With her main power iffy, she’d taken the task of monitoring from the hangar roof while Tabatha and Lucy finished setting up. “You two ready?” 

“Ready enough,” Tabatha said. “Call out the range.” 

“I mark the range at 400 meters,” Tanning reported. “Oogar squad approaching in ten...nine...eight...”

“Firing,” Tabatha said. She grabbed the arm and bent it back. Metal and springs gave ominous metallic protests as they swung until they hit the stop and released. The whole mechanism jumped a half meter off the ground from the impact. 

Shprang! 

The catapult, made from a spare landing gear release mechanism from a Hellcats’ dropship, launched the payload into a high parabolic arc over the hangar. 

“It actually worked,” Tanning said, a laugh in her voice. 

Kinda surprised me too, Tabatha thought as Luce put another pallet on the catapult head as soon as Tabatha pulled it back far enough. 

Out on the starport ground, the Oogar came to a sudden stop as they spotted the pallet spinning through the air toward them. 

“What is that?” the squad leader asked with a growl.

As one they dropped down, just as they’d been trained. One of the squad members carried an anti-aircraft laser. He raised the weapon, then hesitated; whatever the thing was spinning crazily toward them, it certainly wasn’t in controlled flight. He held his fire, and it plummeted to the ground twenty meters ahead of their line. 

The pallet impacted, the straps holding it together split, and the contents scattered like glass shattering on the floor. Objects peppered the ground all around the Oogar troopers in their protective positions. When nothing more happened, the aliens looked up at the strange hexagonal objects lying in their midst. A trooper picked one up and looked at it. The thing wasn’t heavy and didn’t appear dangerous. It had a control on one side, which was flashing green. 

“A diversion,” the trooper called out and held it up for his commander to see. 

“Put it down, you fool!” the squad leader snapped. 

“Oh, that’s perfect,” Tanning said. “Now!” She used her pinplants to send the activation command. 

The green flashing light turned to steady red and the trooper opened his mouth to say something. He never finished as the five-kilogram Type 4 anti-armor mine detonated, as did the other fifty mines from the pallet. The blast took off the trooper’s arm at the elbow, and the shaped charge sent a cone of force through the head of another trooper standing next to him. 

Tabatha laughed out loud as she released the catapult arm again.

Shprang!

The pallet flew away at a slightly lower arc. This one almost clipped the edge of the hangar as it flew, to land directly behind the now thoroughly shaken Oogar. With mines detonating all around them, the troopers tried to fall back, only to have another fifty mines hit the ground and scatter behind them. Lucy triggered their remote activators as soon as the pallet broke up, making them act like cluster bombs. It was like a scythe slicing through the Oogar ranks. 

“Nice shot, Major!” Corporal Tanning yelled. “Let’s try to angle...oh shit!” the corporal yelled as she triggered her jumpjets a split second before the corner of the hangar went up in a blast of concrete and steel. The corporal fought her failing suit’s power as she brought the 500 kg CASPer into a backward flip induced by the shockwave from the explosion. Her jumpjets sputtered, barely working. She came crashing down onto the roof fifty meters from where she’d narrowly avoided the rocket. The suit exploded through the roof, and she cartwheeled to the floor, another ten meters down. 

Tabatha cringed as the status marker for Tanning winked out. 

“I’ll go get her,” Lucy said.

“Don’t bother,” Tabatha said, the meaning evident. “Forget the mines; the rocket was from the MinSha to the south. They’re less than 200 meters out.” Tabatha turned and hobbled into the hangar, her only remaining trooper close behind. “Help me with this.” 

“My suit’s in better shape, sir.”

“And I have fifteen years more experience with it than you do,” Tabatha said. “We don’t have time to discuss this. Move it, Private!” The younger woman lifted the weapon, while Tabatha changed the subroutines in her CASPer’s control computer back to their original configuration. Lasers and projectiles began to pummel the side of the hangar. Nothing more than heavy sheet metal, the incoming fire punched through in lines of deadly fire. 

“Son of a bitch!” Lucy screamed as a laser took a piece out of her cockpit, narrowly missing her head.

