
	J. R. Handley 
Presents:

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	Contested Landing 
Volume 1

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	Bayonet Books

	Virginia Beach, VA USA

	 

	
J. R. Handley Presents: Contested Landing Volume 1

	Is a collective work of contributing authors and Published by Bayonet Books

	admin@bayonetbooks.com

	869 Lynnhaven Pkwy, Suite 113-129, Virginia Beach, VA 23452

	https://bayonetbooks.com

	Copyright © 2024 by J. R. Handley 

	Copyright © 2026 by J. R. Handley

	 

	All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, distributed, or transmitted in any form or by any means, including photocopying, recording, or other electronic or mechanical methods, without the prior written permission of the publisher, except in the case of brief quotations embodied in critical reviews and certain other noncommercial uses permitted by copyright law.

	 

	For permission requests, contact the publisher listed above, addressed “Attention: Permissions”.

	 

	Publishers Note: This is a collective work of fiction. Names, characters, places, and incidents are a product of the author’s imagination. Locales and public names are sometimes used for atmospheric purposes. Any resemblance to actual people, living or dead, or to businesses, companies, events, institutions, or locales is completely coincidental.

	 

	INTRODUCTION, by Nicholas Garber, Copyright © 2024 by Nicholas Garber

	WARTHOGS, by Nathan Pedde, Copyright © 2024 by Nathan Pedde

	LUNAR LIONS, by J. R. Handley & David Hensley, Copyright © 2024 J. R. Handley & David Hensley

	ALOHA SNACKBAR, by William S. Frisbee, Jr, Copyright © 2024 William S. Frisbee, Jr

	BLOOD ON THE RISERS, by D. Raymond Smith, Copyright © 2024 D. Raymond Smith

	CABS MOBILE INFANTRY, by R. Kyle Hannah, Copyright © 2024 R. Kyle Hannah

	CHILDREN OF FIRE, by Jesse James Fain, Copyright © 2024 Jesse James Fain

	DEVILS, by J. T. Arralle, Copyright © 2024 J. T. Arralle

	SHORES OF YORE: A BATTLE APES STORY, by A.M. Stevens, Copyright © 2024 A.M. Stevens

	THE ZENDA PROTOCOL, by Robert Allen Lupton, Copyright © 2024 Robert Allen Lupton

	WHAT’S DOWN THERE?!, by S. K. Arnette, Copyright © 2024 S. K. Arnette

	SHADOW ALLIANCE, by Tyler Newcomb, Copyright © 2024 Tyler Newcomb

	THE VICTORS OF NEROS, by Lucas Thornsberry, Copyright © 2024 Lucas Thornsberry

	 

	Credits:

	Cover design by: J.F. Posthumus

	Edited by: Bayonet Books

	J. R. Handley Presents: Contested Landing Volume 1

	by J. R. Handley /Bayonet Books – 2nd edition, 2026

	 

	Ebook ISBN: 978-1-960016-50-8

	Trade Paperback ISBN: 978-1-960016-51-5

	 

	 


Table of Contents

	 

	Introduction      1

	One Crayon At A Time      3

	Warthogs      5

	Lunar Lions      33

	Aloha Snackbar      53

	Blood on the Risers      79

	CABS Mobile Infantry      93

	Children of Fire      113

	Devils      137

	Shores of Yore: A Battle Apes Story      161

	The Zenda Protocol      189

	WHAT’S DOWN THERE?!      205

	Shadow Uprising      219

	The Victors of Neros      243

	 

	 


Introduction

	By: Nicholas Garber

	 

	 

	W


	hen J. R. asked me to write the introduction for his anthology, I wasn’t sure what to say. I know why he asked me; that was the easy part. We chewed on some of the same sand and steel in a desert half a world away. Our rifles overlapped on some missions, several in fact... the kind whose memory sticks with you. He’d say I saved his life. I just called it doing my job. 

	 

	Unsurprisingly, I took a job that put me at the tip of the spear; I had been a military brat from way back. I grew up under the shadow of my father’s trident and the old sea stories he told. It’s no wonder I enlisted… but I had to one-up my old man’s time in the SEAL teams. Instead, I chose to join the best of the best—I became a US Army Airborne Ranger. Check and Mate, Dad! Seriously, I won at life, and I remind him of it all of the damn time! Don’t judge me; in the military, we’re only nice to the people we don’t like.

