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    For the 500 who came back from Earth.

For the 99,762,153 who never had a chance.

For every generation that fights for the one that follows.

  


  CHAPTER 1 - KADE

Month 5, Day 30. Unity battle group advancing. ETA: 68 hours.

The command bunker operates in controlled chaos—forty-seven personnel managing real-time tactical coordination across three simultaneous operational theaters. Space fleet operations under Captain Okafor's command. Ground defense preparations directed by Captain Rivera. Civilian shelter monitoring coordinated by Dr. Singh's emergency management teams.

Everything happening at once because Unity doesn't attack sequentially—they attack everywhere simultaneously to overwhelm defensive coordination and force errors through cognitive overload.

I'm running final systems integration checks on our orbital defense network when the priority alert arrives from deep-space monitoring stations: Unity battle group has completed formation reorganization and begun final acceleration burn toward inner system. Current velocity: 0.31c relative. Projected arrival: 67 hours, 22 minutes.

Faster than expected. They're not wasting time on reconnaissance or probing attacks. They're coming straight at us with overwhelming force, betting that sheer military superiority will force quick surrender once we see what we're facing.

Standard Unity doctrine for colonial pacification operations: establish orbital supremacy within 48 hours, commence systematic bombardment of military targets, force colonial surrender within two weeks maximum through combination of casualties and infrastructure destruction.

They've executed this playbook successfully on seventeen other colonies over thirty years.

We're number eighteen. Except we're not following their script.

I check the tactical display showing Unity's approach vector overlaid on system navigation charts. It's textbook professional—coming from galactic north using Kepler-442b's star for gravitational assist, approaching at angle that maximizes their weapons range while minimizing our defensive coverage zones.

Whoever's commanding that battle group knows their business intimately.

Admiral Morrison. I've read his file extensively—captured from Unity intelligence databases during one of Okafor's raids three months ago. Fifty-eight years old. Thirty-two years active military service. Veteran of twelve colonial pacification campaigns. Success rate: 100% with average campaign duration of eleven days from arrival to surrender.

He's good. Professional. Ruthless when tactically necessary but prefers minimal casualties when possible because dead civilians reduce long-term economic productivity. Exactly the kind of commander who'll make this war harder than fighting a butcher who just kills indiscriminately.

"Commander Chen," Captain Rivera's voice cuts through the bunker operational noise. She's coordinating ground defense from southern sector command post, deep underground beneath what used to be industrial district before we evacuated everything valuable.

"Unity's approach vector puts them in optimal bombardment position for industrial sector primary targets. They're going to hit manufacturing facilities first—standard doctrine to eliminate our ability to produce weapons, maintain equipment, and sustain prolonged resistance."

"Confirmed," I reply, already pulling up industrial sector defensive deployments on tactical displays. "We have 47 railgun batteries positioned for anti-orbital fire. They'll engage the moment Unity enters effective range, which our calculations put at approximately 8,200 kilometers altitude."

"Which is suicide for the gun crews manning those positions. Unity will target batteries with kinetic strikes within seconds of them revealing positions through firing signatures."

She's absolutely right. Every railgun battery that fires will be destroyed within minutes— seconds—by return bombardment from Unity's destroyers.

The orbital physics are unforgiving: Unity ships can maneuver freely while our ground-based batteries are stationary targets.

We've positioned 47 batteries knowing we'll lose most of them—probably all of them—in first engagement lasting ten minutes.

The crews—892 personnel total—volunteered knowing the mathematics explicitly. We explained survival probability honestly: approximately 3-8% depending on battery position and Unity's target prioritization algorithms.

Fire your weapon. Damage one Unity ship if you're extraordinarily lucky. Die when kinetic rod drops on your position thirty-to-ninety seconds later.

892 people accepted those terms.

Because that's what resistance costs when you're facing professional military force with orbital supremacy.

"The crews understand the risks completely," I tell Rivera, keeping my voice neutral despite the weight of 892 lives. "They're buying time for the fleet to execute guerrilla operations. Every Unity ship we damage in initial exchange weakens their blockade capability and creates opportunities for sustained harassment operations."

She's quiet for several seconds, then responds: "Understood. Southern sector ground forces ready for bombardment. We have 8,800 defenders positioned in underground facilities with hardened access points. Surface structures already evacuated three days ago. Unity can pound the surface all they want—we'll be underground waiting for them to commit ground troops."