“Concentrate,” Tabatha said. The younger woman’s suit hands shook slightly as she grabbed the last cable lead and snapped it into place. A blue status light on Tabatha’s suit interface flashed and changed to yellow. Good enough. At the hangar entrance, two MinSha troopers skidded around the corner, both holding shoulder-carried heavy laser cannon. “Cover!” Tabatha screamed.

Both women turned their suit backs toward the enemy and dropped to one knee. The MinSha clicked excitedly as the Human powered armor seemed to cringe away from them, sure of a kill. Tabatha triggered all three remaining pallets of anti-armor mines.

The landing area where they’d set up the catapult, the catapult itself, and the first ten meters of the hangar disappeared in a titanic rolling blast that flung both CASPers like ragdolls. Tabatha was dimly aware of her suit crashing through several interior walls of the hangar before sliding up against the company armorer’s vault with a crash.

“Ouch,” she said as she rolled over. Amazingly, her suit was still working. One important system still showed yellow. Good, she wasn’t entirely done yet. She was about to look for Lucy when the comms channel suddenly squawked. 

“Hellcats, Hellcats, I repeat, this is Whiskey Tango Actual, do you read?” The voice was deeply masculine, and she wasn’t sure she’d ever been happier to hear another person’s voice.

“Major Jennings with the Hellcats,” Tabatha replied, hoping her transmitter worked. 

“Major, I’ve been trying to reach you. We cannot link up, I repeat, we cannot link up.” Tabatha felt despair wash over her. “Our dropship was shot down, and I’ve sustained heavy casualties. We’re evacuating toward Dallas.”

“I understand, Colonel,” Tabatha said, trying and failing to keep her emotions out of her voice. “Any word from Roger’s Jollies?” 

“Yes, Major. They were surrounded by Oogar and wiped out to the last man a half hour ago.” The line was quiet for a moment. Tabatha regained her CASPer’s feet, not easy with only one arm, and looked around, using her suit’s lights in the gloomy, dust-choked interior of the hangar. Private Judy Adams’ suit was a few feet away, two meters of bloody, jagged, steel beam protruding from its cockpit. Her telltale was red. “I’m sorry, Major. God be with you.” 

“Thank you, Colonel, but I don’t think God’s available today. Make ‘em pay for this.” 

“We will, Major, we—” The transmission broke up in static. The aliens must have taken out one of the last coms satellites. 

She walked/climbed her suit back through the hole she’d made in the Hellcats’ offices after being blown through. She stepped past the officer’s wardroom, where she’d shared countless cups of coffee and bad jokes with the other Hellcats leaders and her sister. She remembered the first time she’d gone in there, a brand-new, shiny silver bar on her uniform collar. All the company officers had stood, saluted, then applauded her arrival. Another Jennings come to learn the company trade. It was all in ruins now. 

Pushing through a partially-collapsed wall, she stepped back into the main hangar to find seven MinSha shock troopers looking around. When she stepped out of the dust and smoke, their antennae stood straight up in shock. 

“Surprise, motherfuckers,” she said and triggered the MAC. 

Craack! Craack! Craack!

They’d only found the one magnetic accelerator cannon, and she’d had to turn off the quickly-written subroutine rerouting control from the weapons interface to her arm, leaving the suit without the limb’s use. Trading an arm for the powerful gun was a good trade, in this case. 

The barrel threw a three-meter tongue of flame as the tungsten carbide round, accelerated to six times the speed of sound, turned the atmosphere ahead of it to plasma, igniting it. Each round hit an alien, and their bodies were blown apart by more than ten thousand foot-pounds of kinetic energy. 

A laser tore through her left shoulder armor, and she felt a brilliant cold flash of pain as it sliced through flesh and bone. Tabatha cried out, the automatic aiming circuits of the MAC blown away. She positioned the suit manually, aiming with her entire upper torso, and kept firing. 

The MAC ran dry, and something hit her right foot, making the suit spin around and crash to the floor. The top camera was still working, and she could see at least five MinSha still standing, pointing weapons at her. Go to hell, she thought. A CASPer shot in from the side and crashed into the aliens like a bowling ball, scattering them like tenpins. 