	 

	But more than my dad’s service, I also grew up on the stories of Captain America and GI Joe. I defeated the bug menace with Rico as Heinlein defined a genre. I played in the deserts with Frank Herbert. I saw good triumph over evil because the average man decided to rise above and do the right thing. I wanted to be that man, to make a difference so others could rest easy at home. Cliché, I know, but soldiers keep saying it for a reason.

	 

	When my time in uniform came to an end, my desire to feel that connection, that brotherhood, I found it again in the old faithful… in speculative fiction. It is why I love the military fiction genre. But I like to narrow it down to the stories that really speak to me. The adventures of brave young space marines dropping out of orbit to save their fellow man and make a stand for their ideals. In Contested Landing, you’ll get to experience, albeit briefly, what the average grunt did when they stormed Normandy. You’ll suit up with the Galactic Legions as they suit up to defend their Federation. You’ll ride with the ODST as they stop the alien scum. What’s not to love?

	 

	Respectfully,

	 

	Nicholas R. Garber

	Captain, Infantry, US Army (ret)

	Operation Iraqi Freedom III

	Operation Enduring Freedom: Kosovo

	Formerly of the 2nd Ranger Battalion

	 

	 

	 

	 


One Crayon At A Time

	By: William Joseph Roberts

	 

	 

	S


	ince I’m writing this piece for a military science fiction anthology, it seemed only fitting to take a jab at the jarheads out there, because I’m an Air Force veteran and we’re dealing with Space Marines! But on the serious side, it does carry the connotation for the theme of this short essay.

	When you take those steps to writing your first short story or novel, those are steps that you will hopefully learn from and remember. Everything from the struggle to come up with the details of your scenes to the research involved to get it right. Whether you’re getting input from beta readers, or paying an editor to go over your piece, it’s important to remember to take it all in as objectively as possible. 

	Does it hurt when someone wants to kill your darlings? Absolutely. But we get so close to our work that we miss blatant and simple mistakes. This is what I tell baby authors is a Forest for the Trees issue. You’ve looked at the piece so much that you get hyper focused, and you can’t see the forest for the trees. 

	Our brains are wired in such a way that the correct or missing words are inserted automatically as we read, and we never spot the issue until someone else points it out to us. 

	Don’t take it to heart. We’ve all done it before. I have looked over manuscripts for several top list authors and even they do it. We’re human. Yes mistakes happen, but the way to correct the issue isn’t by beating yourself up and putting yourself into a foul mood. The way to improve is to pay attention to what others tell you they see as an issue, no matter if it’s grammar, plot, spelling, etc. 

	Take that input and study it. Weigh the validity of the marks or comments. Sometimes what is in your head isn’t what comes out onto the paper, and you have to re-evaluate your execution of a scene. If the majority of readers Get what you mean, then you’re probably on the right track. If not, then why did you miss the mark? How can you improve the piece?

	 

	Are your characters two dimensional, or feel like cardboard cutouts?

	Did you Tell more than Show? 

	Did your exposition turn into a boring info dump?

	How much handwavium did you include, and is it believable? 

	Were your facts correct or assumed?

	 

	Little things like this can make or break a story and throw the reader out, which is the last thing you want to happen. 

	And the only way to improve is to learn by those mistakes. Experience makes a difference, but we all start at the bottom and have to build on each one of those baby steps until we can then skip, jump, and leap ahead with the best of them. 

	So, learn from your baby steps and grow. Or for my fellow servicemembers, the Jarheads out there, take it one crayon at a time, and you’re guaranteed to reach your goal. 

	 

	William Joseph Roberts

	 

	 

	 


Warthogs

	By Nathan Pedde

	 

	 

	C


	ezar was a normal high school student in his senior year, and his greatest worry was whether or not he had a prom date and if he could help his football team win the championship. Then the Earthlings invade, and everything changes.

	Stuck behind enemy lines, his football team forms a guerilla group to take the fight to the invaders. In the constant struggle of life and death, his very existence becomes wrought with violence and bloodshed. Friends die in his arms, meaning every day could be his last. There is only one thing he can do: make the name Warthogs, spoken in terror by any Earthling on Mars. 