The strategy is simple brutal mathematics: let Unity waste ordnance bombing empty buildings while we preserve forces underground, then engage them during ground invasion when they deploy troops to surface positions where our defensive advantages assert themselves.

I switch communication channels to fleet coordination. Captain Okafor is positioning our 24 combat vessels—using term "combat" loosely for most of them—in dispersed formation throughout inner system.

Not concentrated fleet formation that Unity would expect. Spread out. Hidden behind asteroids and orbital debris. Ready for hit-and-run attacks that exploit mobility against Unity's superior firepower.

"Captain Okafor, status?" I ask.

"Fleet dispersed per operational doctrine," she responds, her voice carrying the confidence of someone who's fought Unity and won before. "Seven Unity-captured warships positioned in asteroid belt alpha sector—they'll conduct ambush operations against isolated Unity elements once battle group establishes orbital presence. Sixteen modified cargo haulers distributed across predicted approach vectors—prepared for suicide ramming attacks if viable targets present themselves. One colonial destroyer Colonial Freedom held in reserve near Kepler-442b high orbit—last-ditch defense asset if everything else fails catastrophically."

"Crew morale assessment?"

Brief pause while she considers honest answer versus optimistic one. Okafor gives me honest.

"Mixed predictably. Professional crews on our captured Unity warships are confident—they know these guerrilla tactics work from personal experience fighting this way for four years. Volunteer crews on modified cargo haulers are scared but determined. They signed up for martyrdom operations knowing survival probability approaches zero. Colonial Freedom crew is undertrained and overstressed but holding together through sheer willpower and excellent leadership from Captain Chen Wei."

"That'll have to be sufficient."

I close the channel and return to monitoring Unity's approach through passive sensor networks. We're not actively scanning—don't want to reveal sensor positions—but we can track their fleet through gravitational distortion patterns and heat signatures that no amount of stealth technology can mask.

67 ships in tight formation. Four massive signatures at formation center—the carriers. Destroyer screen around carriers providing point defense. Frigates on patrol routes scanning for threats. Assault transports positioned for rapid deployment once orbital supremacy is established.

It's beautiful in a terrifying way. Professional military precision. Decades of doctrine refined through successful campaigns.

They know exactly what they're doing.

We're improvising desperately and hoping surprise compensates for incompetence.

The next 11 hours pass in compressed time perception—hours feeling like minutes when you're counting down to combat. Final preparations cycle continuously. Systems checks. Crew rotations ensuring everyone gets rest before fighting begins. Emergency drills. Equipment inspections. Medical teams preparing trauma facilities.

Dr. Singh coordinates civilian morale programs because people underground need routine, need to feel like they're living instead of waiting to die. Schools continue operating. Community activities proceed. Normal life maintained through sheer determination even as military forces prepare for war.

Commander Martinez runs continuous combat drills with ground forces—53,000 soldiers practicing underground warfare, coordinated fire exercises, ambush tactics, everything they'll need when Unity lands troops and urban warfare begins.

Month 6, Day 1. Unity arrival. Hour 0.

At 0247 hours local time, Unity battle group decelerates into high orbit.

They're professional and cautious—establishing position at 8,400 kilometers altitude, outside our railgun effective range but comfortably within bombardment range for their weapons systems.

The formation is perfect textbook execution: carriers at protected center with destroyer screen providing layered point defense, frigates on active patrol routes, assault transports positioned for troop deployment.

Admiral Morrison wastes no time broadcasting: "Colonial forces Kepler-442b. This is Admiral Morrison commanding Unity Expeditionary Force. You are in violation of Unity Charter provisions regarding unauthorized military development and insurrection against legitimate corporate authority. You will immediately cease hostile actions, surrender all military assets, and accept Unity governance. You have 24 hours to comply. Failure to surrender will result in military action to restore order. This is your only warning and final opportunity."

Dr. Singh drafts response quickly and broadcasts it colony-wide before transmitting to Unity battle group:

"Admiral Morrison. The colony of Kepler-442b rejects Unity Charter authority completely. We are free people defending our home against corporate occupation. We chose independence six months ago through democratic vote. We choose it now. We will fight to maintain it. Your 24-hour deadline is rejected. Commence your attack whenever you're ready. We'll be here—ready, armed, and free—when you finally realize this colony isn't worth the cost you're about to pay."