It was Tanning’s CASPer. There was a huge gash in the suit’s cockpit. Tabatha could see the woman inside, half her head covered in blood, her face twisted into a mask of rage. The suit’s radio must be gone. Shit, almost all its electronics were probably shot. 

Tanning’s arm blade snapped out, and she jerkily stabbed one trooper through the thorax, tearing the blade free in an arc of bright blue blood. She swung at another, and another. The MinSha were in shock, backing away while trying to aim at the wildly spinning, staggering armored suit. 

Tabatha struggled to her feet once more, her CASPer barely functioning. She triggered the release command, and the spent MAC dropped away. It was the demo model kept in the training bay anyway; there were no reloads available. She scrambled to get her laser rifle to release. The command code wasn’t working. 

A laser speared Tanning from front to back. The woman’s suit jerked and spun, stabbing the laser-wielding alien, who screamed and chittered as she flung its dying body from her blade. 

“Who the fuck is next!” Tabatha heard the corporal scream at them. An explosion nearly blew the CASPer in half. The suit stood for a full second, then what remained of it fell to the body-strewn concrete. A huge purple Oogar strode into the hangar, the rocket launcher on its shoulder smoking. A single MinSha came in behind it. 

Tabatha took a couple steps forward, activated her arm blade, and made a ‘bring it on’ gesture with her only working arm. “All right, you alien bitches, who wants some?” Smiling, she triggered her jumpjets as the aliens opened fire.

* * * * *
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There are some things no lifeforms should do for science—let alone credits. One of them is just thinking about traveling to Ryeer Prime.

It’s one of those worlds where no one is home, but there are plenty of minerals. I guess the Science Guild discovered it, or maybe it was found by one of the many corporations constantly spewing out more and more exploratory nanoprobes to search for deposits of whatever strikes their fancy.

Of course, the real prize is F11 deposits. Ironically, it’s what allows everyone to do stupid things like travel through space to reach planets like Ryeer Prime.

After spending a week working on the large engineering and HQ pre-fab, I knew more than I ever wanted to know about the cursed planet. It had a perfect azure sky, completely unblemished by clouds. There was no land. The concentration of toxins in the atmosphere would kill you in five minutes if you stepped outside sans suit. The ocean? Even more caustic. The kind of caustic where you drop in a piece of plastic, and it burns away.

In short, the planet was uninhabitable. At least on the surface.

About two kilometers down, the liquid changes dramatically. The science geeks say it’s some kind of effect where the toxic sludge is far more dense. Stuff sticks together like jelly.

That dramatic change? The layer of poison disappears, but so does the light. The probes discovered life, of a kind. There were mean-looking, fish-like things about the size of your palm. Nothing to worry about. Famous last words.

The long and short of it is that the original probes discovered a large deposit of F11. That was enough to get anyone interested in the inhospitable planet. How big? Don’t know. None of my business. We’re lucky we even know that’s what’s down there.

Being an “environmental troubleshooter” meant I was used to strange missions such as piloting a mech to a remote lab to rescue scientists that got a little too gene happy or jumping into a biological war zone to capture certain samples before another merc company did. Both times, we’d had to carry special weapons to deal with the local wildlife as well as jury-rigged mechs to handle the atmosphere.

But this? This was different. None of the models out there had been designed for the kind of pressure we faced, so we had to improvise. Instead of adding armor and loading the CASPer with everything it could possibly carry, the engineers had to remove thick plates of armor and any “unnecessary equipment.” The armor’s replacement? Some lightweight alloy purpose-built to handle the pressure. Our engineers spent an impressive three weeks modding our CASPers—taking them apart and putting them back together, replacing weapons attachments with tanks for the breathing liquid, and adding high precision hands and an assortment of attachable tools.

The breathing liquid? Wasn’t looking forward to that. Not one bit. See, at that pressure, around 48 gigapascals, any air inside the mech would result in it collapsing around you until there wasn’t enough left of you to fill a drink can. So instead of O2? Breathing liquid.

Expel all the air from your lungs and let the fluid replace it. Felt like you were drowning when you first got in and filled the system. They made us practice that every day for three days straight while they worked out the kinks.