	 

	[image: Atom outline]

	 

	Part One

	 

	The sun blasted into Cezar’s eyes as the packed stadium cheered around him. He lay on the turf, sucking in each breath. Except the noise wasn’t for him but for the opposing team. Cezar’s had failed, and his team had lost. It was a good play, except the ball slipped from his fingers. Then, the other team intercepted and sprinted for the end zone. He had tried to catch the kid, but he was too fast.

	“Muskrats, muskrats,” the crowd cheered, referring to the Miramar High team. 

	Cezar Fortunatov, or Fortune, was a wide receiver for Cortez Hill Secondary in New San Diego, Protonilus Mensae province, Mars Independent Alliance. He considered himself an ordinary high school kid living a peaceful life. He had three meals a day with parties and school functions. His greatest worry was finishing his senior year as a virgin. His mandatory two-year enlistment was the worst threat to his safety, with the choices to take the two-year hospital aide route or the infantry route. The former meant he’d be wiping the asses of the elderly. The latter, he’d be in the infantry doing ruck marches and sleeping in the mud. Life, it turned out, was ironic. 

	Jedrek Nybo or Jed said, another wide receiver on the team, stood over him with his helmet in his hand. “If he threw the ball to me, I’d have caught it. Stupid idiot.”

	Jed kicked him in the side as he stepped over him, heading for the rest of the team. He was a bit taller than Cezar, but he was skinnier and faster. His narrow face and long nose gave him a hawkish look. 

	Cezar ignored him, staring at the Martian sky and the clouds. His ancestors spent five hundred years terraforming the planet. The red dust-rock was gone, and now the four billion Martians living on its blue-green surface wanted to be left alone.

	Jov Galiyeva, the team’s quarterback, stepped next to him. “Almost, eh?”

	He was a stocky young man with a mustache and beard. A gift from his Germanic heritage. Dirt covered his jersey and face. 

	“Story of my life,” Cezar replied. 

	“Don’t feel bad,” Jov replied. “Come to the party later. We can talk about the dozens of passes you made in previous games.”

	“I’ll be there.” If the invitation was from others like Jed, he’d suspect there’d be a trap involved, not from him, though.

	Mikhail “Wiz” Witzke crouched next to Cezar. He was the defensive linebacker. Like all linebackers, he was wide-shouldered and dumb as a sack of bricks. At least, that’s what he pretended to be. Wiz still managed grades in the high eighties somehow.

	“I told you to run faster,” Wiz said, holding out his hand. 

	“I heard,” Cezar replied, taking it. “Except I hate your brother.”

	His brother was Dimitri Lipke, who played for the Miramar High Muskrats. Same father, but different mothers. Their dad was a gigolo and a drifter. Wiz was proud he had twenty siblings scattered around Mars and the Belt.

	“Come on. It’s not your fault. We lost half the team with the evacuations. The muskrats did not,” Wiz said. 

	Months before, Terrans destroyed a peace conference mid-session. This sparked off the Terran-Mars War. The Earthlings believed Mars was a breakaway colony despite it being independent since the early twenty-first century. 

	As a response, the Martian High Command moved as many people to Olympus Mons as possible. Most capable adults were fighting with the army or working in the underground factories. They took the most skilled Martians first to the safe zone, leaving behind the elderly, crippled, and unskilled adults. They claimed they’d evacuate everyone, but with four billion of them, it seemed impossible.

	“For a war that’s not coming,” Cezar said. “We’ve been at war for months.”

	It was the standard argument against government censorship. They declared war, but there had been no fighting. The Martian fleet was small but capable. If the Earthlings attacked, they’d bleed. 

	Cezar showered and changed into jeans and a shirt. The cool fall air spoke of the long Martian winter approaching. As the planet orbits almost seven hundred days, winter in New San Diego was over three hundred days. 

	He entered the gymnasium and expected to see eighty people. Evacuations reduced the Cortez Hill Warthogs. The standard team of fifty dropped to thirty. The cheerleading squad of twenty had five left.

	Anneke Petri, or Anne, walked over to him. Anne was a cheerleader, skinny and nimble compared with Cezar’s bulk. She still wore her outfit, not changing yet. 