Unity's response comes exactly eight hours later, precisely on their operational schedule.

Not negotiations. Not further warnings.

Action.

Orbital bombardment begins at 1047 hours.

Thirty-two kinetic rods drop simultaneously from Unity destroyers. Each rod is tungsten cylinder approximately five meters long, half-meter diameter, falling from 8,400 kilometers altitude at terminal velocity.

Impact energy equivalent to tactical nuclear weapons.

They target our railgun battery positions with precision that demonstrates excellent intelligence gathering and professional target analysis.

Our gun crews have eighteen seconds warning from radar tracking to impact.

Most don't evacuate successfully.

The impacts are catastrophic and beautiful and horrible simultaneously. Each rod hits with force equivalent to 10-kiloton nuclear weapon. Railgun batteries cease to exist—vaporized in expanding plasma fireballs that light up Kepler-442b's dawn sky like dozens of artificial suns rising simultaneously.

Casualty reports stream into command bunker in real-time:

- Battery Alpha-7: Total loss. 19 crew KIA. - Battery Beta-12: Total loss. 21 crew KIA. - Battery Gamma-4: Total loss. 18 crew KIA. - Battery Delta-9: Total loss. 20 crew KIA.

The list continues. Thirty-two batteries destroyed in Unity's opening bombardment. 597 personnel confirmed dead in first ninety seconds of combat operations.

But fifteen batteries survive—the ones Unity couldn't target in initial strike due to positioning or intelligence gaps.

They return fire immediately according to pre-planned doctrine.

Hypervelocity slugs streak toward Unity's orbital positions. Our railguns fire solid tungsten projectiles at 0.02c—2% of light speed, fast enough that impact kinetic energy alone punches through most standard armor plating.

Not elegant. Not sophisticated. raw physics applied violently.

Three slugs score direct hits on Unity destroyer Retribution. Shield generators overload catastrophically from impact energy transfer. Two additional slugs penetrate hull armor after shields fail, venting atmosphere from multiple decks.

The destroyer's orbit destabilizes immediately. It begins tumbling.

Confirmed kill. One Unity destroyer destroyed. Estimated 240 crew dead.

Our fifteen surviving batteries continue firing until Unity's return bombardment destroys them systematically. Seven minutes of sustained fire. Approximately 180 shots total.

We score hits on two more destroyers and one frigate—significant damage but not complete destruction.

When the firing finally stops, all 47 railgun batteries are destroyed completely.

Final casualty assessment: 892 personnel dead. Every single gun crew exactly as projected.

They bought us seven minutes of orbital fire and three damaged Unity ships.

The mathematics remain brutal: 892 colonial dead versus approximately 340 Unity dead (destroyer crew plus casualties from damaged vessels).

We're losing the attrition war already at nearly 3:1 casualty ratio.

But we're making them pay higher than expected. Unity anticipated establishing orbital supremacy with minimal casualties— dozen dead in professional operation.

Instead they lost 340 people and three damaged ships requiring immediate repair in first engagement.

That matters psychologically and politically even if the tactical mathematics favor Unity.

Admiral Morrison's response is predictable and professional: escalate bombardment systematically.

For the next 36 hours, Unity pounds our surface positions continuously. Kinetic rods dropping in calculated patterns. They target industrial facilities, government buildings, military installations, power generation stations, anything that makes colony infrastructure function effectively.

We're underground. We watch surface structures disintegrate through remote cameras positioned to survive bombardment.

New Hope City's skyline ceases to exist—replaced by smoking craters and twisted wreckage and fires burning in Kepler-442b's toxic atmosphere.

Civilian casualties: 1,847 dead. People who were in surface structures when bombardment began. People who couldn't reach underground shelters quickly enough. People who made fatal miscalculations about whether they had time to grab possessions before evacuating.

Military casualties: 214 dead. Personnel caught in surface positions during bombardment. Forward observers. Scout teams. Communication relay operators.

We're three days into war and we've lost 2,953 people total—nearly 3,000 dead.

Unity casualties estimated at 547 dead, 892 wounded based on signals intelligence intercepts.

We're bleeding worse at approximately 5:1 casualty ratio. At this rate, we lose mathematically within three weeks through simple attrition.

But mathematics don't fully account for morale effects, psychological warfare, and political pressure building on Unity High Command.