When the day finally came, we gathered in the center of the descender platform. It wasn’t much of a platform really—more like an extra-large freighter cargo container made for lugging perishable goods.

Jack, my long-time mate at the company, had jokingly asked our boss whether or not the little fish the probes had found were dangerous. Holly, our combat and retrieval leader, essentially our sergeant, didn’t smile at the question.

“They didn’t vet this place well enough for my liking,” she said. “First sign of something unexpected, we get back to the platform and back to the surface. Decon and decompression are going to take a while, but once we’re done with that, we’re clear.”

“Client expects us to get this right the first time,” she continued. “So pay attention, follow the instructions, and do it just like you’ve practiced the last week.”

Practice—if that’s what you call spending a quarter of every day in virtual reality going through simulation after simulation of handling the waldos and new tools and accounting for problems with the equipment. It was a hell of a mental boot camp on our way to this place, but I didn’t mind too much. At least we weren’t going to get shot at.

Once Holly finished the final briefing, we had our last bouts of waste clearance, said prayers to any and all gods, and ran through one more diagnostic scan. It was time to get in the container. No one really talked during the first ten minutes as the container ballast emptied and we slowly began the descent.

At least we had a nice camera view of what we were going through. As we dropped through the first hundred meters or so, the bright starlight from the system’s only star faded from a dim green glow to little more than a hint of color as it filtered through the toxic sludge.

The further we descended, the thinner the morass became. Occasional spots of darkness appeared as we left the dense mess behind us—or over us. Whichever.

By the time the veil of vile mush disappeared, we were well on our way to the bottom for the mining sample, which was four kilometers below the surface—four kilometers from help.

I watched the cam feed until we dipped within 250 meters of our landing site. What I saw amazed me. There weren’t many of the fish around, but a few visited to pay their respects. They were dastardly-looking things—all teeth, sensory organs, and fins that looked like they could cut through flesh.

Damned good thing they were the size of a fist, else I’d have been worried. Still, there was a school of them, and while they lingered by the lights for a few seconds, they quickly found other items of interest far away from us.

“Get ready,” Holly said just before we gently landed on the ocean floor. “Status checks?”

Jack said he was green, and so did Barb and Gus. I was the last to give my status, but I always was. Unlike my other three squadmates and Holly herself, I triple checked everything before I went into a combat or hazard zone.

“Let’s pop the hatch and get to work,” Holly said. “Tool up. We’ll start moving the drill skid into position. Jack? Nate? Handle it.”

“Yes, ma’am,” Jack and I said.

We’d already practiced this procedure a thousand times. Jack and I drove our mechs to the drill skid and, between the two of us, easily lifted it while Holly, Barb, and Gus cleared the immediate area. When Holly gave the all-clear, Jack and I moved forward and carried the drill skid through the container’s opening. The water and the changing terrain made it difficult to keep the CASPer balanced, but Jack and I managed.

Our lights stabbed through the water, but without context, you couldn’t even tell what you were looking at. Even the damned ocean floor was dark. The drill site wasn’t far from three volcanic vents, so that might have explained it. Still, it was like walking on gravel. The CASPers’ feet crunched across the ocean floor kicking up particulates and pieces of rock.

We lugged the drill skid a good hundred meters from the landing platform, and Holly called for us to stop. We’d reached our target.

Jack and I lowered the drill skid to the ocean floor and held it in place while Gus and Barb lowered their CASPers’ metal arms to aim the powerful bolt guns into the platform’s grommets. The two mechs punched pitons into the ocean floor to secure the platform. The tungsten bolts were nearly as long as your arm and custom-made for this purpose.

Holly said they were used for all drilling sites, just had to be modified for CASPer and underwater use. It’s that last bit that concerned me. Without a proper survey and sampling of the soil and rock below us, it was impossible to know if the pitons would hold. Then again, we were the survey team, and Holly said we just had to make the best of it. I didn’t argue. Then again, I never do.

“Jack? Nate? Bring out the rest of the drilling assembly. We’ll test the platform.”