	“Good try,” Anne said. 

	“Jov should’ve thrown it to Jed,” Cezar replied.

	“He was covered. Don’t feel too bad.” 

	Cezar glanced at her, then at his feet. He attempted to say something intelligent but couldn’t. His mind went blank, his thoughts about the weather or the coming war. 

	Saskia Possehl, or Posse, gave Anne a hug from behind. She was in the cheerleading squad, though not as skin and bones as Anne. Posse wasn’t chubby but appeared as if she stood next to Anne in a bikini.

	There goes another chance, Cezar thought.

	“It was so close,” Posse said. “You almost had it. We almost won.”

	“Almost doesn’t count,” Cezar replied. 

	From the locker room emerged three additional players. Henryk Brand, or Brand, was a defensive lineman known to hold his own in any match. Ivan Pudovkin, the cornerback and class clown. Stepka Bagirli, the defensive safety, and his best friend. 

	“Good job on the loss,” each said as they passed Cezar. 

	“Blow me,” Cezar replied.

	“If we had the players—” Posse began when a klaxon rang out from outside. 

	Cezar turned and ran from the gym using one of the double doors. Night had come to New San Diego, bringing its darkness. In the busy city, no stars shone over the bright lights. They only ever saw the mass of planetary defense stations. These were massed above them with their distinct yellow light. Except there were new, red lights among them. These moved toward the others, followed by a flash of explosions as the yellow lights blinked out one by one.

	“It’s started,” Brand said beside him. 

	Cezar jerked, startled. Brand, Jed, Anne, Posse, Jov, Ivan, Stepka, and Wiz stood around him. 

	“We need to leave,” Jov said.

	“And go where?” Brand replied.

	Then, the lights grew bigger and more numerous. Every one of them knew what they were. They had sat through the brief by the Martian Defense Force Officer. They were drop pods, bringing a mass of Terran soldiers and death. 

	An explosion burst nearby, followed by three more. More alarms rang out as emergency vehicles raced across the cityscape. 

	“Who has vehicles,” Brand said. 

	“We meet at the Protonilus Provincial Park entrance,” Jov replied, glancing at the team. “Cezar. You, Wiz, and Anne are with me. The rest of you, grab what weapons you can and whomever you can. Today, we’re football players. Tomorrow, we’re partisans.”
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	Cezar sat in the backseat of the four-door pickup truck, with Wiz in the front seat with Jov and Anne with him. Trina Trifu, or Crayz, was not from the football team but talked her way into the truck. Crayz, a drama geek, wandered by at the correct place and time. 

	The older model truck ran by a hydrogen-3 power plant. The vehicle was silent with the only noise a low electronic hum. Its design of the body hadn’t changed in five hundred years. It was simple, with a cab behind an engine compartment able to seat five. Behind them was a cargo box filled with supplies and weapons. 

	The Martian government decreed adults over the age of sixteen must purchase and receive training with a rifle. It was these weapons they carried. The MRK91 Aladonkov Battle Rifle also called the AK91, was cheap and plentiful because of government subsidies.

	Martians used the thousand-year-old technology of cartridges. The composition of the powder changed multiple times, but the concept was tried and true. Anyone in their garage could build a functional rifle. It would be without rifling and a single shot, but it was possible. A needle rifle wasn’t possible without fancy technology and laser-cut pieces. 

	Terrans used fancy electro-magnets to fling a tungsten sabot needle at their enemies. They were heavier and faster than a lead or steel bullet with more penetrating power. 

	Citizens of New San Diego ran around in a pure panic, forgetting all training. Police officers directed traffic as everyone left their homes at once. They piled on the intra-provincial highways, heading away from the packed metropolitan area. Lines of police cars with flashing lights blocked the exits onto the freeways. 

	“Where are they headed?” Anne asked. 

	“I’ve no idea,” Wiz replied. “It’s a planetary invasion.”

	“Olympus Mons,” Jov said. “Except they don’t realize it’s five thousand kilometers away.”

	“It’s also locked up tight,” Cezar said. “They’re not letting anyone in.” 