Unity expected quick victory with minimal losses. They're getting grinding attrition battle that's already cost them more casualties than projected for entire campaign.

Earth's population watches casualty reports with increasing concern—Unity doesn't like admitting they're losing hundreds of soldiers to "routine colonial pacification."

Admiral Morrison faces uncomfortable questions from Unity Board about why he lost a destroyer and 500+ personnel in first three days against what intelligence described as "poorly equipped colonial resistance."

The political pressure matters. not immediately. But eventually.

Month 6, Day 4. Unity ground invasion begins.

They deploy 35,000 troops across six landing zones simultaneously. Professional assault execution—vertical landing burns directly onto prepared positions, combat troops in powered armor deploying within seconds of touchdown, establishing defensive perimeters while follow-on forces land continuously.

We don't contest the landings directly. Standard guerrilla doctrine: let them land, let them deploy, let them think they're establishing positions successfully.

Then hit them from ambush positions prepared months in advance.

The Battle of Industrial Sector begins at 1423 hours and continues for eighteen straight hours of brutal urban combat.

Commander Martinez's 8,800 southern sector defenders engage 12,000 Unity troops in close-quarters warfare. Building-to-building fighting. Snipers. Ambushes. Booby traps. Everything that negates Unity's equipment advantages when you're fighting in ruins at ranges measured in meters.

The battle is meat grinder consuming both sides. Unity troops have superior equipment and training. Colonial forces have desperation, local knowledge, and willingness to die.

When the battle finally ends at 0847 hours on Day 5:

Unity casualties: 4,247 dead, 3,094 wounded Colonial casualties: 3,401 dead, 2,087 wounded

We inflicted 7,341 total casualties while taking 5,488 ourselves.

For the first time, casualty ratio favors us—approximately 1.3:1 instead of the 5:1 Unity expected.

Admiral Morrison pulls troops back from Industrial Sector and requests reinforcement from Unity High Command.

Request denied immediately.

Unity Board isn't willing to commit additional forces to Kepler-442b. The casualties already exceed projections significantly. The political cost is mounting as Earth media coverage intensifies.

We've survived first week of war.

Barely. Bloodied. Missing 6,488 colonists dead plus thousands wounded.

But surviving. Fighting. Still free.

The mathematics remain terrible but no longer impossible.


  CHAPTER 2 - HELENA

Week 2 of ground combat. Month 6, Day 11.

The war has settled into brutal urban warfare stalemate that's slowly grinding both sides into exhaustion. Unity controls approximately 35% of New Hope City's surface area—primarily the industrial sector and spaceport facilities. We control the civilian residential districts and government zones.

Neither side can advance without taking catastrophic casualties.

Every single day for the past week: firefights across contested boundary zones. Sniper duels between ruined buildings. Ambush operations in tunnel networks. Unity trying to expand their perimeter incrementally. Us trying to contain and push them back.

The daily casualty reports arrive like clockwork, numbers that would have been horrifying six months ago but now register as today's butcher's bill:

Day 8: 147 colonists KIA, 289 WIA (wounded in action). Unity estimated 210 KIA based on recovered bodies and signals intelligence.

Day 9: 193 colonists KIA, 341 WIA. Unity estimated 276 KIA.

Day 10: 168 colonists KIA, 298 WIA. Unity estimated 241 KIA.

Day 11: 141 colonists KIA, 276 WIA. Unity estimated 198 KIA.

We're killing them. Slowly. Expensively. At cost of our own people bleeding into Kepler-442b's toxic soil.

But we're making every Unity soldier who survives wonder if they're next.

I'm in underground command bunker reviewing tactical situation when Commander Chen rushes in with expression that means something significant happened—good or bad, can't tell yet.

"Helena, Unity carrier Retribution just broadcast message. Not to military command. Directly to you personally. They're demanding you surrender or they'll level New Hope City from orbit."

I access the communication. Admiral Morrison speaking directly to camera—professional military bearing, but I can see exhaustion around his eyes. He's been fighting this campaign for eleven days. It's not going according to plan.

"Commander Martinez. Your resistance is admirable but ultimately futile. Unity forces currently control thirty-five percent of New Hope City's surface infrastructure. Our troops hold strategic positions. Our orbital fleet dominates space absolutely. You cannot achieve military victory against our superior forces."