Neither of us said a word. We just rotated our mechs, an excruciatingly slow maneuver in the thick water, and headed back to the platform.

There were shapes flitting through the glow just before retreating in the blink of an eye. “See them?”

“Yeah,” Jack said. “Sure as hell do.”

“They’re little, right?”

“Aw, is widdle snugums afraid of the bad goldfish?”

Jack’s mocking voice made me smile. Bastard always could make me do that. “Widdle snugums is concerned.”

He didn’t have anything to say to that. The silence seemed to thicken with each step, each second. It got like that, when you were expecting some less-than-hospitable company. The jokes, the chiding, the mocking for bringing up the obvious, all SOP. But when the jokes stopped, they stopped because everyone got that same feeling—a tickle across your nerves that makes your entire body hum and makes you wide-eyed and ready to fight for your life. The rush of adrenaline that follows that feeling is why we do this.

We’re nothing but junkies, always looking for that next high. Getting someone to pay for it makes it even better. That high? It was starting to kick in.

We reached our glorified shipping container and made our way inside to get the drill. I half-expected to see dozens or hundreds of the monstrous little fish, but nothing glided through the light. Maybe Jack and I had both been seeing things. Still, that feeling wouldn’t go away. Even as we positioned ourselves, it was all I could do just to focus on securing the drill. I wondered if Jack felt the same way.

“What’s taking so long?” Holly asked over the comms.

“We’re coming,” Jack said.

With that, we stepped out of the landing platform and its brilliant circle of light. After a few steps, the ambient glow faded to nothing, leaving us alone with our mech lights and nothing else. At least we could see the beacon on the drill skid. Holly, Gus, and Barb had brought up the power and were ready for the drill.

Halfway to the drill skid, I caught sight of something out of the corner of my eye. I broke my attention to the step cadence just for a second, already sure of my next footfall. Something had been there. Something that had moved like lightning, its shadow cast by the suit lights while its flesh seemed invisible.

“Holly?” I said, splitting my attention between Jack’s cadence, the step rhythm, and the comms.

She answered immediately, as though maybe she was just about to try us. “What was that, Nate?”

“Saw a shadow. That’s all,” I said. “What did you see?”

“Something blocked the light coming from your suits. Just for an instant.”

“Great,” Jack said. “Now what?”

Holly was silent for a moment, and I could almost hear her locked in a debate with herself. She was thinking exactly what I was thinking. We could either start to treat this like a combat mission or say fuck it and retreat as fast as possible.

“Jack? Nate? Get here as fast as you can.”

“Yes, Boss,” Jack answered in-between counts.

The meters seemed to drag on rather than shorten. The last five lasted an eternity, but at least we had another bright ambient ring of light to see by and familiar faces, piloting the mechs around us and watching our six.

“Gus? We’ll handle the drill,” Holly said. “Stand watch.”

“Yes, Boss,” Gus replied.

Jack lifted his end of the drill while I put my CASPer into a kneeling position, the massive diamond studded drill head a mere half meter from eye level. Barb and Holly moved into position, their CASPers providing more stability to keep the drill from leaning to either side.

“Ready,” I said, once I was sure the cylinder was mostly lined up with its slot in the drill skid.

“If there’s a problem, speak now,” Holly said. There was no reply. “Okay. On three.”

She counted down, and the three sets of metal hands gripping the drill slowly flexed their fingers, alternately loosening their grip before tightening once again. I guided it centimeter by centimeter into the slot, a sharp exhale escaping my mouth and over the comms. “Insertion,” I said.

Jack snorted. “Copy.”

They continued their pace but were less diligent now, less coordinated. It didn’t matter. The drill’s mid-ring gently touched the drill sleeve and came to rest. For a moment, the four of us froze as if we expected something to fall, something to fail. When nothing did, the entire team relaxed as one.

“Well,” Holly said. “That was easy. Goddammit.”

“What?” Barb asked. “Two seconds after we complete the first objective, and you’re cursing us?” 

“Barb,” Jack said. “She’s not the one that curses us when she does that. You are.”

“Yeah,” Gus chimed in. “Stop projecting.”