	 Jov drove through side roads heading for the hills. Cezar glanced above into the sky. The battle raged on in orbit above. From the solid ground of Mars, it was impossible to tell who was winning. Cezar saw nothing but flashes of light. He understood it was thousands of Martians and Earthlings dying. He hoped it was more of the latter than the former. 

	More Martians raced home to board their doors up to hide in the basement, while others grabbed their weapons to fight once the invaders landed. The bomb shelters would be full. They hadn’t built enough of them, a common complaint.

	The road swerved and weaved up an embankment. A cliff stretched into the sky, blocking one side, while the opposite dropped to the city below. After a dozen kilometers, Jov jerked to a pullout along the road and stopped the truck. The five of them piled from the truck, staring at the city. 

	Cezar leaned on the rusty steel barrier, feeling the chill of the surrounding air. Martians built New San Diego on a flat lowland near the mouth of the Diego River. Its port moved cargo across the vast Martian Ocean. The lights of the city blinked out as the power station shut down. It helped a little as the vehicle’s headlights blasted the darkness away. 

	Smoke bellowed from the city as more explosions rocked the city. Higher above the city, with the light pollution far below, the sky brightened. Before the Earthling invasion, stars and galaxies dotted the sky. A few Martian stations, like the two moons Phobos and Deimos, would drift by. A vast expanse of red lights stretched out before him. 

	“There’s a thousand of them,” Anne said, standing next to Wiz, grabbing his hand. “What are we going to do?” 

	Cezar glanced at where she stood, and a familiar pain of jealousy filled him. He wanted her to like him, but read the situation. 

	Before Wiz or anyone could answer, the red lights multiplied, then grew larger. The landing craft left the transport ships screaming down through the Martian atmosphere. Cezar couldn’t count them but guessed it was a significant portion of the fleet.

	Then, the landing craft entered the atmosphere, careening toward the ground like a meteor shower. Anti-air fire erupted from the city and surrounding hills. Streaks of tracer fire raced across the sky. Missiles and rockets followed them. Many missed the Terran landing ships while they exploded.

	“Get in. We need to leave,” Jov said. 

	Cezar didn’t need to be ordered twice. 

	Not all the Terran crafts were full of troopers. Squadrons of fighters flew by at high speeds, disappointed not to find any airborne prey. The Earthlings headed for the Martian ground forces. They fired missiles and projectiles at anything with legs or wheels. 

	Jov gunned the engine of his pickup and raced up the hill. A line of Martian vehicles drove up the hill while the fighter circled above them to make another pass. 

	Cezar sat on the right side backseat. He held the AK in his hands while he rolled down the window. 

	“What are you doing?” Wiz asked.

	“Defending ourselves,” Cezar replied. 

	Except the fighter jerked to the side, disappearing into the darkened Martian sky. The craft exploded as anti-air fire streaked across its hull. 

	“That was close by,” Jov said. “Fucking hell.”
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	Thirty minutes passed as Jov drove the pickup through the rural landscape. Cezar expected to see nothing but darkened houses and empty homes. They had driven to the park in the past to drink and party. Fields, cows, and a few oak trees filled the area. 

	Instead, he found three Terran landing craft in a field. White armored Terran soldiers with vehicles piling from their depths. Each landing craft dropped three armored security vehicles. Instead of using wheels, like the Martians, these used grav-repulsors and hovered a half-meter above the ground. Each carried four soldiers with an open turret with a large machine gun on its roof. It resembled an odd-shaped cargo van with no wheels. The nine vehicles split up into the countryside into pairs of two. 

	Jov switched the headlights off. “Hopefully, they don’t notice us.” 

	One Terran vehicle pulled onto the road behind them. 

	“They know we’re here,” Wiz said. “We need to go faster.”

	“In the dark,” Jov replied. “It’s hard to see.” 

	Jov raced ahead and turned onto a smaller road. The farms disappeared behind them as they moved into a forested area. The tires picked up dust along the dirt road. With the vehicle out of sight, they turned back on the vehicle’s headlights. 

	“We need to ambush them,” Cezar said. 

	“What?” Wiz said. “Why?” 

	“Because if they follow us into the park, they’ll kill everyone.”