He pauses for effect—probably thinks he's being dramatic. looks tired.

"However, Unity Board does not desire unnecessary bloodshed and recognizes value in preserving colonial infrastructure for future integration. We are therefore offering final terms: You personally surrender to Unity authority. Accept Unity governance publicly. Order remaining colonial military forces to lay down arms immediately. In exchange, we guarantee no retribution against civilian population. No further orbital bombardment beyond military necessity. Peaceful integration under Unity administration with colonial population granted full citizenship rights."

Another pause, longer.

"You have twenty-four hours to decide. If you refuse these generous terms, Unity Expeditionary Force will commence systematic orbital destruction of all remaining civilian districts not currently under our control. We will reduce New Hope City to ash. Every death after this point becomes your personal responsibility. Every child who dies in orbital bombardment dies because you chose pride over pragmatism. Think carefully, Commander. Twenty-four hours."

The transmission ends.

Kade is watching me carefully. "It's psychological warfare. They're trying to break morale by making you the singular decision point—personalizing the choice to make you feel individually responsible for every death."

"It's also a genuine offer," I reply, analyzing Admiral Morrison's tone and body language. "If I surrender, Unity gets their symbolic victory. Colonial resistance leader submitting publicly on recorded video. They can claim they 'won' pacification campaign without destroying entire city. Politically valuable to them."

"And if you refuse?"

"They level New Hope City systematically. Kill everyone in remaining surface structures. Force survivors underground where we slowly starve over six months when food supplies run out."

Dr. Singh arrives, having monitored the broadcast in civilian coordination center. "Helena, the colony council is requesting emergency session. Multiple councilors want to discuss Unity's terms seriously."

I follow her to council chambers—relocated to deep underground facility three kilometers beneath original government buildings, far enough that even sustained kinetic bombardment can't reach us.

The council is divided predictably.

Patricia Chen speaks first, her voice urgent: "Commander, we need to seriously consider Admiral Morrison's offer. If personal surrender prevents orbital destruction of civilian districts—if it saves two hundred thousand lives currently sheltering underground—we have moral obligation to evaluate terms objectively."

Another councilor—James Park from Economic Development—counters immediately: "We voted to resist Unity. 277,840 colonists chose freedom over submission six months ago. One personal surrender doesn't erase that democratic choice."

"One personal surrender might save 200,000 civilian lives currently sheltering in underground facilities awaiting Unity's promised orbital bombardment," Patricia replies sharply.

"Helena, I respect everything you've accomplished. But if Admiral Morrison will grant peace in exchange for symbolic surrender—if he'll genuinely guarantee no retaliation and peaceful integration—"

"It's not peace," I interrupt. "It's occupation with gentler terminology. Unity governance means resource extraction. Corporate control. Everything we fought to escape since the original Salvation evacuation thirty-four years ago."

"But alive under Unity governance is still alive. Dead defending abstract concepts of freedom is still dead. My grandson is eight years old. He's underground right now waiting for orbital bombardment. If your surrender saves him—"

"If I surrender, Unity occupies us. Extracts minerals. Controls our economy. Your grandson grows up in corporate system where his labor benefits Earth reconstruction while Kepler-442b becomes extraction site. He survives but he's not free."

The argument continues for thirty minutes—passionate, honest, representing genuine philosophical division about what matters more: survival or freedom.

Finally, Dr. Singh calls for formal vote: "Council recommendation regarding Admiral Morrison's surrender terms. Those in favor of accepting Unity's offer?"

Hands raise: 12 councilors support accepting terms.

"Those opposed?"

11 councilors against.

One vote difference. 12-11 supporting surrender.

Dr. Singh turns to me. "Commander Martinez, colony council recommends accepting Unity's surrender terms by narrow margin. However, per military governance protocols during active combat operations, final military decision rests with you as combat commander. What's your decision?"

I think about the 6,500 colonists who've died in eleven days. Training casualties. Bombardment victims. Soldiers killed in ground combat.

Every name, every face, every person who chose death over submission.

I think about the 99 million left behind on Cinder when Salvation evacuated.

I think about Vera Kane stealing that ship because submission to Unity wasn't acceptable no matter the cost.

I think about every choice that led to this moment—decades of decisions about freedom versus survival, independence versus security.

"No," I say. "We don't surrender. Not to Unity. Not after everything we've sacrificed. Not after 6,500 people died choosing freedom."