“Alright, alright,” Holly said. “Gus? Stay on sentry. You too, Barb.”

“That means an extra trip for the drill string,” Jack said.

“Sure does,” Holly confirmed.

We fell silent after that. That was the kind of leader she was. She’d let you talk, let you question, and then shut you down if she thought you were wrong. When she wasn’t in the mood for your bullshit, she’d just shut you down immediately.

“Jack? Nate? With me,” she said.

Without another word, we turned our CASPers and headed back into the gloom. Jack took point with me in the rear. As much as the terrain allowed, we kept a staggered formation, although none of our mechs had projectile weapons. Hell, the only kind of friendly fire we’d have is if one of us clubbed the other with the tools. Well, maybe the piton launchers could be used as weapons, but not much else.

Halfway to the landing platform, the make-shift building’s lights flickered as though something had blotted them out for an instant.

“Slow down,” Holly said. Jack took shorter steps, Holly and I instantly changing our stride to match his.

“Anyone have a working radar?” I said. I knew damned well the engineers had removed mine. I watched the bastards do it.

“I do,” Barb said, her voice crackling slightly over the comms.

Holly sighed. “Get it activated. Let’s see what we can see.”

“Jury-rigged pieces of shit,” Jack said. “Why the hell did they remove our radar arrays?”

“Said it would pick up way too much interference from the tectonic activity and the particulates in the water, and they needed the space for the refit,” Gus said. “Barb’s works because she’s so damned light, they could leave its mass in.”

“Short and sweet,” Barb said. “That’s me.”

“Cut the chatter,” Holly ordered. She’d seen the same shadow Jack and I had. Ten meters from the landing platform, and it had blotted out everything. What followed it was a pattern of breaks in the light, as though it were raining darkness.

I kept waiting for something to move, something to break my suit lights’ beams so I could at least see what the hell it was. If the company had properly vetted this place, we’d know what it was, but all they’d seen were those small fish. What had they missed?

When no other shadows broke the light, Holly gave us the all-clear, and Jack once again took point. The last few meters went faster than when we carried the drill to the drill skid, but not by much.

“Nate, get a spare piton launcher. Jack, load up with the drill string. I’m going to go through the other spares.”

“Copy,” Jack said. While he piloted his CASPer to the racks on the bulkhead, I made my way to the tool racks. The engineers had thoughtfully provided double spares of nearly every tool we needed. If something broke, it wasn’t as if we could get another one without surfacing, which would take hours.

I pulled the piton launcher off the rack and attached it to the suit. “Gus? Barb? How many pitons we have left?” I asked.

“Four spares,” Gus said. “You bringing more?”

I smiled. “Yup.”

Holly trudged from the spares cabinet and laid a crate of goodies on the platform’s metal floor. She hadn’t yet closed the crate’s lid, so I saw a few portable welding torches, mining charges, and a few other components I didn’t even recognize. She then sealed the crate and slotted her hands into its grips.

“Jack? You got the drill string?”

“First ten sections,” he said.

“Good enough. Whenever you boys are ready.”

“Ready,” I said.

“Me on point?” Jack asked.

“I got it,” I said. “I’m the only one with a projectile.”

“Not much of a projectile,” Jack said. “Damned thing is going to shoot like a spear for the first five meters and then lose stability. Doesn’t have any fins!”

“Won’t matter. If a hostile is big enough for me to worry about, it’ll be close enough.”

Holly chuckled. “Okay, Nate. Lead us out.”

Now it was different. Even after watching for a moment to make sure we were clear, I felt as though we were being watched. Double-timing it, much faster than on any of the other trips out to the drill site, we quickly cut the distance. The ambient glow behind us broke twice, my breath catching in my throat each time.

The lights from the drill skid grew brighter and brighter, our suit lights slowly fading into the brighter illumination and becoming one with it. The particulates in the water looked like dust motes floating in a ray of sunshine. Every step we took kicked up tiny clouds, but most of the material didn’t make it above our knees.

Jack and I unpacked the drill string while Gus and Barb emptied the pitons. The first pack of tungsten pipes would connect to the drill and provide a good forty-five meters of length for the drill to drop. We had four more crates of drill strings packed into the landing platform, but the science geeks had said we should only need one to reach the deposit—45 meters of metal driving an 800 kg drill into rock.