	Jov turned from the dirt road into a long, winding driveway. They arrived at a half-ruined cabin. The ancient building’s roof had collapsed long ago. Cezar scanned the area. The truck filled the parking spot with the cabin to its side. A small yard filled with bushes lay on the opposite side. A thick forest surrounded the entire area.

	“We make a stand here,” Jov said. “If they come this far.”

	Cezar and the four gathered weapons. Each of them grabbed an AK91 with multiple magazines. 

	“How do we destroy the tank?” Anne asked. “We have nothing but the rifles.” 

	Jov pulled three bottles of liquor from the pickup’s bed with rags shoved through the top. “Anne and Crayz. Go into the cabin. You’ll fire from the windows. Wiz, you and I’ll hide in the trees. We’ll attack from there. Except we won’t do anything until they exit the vehicle. All should be out but the driver and gunner. Once they do, we’ll shoot them and toss these inside. That should do it.”

	“What am I doing?” Cezar asked.

	“You’re the wide receiver. You’re the bait.” 

	“The what?” 

	“You’re to go the road and shoot at them. Then draw them in,” Jed said. 

	“Fuck,” Cezar said, taking off into a run. “Be ready for when I get back.” 

	Cezar jogged down the driveway toward the road at a hundred meters distance. He climbed into the tree line and hid among the stumps. Cezar wasn’t sure how long he waited, except it felt like hours. 

	Five minutes later, the armored security vehicle pulled up. Instead of blasting up the dirt road, it hovered along at a slow pace. Its lights shined at the road as its drivers followed their tracks. They rolled their windows up with the only exposed Terran in the turret. The twin-mounted weapon had a thick steel plate protecting its operator.

	It stopped at the driveway and paused. Its lights shone at the trees and the cabin beyond. Slivers of light worked their way through and onto Jov’s pickup truck. 

	Cezar aimed his rifle at the Terran as his hands shook. The task was easier said than done. For a moment, he couldn’t pull the trigger. He couldn’t kill someone, not even a Terran. 

	Then, the Terran in the passenger seat spotted Cezar. He jabbed a hand at him, and the turret swiveled at him. 

	Cezar held the weapon tight and pulled the trigger. The bullets pinged off the steel. He remembered the brief training they received and fired in three-shot, controlled bursts. His magazine ran empty, and he ducked behind the thick stump.

	The Terran responded, firing the near-silent weapon. The electromagnetic hum and hiss were like a whisper compared to the cartridge booms.

	Tungsten carbide needles crashed into the log. Chunks of wood flew around him, and he thought he was about to die. 

	“Fuck it,” Cezar said, jerking up. 

	Cezar leveled the weapon at the Terran, whose white helmeted head stood above the steel plate. He fired his AK91, letting one bullet fly. The shot hit the Terran, killing him. His corpse dropped into the armored vehicle. 

	With the turret vacated, Cezar didn’t give them time to man it. He ran down the drive toward safety. The vehicle roared behind him, wanting revenge. 

	“I hope you’re ready,” Cezar yelled. 

	The hundred-meter-long driveway seemed like a kilometer. When he arrived in the yard, he didn’t see his friends. The pickup sat where Jov had left it. 

	The Terran armored vehicle glided into the driveway. A new Earthling manned the twin-mounted machine guns. It fired shots at the fleeing Cezar. He felt the pain of a needle as it sliced through the meat of his arms. Shots raced by his head as Cezar sprinted across the drive. He slid around the cabin’s side. 

	Anne and Crayz emerged from the ruined cabin, firing at the turret. Bullets pinged against the shield, not hitting the target. The Terran shifted its fire at the two girls. 

	Cezar jerked around the corner, firing at the man. Pain shot through his arm, ruining his aim. His shots had no effect.  

	Jov and Wiz emerged from the treeline with lit Molotov cocktails. They threw them high in the air as they curved down toward the vehicle. One smashed into the rear door, while the other hit the turret. 

	Flames bellowed across its side and into the cab. The driver stepped from the burning vehicle with weapons pointed at them a moment later. The passenger aimed his weapon at the two girls.  

	Wiz and Jov fumbled for rifles. Terran needles sliced through Jov, dropping him to the ground. Wiz dove for the dirt, firing his rifle at the driver, dropping the Terran. 