Patricia Chen stands, her voice breaking with emotion: "Commander, you're condemning 200,000 people to death for symbolic resistance against impossible odds."

"I'm honoring 277,840 people's choice to remain free. They voted knowing the cost. We've paid part of that cost already. We'll pay the remainder if necessary. But we'll pay it as free people, not as Unity's property."

"Helena—"

"The decision is made. We reject Admiral Morrison's terms. Notify all military commands: prepare for orbital bombardment escalation. Ensure civilian population is secured in deepest shelter levels. We're about to learn exactly how seriously Unity means their threats."

I leave council chambers before they can continue arguing.

Kade follows me out. "Helena, you rejected terms that might have saved 200,000 lives."

"I rejected terms that would have enslaved 240,000 people. There's a fundamental difference."

"Is there? When they're all dead from orbital bombardment, what difference does freedom make?"

"Every difference. Because they chose to die free instead of live in chains. I'm honoring that choice, not overriding it for utilitarian calculations about maximizing survival."

He's quiet for long moment. Then: "For what it's worth, I support your decision. Unity's terms weren't genuine peace—they were submission with prettier language and false promises about citizenship rights."

"Tell that to the 200,000 who might die in the next orbital strike because I refused compromise."

"They already know. They voted for resistance six months ago. This is what resistance costs when you're outgunned."

I draft formal response to Admiral Morrison and broadcast it fleet-wide:

"Admiral: The colony of Kepler-442b categorically rejects your surrender terms. We chose freedom six months ago when we voted 99.9% to resist Unity occupation. We choose it now. We will choose it tomorrow and every day afterward. Commence your bombardment if you must. We'll be here—underground, alive, and free—when you finally give up and go home. Because Unity always goes home eventually. We've studied your campaigns. You suppress colonies until the political cost exceeds the economic benefit, then you declare victory and withdraw. We're making the cost unacceptable. Every soldier you lose, every ship we damage, every day this campaign continues—all of it makes our independence more expensive than our minerals are worth. So do your worst. We're not surrendering."

I transmit the message on all military and civilian frequencies.

Unity's response comes eight hours later.

Not words. Not negotiations.

Kinetic bombardment. Massive escalation.

Forty-seven rods. Simultaneous impacts across remaining surface structures not under Unity ground control. Industrial facilities we still controlled. Residential districts Unity couldn't occupy. Government buildings. Medical centers. Schools. Power stations.

Everything.

The underground shelters shake like planetary earthquakes are ripping Kepler-442b apart. Dust rains from reinforced ceiling joints. Emergency lighting flickers. Structural supports groan under transferred kinetic energy.

When the bombardment stops—eighteen minutes of continuous impacts—surface scouts report casualties:

3,847 colonists dead.

Those who were in surface structures for various reasons. Those who couldn't reach underground in time. Those who made wrong decisions about risk versus necessity.

3,847 more names for memorial walls that keep growing.

All because I rejected surrender terms that might—might—have saved them.

Patricia Chen was right. I condemned people to death for symbolic resistance.

But those 3,847 people voted to resist knowing this could happen. They chose freedom over submission. Over safety. Over guaranteed survival under Unity governance.

I honored that choice.

Doesn't make them less dead. But their deaths mean something because they died free, not as Unity property.

The philosophical mathematics don't comfort me when I'm adding 3,847 names to casualty lists.

But philosophy is all I have when mathematics demand I calculate human lives in cost-benefit terms.

We're eleven days into this war.

10,347 colonists dead total.

Unity casualties estimated at 5,400 dead, 6,700 wounded.

We're still bleeding worse. But we're making it expensive enough that Unity High Command is questioning whether Kepler-442b is worth continued investment.

Political pressure building on Admiral Morrison to conclude operations.

that matters. it doesn't.

What matters right now: 200,000 colonists underground, alive, free, waiting to see if Unity commits to total extermination or eventually decides occupation costs more than it's worth.

I spend the next six hours visiting underground shelter sectors. Talking with civilians. Explaining the choice I made. Why I rejected surrender.

Most understand. Some are angry. A few blame me personally for their dead relatives.

All of them are free to blame me.

That's what democracy means—freedom to hold leaders accountable for decisions, even terrible ones made in impossible circumstances.

That's what we're fighting for.

Even when it costs 3,847 lives in eighteen minutes.