We fitted the first long pipe in its slot and stood back from the drill assembly. Barb attached the power leads from the engine to the drill assembly and flicked the switch.

A series of green lights lit up the center of the drill cradle. We were ready to start it up.

Holly had her crate open and was placing its contents on the sides of the drill skid. “Seven mining charges, a spare nuclear slug for the engine, a couple of welders, and some of the heavier manual tools. That’s all we have apart from the pitons.”

“Great,” Gus said. “So when we run out of those, we get to throw things.”

“It is what it is,” Holly snapped. “Besides, this is probably all for nothing.”

“Cursing us again,” Barb muttered.

“Jack? Nate? Let’s get drilling.”

“Copy,” we said at the same time.

“Gus and Barb? Provide cover, and I’ll watch the drill just in case.”

Moment of truth time. Jack activated the drill through his HUD, and the lights turned from green to yellow. Jet trails of water spun away from the drill as it ramped up to speed. The drill platform vibrated beneath our suits, hard enough for me to feel it through my skin. Then the drill descended.

The vibration transformed from a light tremor to a deep thrumming that rose and fell like waves breaking over rocks at 40 km/h. Ten or so seconds later, the vibration evened out and settled into something much less alarming. For a moment, I had been afraid the drill skid would tear itself apart.

“Jack? How are we doing?”

“Drill looks good, Holly. Everything’s green.”

“Good,” Holly said. “How long before the next drill string section?”

“Four minutes,” I said. “Drill’s dropping fast. Guess the geology nerds were wrong about the ocean floor’s composition.”

“Big shock,” Barb said. “I mean they didn’t even—” Her voice broke off. I raised my head to look at her and realized she’d frozen in place.

“What is it?” Holly asked.

Barb took in a deep breath. “Behind you,” she said.

I turned toward the landing platform. Its lights had gone dark. The bio-luminescent material making up the platform glowed dim green seemingly in defiance of the yawning darkness.

“Okay,” Gus said. “That’s not good.”

“Nate?”

“Yeah, Holly,” I said.

“You have a piton launcher. Take up position and watch for any hostiles coming from the direction of the landing platform.”

“Yes, Boss,” I said and turned around to face the darkness.

Gus and Barb, both armed as well, took up positions to cover my flank—our flank, really. That left Jack and Holly to mind the drill. Considering we hadn’t yet had any problems, it was a good call, especially since we didn’t know what the hell had happened on the platform.

We stood in a semi-circle while Jack maintained a mere two meters from the drill. Metal-clad statues on the bottom of the ocean floor, the five of us waited for something bad to happen.

My HUD lit up with a warning that it was time to lengthen the drill string. Since I was trained to monitor and help Jack with the drill string, I should have been right with him in the center of the drill skid, helping him lift and position the next two sections of pipe, but the team needed me right where I was. Holly would have to fill in.

The comms chatter between her and Jack lasted more than two minutes as he ran her through the process. Holly had sat in on everyone’s VR sessions, but that didn’t mean she’d picked up more than a few tips and tricks about what each of our responsibilities were. With Jack’s help, though, she managed to pick it up quickly.

“Boss?” Barb called as Holly and Jack finished the next drill string section.

“What is it?” Holly sounded testy. 

“Getting radar contacts,” Barb said, sounding out of breath.

“Density?”

“Pretty dense.”

“Could be nothing more than a tight school of those tiny fish,” Gus offered. He didn’t sound like he believed his own words. I sure as shit didn’t.

“Nate?”

“I’m ready, Holly,” I said.

“How fast is it moving?” Holly asked.

Barb was silent for a moment before speaking. “It’s not moving toward us, just kind of hovering over there.”

Something moved through the beams of my suit lights. For all its color, it might as well have been a dead spot in reality. Light didn’t bounce off it so much as disappear into what passed for its flesh. Before I had a chance to say a word, two more indiscernible shapes flitted across my vision. While the first had been the size of a closed fist, the next two were larger—forearm sized in diameter and length.