	The passenger fired at the girls, who dove into cover screaming. The vehicle crashed to the ground as the repulsors lost power. 

	Cezar aimed his rifle and fired a three-round burst. The bullets smashed through the armored Terran, who dropped to the ground. 

	“Is it over?” Cezar asked, walking toward the fallen Earthlings with his weapon lowered. 

	The enemy soldier lay on his back. The white armor with the full face mask made it impossible to determine if he was alive. Cezar reached for the bucket when the Terran jerked, bringing a pistol at him. 

	Cezar panicked, fumbling for his rifle. A gunshot echoed across the forested yard. The Terran dropped to the ground with a bullet to his head. 

	Crayz stood beside him, holding her rifle to her shoulder. “I think a bullet through the skull is necessary.”

	Anne ran over to Jov, crying. “What in the fuck?”

	“Enough of that,” Cezar said, following her. “We need to move.”

	“How can you be so—” 

	Crayz ran over and slapped her. “There are more coming. We need to escape into the park. We can cry later when we find out who survived and who didn’t.”
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	Part Two

	 

	Six months of fighting later, winter had arrived across northern Mars.  

	Cezar loaded fresh cartridges into a magazine for his Z19 Anti-Personal Rifle weapon, also called the widow maker. The weapon fired an 11mm cartridge bullet instead of the electromagnetic-powered needle the Terrans used. His high-caliber weapon hit targets up to five kilometers away. He could punch a hole through power armor and take out the engine block in a moving truck.

	He sat in a ditch with snow dumping from the Martian sky. The dozen survivors of the initial invasion formed a partisan fighting team, the Warthogs. The name was from his high school sports team. Their numbers had dwindled, then grew and dwindled more. The fighting hadn’t stopped. 

	Cezar shivered, and if he didn’t move from the ditch, snow would cover him, so the Terrans wouldn’t be able to see him. However, the chill seeped through his thick snow pants. Each member wore cold weather gear as the planet was in a three-hundred-day-long winter season. This meant white-colored puffy jackets, thick boots, wool hats, and gloves. This was on top of weapons, cartridges, magazines, bandages, grenades, and body armor.

	Anne slipped, crunched through the snow, and jumped into the ditch beside him. She carried her MRK91 Aladonkov Battle Rifle in one hand. It was called the AK91. Like Cezar, she wore combat armor and rigging filled with grenades and rifle magazines. She also carried a medic pack strapped to her hip.

	“You’re not answering your comms.”

	“I heard you. It’s not like we’re out of range yet.”

	“I said that I don’t think they’re coming,” Anne said.

	“It’s all bullshit,” Cezar said. “There’s zero chance the seven of us can accomplish this mission. If we want this plan to succeed, we need help.”

	Cezar wasn’t sitting in a ditch at a crossroads of two rural dirt roads for no reason. They weaved through the hills and valleys surrounded by tall Martian Oaks. With his camouflage, the pine branches, and the falling snow, it would be improbable. Cezar waited for another partisan team to show up.

	Terrans had been attempting for months to pacify the partisans in the hills, except they’ve been unable. Martian guerrilla fighters never fought them to their own advantage. They were talented at disappearing when a fight wasn’t in their favor.

	“Agreed. But the Muskrats aren’t coming.” 

	“Where are the others?” Cezar asked, referring to the rest of the Warthogs. 

	“Bossman grabbed the others. They’re sitting on the ridge overlooking the valley. Hoping to see those Muskrat bastards.”

	“Let’s go to the ridge, then. It’s been three hours.”

	Anne helped Cezar to his feet, but his body hurt more than it should have. Months of rough living and extreme physical activity wore on his muscles and bones. It was like his football camp lasted six months instead of one.

	Cezar followed Anne from the roadway and into the bushes. They stomped along a trail leading into the hills. They weren’t far from the ridge Anne mentioned. Despite this, Cezar still imagined Terrans hiding behind every bush and tree. It was his paranoia more than anything. 

	Twenty minutes of hiking up the hillside later, Cezar reached where he wanted to go. It wasn’t the top, as they didn’t want to silhouette themselves. That was an easy way to get himself and his friends shot. 

	The rest of the Warthogs lay in a line. First was Jed. He carried an AK91 like Anne, though not the medic bag.