  CHAPTER 3 - KADE

Week 3 of ground combat. Month 6, Day 18.

The war has entered what military analysts call "sustainable attrition phase"—which is professional terminology for "both sides bleeding but neither dying fast enough to force conclusion."

We're losing approximately 150-200 colonists daily. Unity is losing approximately 110-140 personnel daily. The mathematics favor them slightly—they can sustain 10% losses longer than we can sustain 15% losses because they started with more people.

But "sustainable" is relative term when you're calculating how many months until total population depletion.

I'm in command bunker running resource projections when the numbers finally crystallize into unavoidable reality:

CURRENT COLONIAL RESOURCE STATUS (Day 18):

Population: - Started: 277,000 colonists - Current: 266,653 (10,347 KIA) - Daily attrition rate: 175 average - Projected depletion: 4.2 years at current rate

Food supplies: - Underground hydroponics: 40,000 kg/day production - Required consumption: 83,100 kg/day (300g per person) - Current reserves: 8.4 million kg - Deficit: 43,100 kg/day - Time until starvation: 195 days (6.5 months)

Water: - Recycling capacity: 220,000 liters/day - Required: 266,653 liters/day - Deficit: 46,653 liters/day - Current reserves: 14 million liters - Time until dehydration: 300 days (10 months)

Medical supplies: - Trauma supplies: 47% depleted - Antibiotics: 62% depleted - Surgical equipment: adequate - Blood products: critically low - Projected medical capability collapse: 90 days

Ammunition: - Plasma charges: 2.1 million remaining - Daily usage: 47,000 average - Time until depletion: 45 days - Railgun slugs: depleted (all batteries destroyed) - Explosives: 38% remaining

The mathematics are unforgiving. We can fight for another 45 days before ammunition runs out. We can sustain population for 195 days before starvation begins. We can provide medical care for 90 days before trauma capability collapses.

Unity knows these numbers. They're running same calculations. They know we're operating on borrowed time.

Which is why Admiral Morrison hasn't committed to full-scale assault. He's waiting for resource depletion to force our surrender without additional Unity casualties.

It's brilliant strategy. Patient. Professional. Exactly what I'd do in his position.

Commander Martinez enters bunker carrying data tablet and expression that means she's about to deliver more bad news.

"Kade, we have riot situation in Shelter Complex 7. Approximately 800 colonists demanding increased food rations. They're saying military gets priority allocation while civilians starve."

"Are they correct?"

She pauses. "Partially. Military personnel receive 320 grams daily. Civilians receive 280 grams. The differential is justified—soldiers burn more calories in combat operations."

"Try explaining caloric differential to hungry people watching their children lose weight."

"I have. They're not listening. They want equal rations or they're threatening to stop cooperating with shelter protocols."

I pull up shelter Complex 7 demographics. 12,400 people. Mostly families with children. These aren't radicals or troublemakers—they're desperate parents watching food supplies dwindle while their kids ask why they're hungry.

"What do you recommend?" I ask.

"Equal rations across all personnel. Military and civilian. We eliminate the 40-gram differential. Reduces military combat effectiveness slightly but prevents civil unrest."

"That decreases soldier caloric intake by 12.5%. Combat performance degradation will be measurable."

"I know. But social cohesion matters more right now than optimal soldier nutrition. If civilians believe military is hoarding resources, unity fractures. We lose the war politically before we lose it militarily."

She's right strategically but it's expensive tactically.

"Approved. Equal rations effective immediately. 280 grams per person regardless of role. Notify all shelter commanders."

She leaves to implement the policy change.

I return to resource projections, now recalculating with reduced military caloric intake factored into combat effectiveness models.

The numbers get marginally worse. But marginally worse is better than social collapse.

Dr. Singh arrives thirty minutes later with her own crisis.

"Kade, we have medical situation. Trauma supplies running critically low. Captain Rivera is requesting priority allocation for military casualties over civilian injuries. The hospital directors are refusing. They're saying medical ethics require equal treatment regardless of military status."

More resource allocation conflicts. Everything in war eventually reduces to mathematics of who gets what when supplies are inadequate for everyone.

"What's the medical assessment?" I ask.

"If we prioritize military casualties, soldier survival rates remain at 83%. Civilian survival rates drop to 71%. If we maintain equal treatment, both drop to 77%."