“The natives are restless,” I said.

The drill’s vibrations increased again, the sensations tickling the skin of my feet, and not in a good way.

“Jack?”

“It’s okay, Holly,” he said. “Just hit a vein of something a little harder than the other layer. Should flatten out in a minute. But we’ll need two more sections.”

“Flatten out?” Holly said. “What the hell do you mean?”

“Strata,” I said. “They warned us we might hit veins of iron. Or, um, something like iron.”

“Great,” Gus said.

The drill ground again, the vibration rattling my teeth.

“Next string,” Jack said. He and Holly began the process of loading the next two tubes.

“That vibration, Jack. That’s not right.”

“No, Boss, it’s not,” he said. “I think whoever gave us our intel needs to be spaced.”

Something large moved out there in the darkness. It had to be at least thirty meters in length. Had to be. But it wasn’t moving closer. The shape hovered there in the darkness, an all-but-invisible wraith lingering beyond the ambient light cast by our suits and the work lamps.

“Nate?” Holly called. “Can you see the landing platform at all?”

“No,” I said. Even the light from the lumen paint had disappeared, swallowed by the darkness or whatever wall of organisms filled the water between our position and the platform. “Pretty sure something’s blocking the light.”

“That’s what I was afraid of,” Holly said. “Jack?”

“We need three more drill segments,” he said. “Then we can take the core sample.”

“We’re not going to make it that long,” Gus said. “Something’s moving, and I think it’s coming—”

The ocean floor groaned beneath us, something we didn’t hear so much as feel—like the roar of a wounded animal that could only be expressed by vibration. The ground shook beneath us, a micro-quake kicking up debris and particulates, and the powerful lights were rendered useless. Visibility had dropped from ten meters to less than a meter.

“What the hell was that?” Holly asked.

My HUD flashed with a warning that the drill was beginning to overheat.

“Holly?” Jack said, his voice calm and matter of fact. “We need to stop the drill.”

She cursed. “Because of the vibration?”

“No,” Jack said. “Because we’ve hit something we can’t get through.”

“Or the drill’s not rated for,” I said.

“Right. Either way,” he said, “I’m killing it.”

Holly cursed again. “Do it,” she said.

The ocean floor buckled again, releasing another cloud of debris, and my CASPer wobbled slightly as the rock and whatever was below us shifted. It felt as though the entire world was cracking in half. The drill HUD announced the drill was in standby mode, but the vibration continued.

“I stopped the drill,” Jack said.

“Yeah, great,” Barb teased. “It’s really helping.”

“Shut up, Barb,” Holly said.

“I can’t see anything in this mess.” Gus cursed. “Barb? Radar?”

“No,” she said. “Too much shit floating around. I can’t see anything except noise.”

The mech-suit shuddered as the rock and sand floor trembled beneath us, the last few shocks hitting hard enough to make the CASPers bounce. “Guys?” I said. “If the drill’s not on, what’s causing that?”

A geyser of sand and rock spewed upward a few meters in front of me, the final shreds of my sight line suddenly obscured by the debris.

“Get to the damned platform!” Holly yelled.

Jack cursed. “What about the drill? We only have—”

“Fuck the drill! Get moving!”

I grabbed two of the extra piton rounds with my mech’s free hand and trudged toward the platform radio beacon with tentative steps. I couldn’t see a damned thing. The particulates of sand, rock, and who knows what else had turned the water into an impenetrable soup. Without being able to see the ground in front of me, every step was a gamble. If I managed to step wrong on an obstacle or misread the terrain’s slope, I could easily tumble over and slide.

Another shockwave hit behind us, this time causing my CASPer to bounce more than a meter off the ocean floor. Jack was saying something, but it was completely unintelligible. I couldn’t risk turning and looking back, not like there was anything I’d be able to see anyway. Holly kept saying “Move!” over and over again as if in prayer. It wasn’t helping.

The ocean floor bucked hard, and something flew up and slammed into the back of my suit. I stumbled forward, desperate to keep my balance. I managed to regain some stability before something else crashed into my flank, pushing me sideways and into the incline.
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