"So prioritizing military saves more total lives through improved combat effectiveness preventing future casualties?"

"That's the military argument. The medical ethics argument is that deliberate triage based on military value violates fundamental principles of medical care."

I'm tired of impossible choices. But impossible choices are what command means when resources are scarce and everyone can't be saved.

"Equal medical treatment. No military prioritization. We don't start calculating human value based on combat utility. That's Unity's mathematics, not ours."

Dr. Singh looks relieved. "Thank you. The hospital directors were prepared to resign if forced to implement military triage."

"Tell them we need them too much for resignations. Equal treatment, maximum effort, best outcomes possible given constraints."

She nods and leaves.

I'm alone in command bunker surrounded by displays showing resource depletion curves, casualty projections, and operational timelines that all converge on same conclusion:

We're losing slowly.

Not catastrophically. Not immediately. But inexorably.

Unless something changes—political pressure on Unity, unexpected military victory, diplomatic intervention, miracle—we lose in approximately 100-120 days when ammunition runs out and starvation begins.

Commander Martinez returns hour later with tactical update.

"Unity is repositioning forces. Pulling back from contested zones. Consolidating around spaceport and northern industrial sector. They're not attacking—defending positions and waiting."

"They're implementing siege doctrine," I reply. "Let us exhaust resources while they maintain defensive perimeter. Professional and patient."

"Can we break the siege?"

"Not without catastrophic casualties. They're dug in. We'd lose thousands in frontal assault."

"So we wait and starve?"

"We wait and hope political pressure forces Unity withdrawal before we starve."

She's quiet for moment, processing implications.

"How long do we have?" she asks.

I pu—I examine resource projections. Show her the curves.

"Ammunition depletes in 45 days. Medical capability collapses in 90 days. Starvation begins in 195 days. But realistically, combat effectiveness degrades to non-viable around day 100 when combination of ammunition shortage, medical limitations, and malnutrition makes sustained operations impossible."

"Three months."

"Give or take."

"And Unity knows this?"

"They're running same calculations. They know we're on clock. They're content to wait."

She stares at the projections for long moment.

"So we need political solution in next three months or we lose everything."

"Yes."

"Any indication Unity Board is wavering?"

"Earth media coverage is increasingly critical. Casualty reports are bad optics. Unity's stock price is down 23% since campaign began. Political opposition parties are demanding investigation. But is it enough to force withdrawal? Unknown."

"We need to increase the pressure. Make it more expensive for Unity to stay than to leave."

"How? We're already inflicting maximum feasible casualties given our capabilities."

She thinks for moment, then: "We go after their logistics. Not the military forces—the support infrastructure. Supply ships. Command vessels. Communication relays. Make it harder for them to sustain operations. Force them to choose between increasing investment or cutting losses."

It's sound strategy. Target Unity's operational capacity instead of military strength.

"I'll coordinate with Captain Okafor. Fleet operations against logistics targets. We have seven functional warships left. We can conduct sustained harassment operations."

"Do it. And Kade? We need those operations to work. Because if Unity is still here in three months, we lose by default."

The week continues with grinding attrition warfare.

Day 19: 164 colonists KIA, 298 WIA. Unity estimated 127 KIA.

Day 20: 182 colonists KIA, 341 WIA. Unity estimated 149 KIA.

Day 21: 157 colonists KIA, 287 WIA. Unity estimated 134 KIA.

The numbers blur together. Each day another 160-180 names added to casualty lists. Each day Unity loses 130-150 personnel.

We're bleeding faster but they're bleeding too.

And bleeding matters when Earth is watching casualty reports and questioning whether Kepler-442b is worth the cost.

Captain Okafor launches logistics harassment campaign on Day 22.

Our seven remaining warships conduct coordinated raids against Unity supply convoys. Hit-and-run attacks. Destroy one transport, damage another, disappear before Unity escorts respond.

It's expensive for us—we lose one warship in first raid—but devastating for Unity logistics.

Over five days: - 12 supply transports destroyed - 4 communication relays disabled - 2 command vessels damaged - Unity logistics capability reduced by approximately 30%

Admiral Morrison requests emergency resupply from Unity High Command.

Request approved but delayed.

Earth media covers the logistics crisis. Headlines about "Unity Forces Struggling Against Colonial Resistance." Stock prices continue falling. Political pressure intensifies.
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