	“I told you they’d be no-shows. They’re from Miramar High. We keep trouncing them,” Jed said, referring to the high school sports team rivalries. 

	“If I remember correctly, they won the last game and the title,” Cezar mumbled. 

	“Yeah, cause of you,” Jed replied. 

	Anne lay next to Jed and squeezed his hand. “Miss me?”

	Posse rolled her eyes, mumbling something under her breath. She carried the AK91 but spent her time reading a paper book about vampires. 

	“Don’t make me puke,” Posse said. 

	“Said the girl reading about sparkly vampires in the fucking snow,” Anne snapped.

	“Will you two keep it down,” Wiz said. “My brother and his Muskrats will be here. He gave me their word.”

	Wiz preferred to carry the Terran Type 49 Battle Rifle, as he never had to worry about ammunition. They found it lying around after every engagement. His brother was Dimitri Lipke, the same player who stole that football that had fumbled from his hand a lifetime ago. 

	Then came Crayz, who carried the Terran-made Type 3 Squad Anti-Personal rifle, also called a T3, and was a surgeon with it. 

	“Going to keep me warm?” Crayz asked Cezar. “I’m getting cold.” 

	Cezar lay next to her and their leader, Bossman or Brand. His AK91 had the under-mounted grenade launcher, something he enjoyed using.

	“Fucking Muskrats,” Brand said. “Those bastards can’t do anything right.”

	“They were the largest band of partisans two months ago. Twenty members. They destroyed that convoy,” Cezar said. 

	“I heard their bossman got it, and they ended up squabbling over who led them. I think there’s twelve left.”

	“Did the others…”

	“I don’t think so. We’d have heard about it. I think they just split up.”

	“What now, Bossman?” Cezar asked.

	“I agree with that question,” Crayz interjected. “I’m freezing my ass off.” 

	“Let’s go back,” Brand said. “We’ll need another plan. We kinda need them.”

	Nods of agreement circulated among the Warthogs. They all had the same thoughts. They didn’t have enough rifles to kill that many Terrans, ambush or no.

	The seven hiked from the hillside, following the trail along its banks toward one of the many valleys of the Protonilus Mensae. Mars formed the landscape back when the planet was dry and lifeless. Martian colonists hadn’t terraformed the landscape here but left the hills alone like a massive nature park. Cezar figured there wasn’t money in it.

	They rounded a bend and stopped at the edge of the treeline. It was a frozen creek bed with a winding trail running along its bank. Before the war, this was a popular hiking trail for couples and small families. Cezar used it as a motorbike race track, something most frowned upon. 

	The falling snow ceased, but the cloud cover stayed. This kept whatever warmth in and increased visibility. Laying scattered across the valley bottom were twelve corpses covered in snow. They weren’t Terrans but the Muskrats they were looking for. 

	“Fuck. Shit. Balls,” Cezar murmured.

	“Agreed,” Crayz said. 

	“Mikhail,” Posse said. “That’s your brother.”

	“Dimitri,” Wiz said, running from cover into the open.

	Laying with his back against a rock was the mirror image of Wiz. They were half-siblings with a year difference but could be twins.  

	“Mikhail,” Posse snapped, running after him. “Get back here.” 

	“Wait, you two,” Brand said. “This is a trap.” 

	With the word trap, Jed, Crayz, Anne, and Cezar raised weapons and spread out. Posse and Wiz didn’t hear Brand. Wiz reached for his dead brother and grabbed him. 

	A click echoed across the silent valley. The land mine placed underneath the corpse went off. It was a Bouncing-Betty mine that shot its munition upward six feet to explode at the victim’s head. It showered Posse and Wiz with shrapnel. Wiz was unrecognizable as a human being resembling something from a butcher’s shop. Posse was five feet from Wiz. The explosion ripped apart her entire front half, turning into a ragged piece of meat. 

	The boom echoed across the hills.

	“Fuck,” Anne took a step forward, but Jed grabbed her hand, stopping her.

	“That’s a bad idea. If one’s mined, they all are,” Cezar said.

	“Fortune, I just need their names.” 

	Cezar nodded.
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	After Anne disabled Wiz’s and Posse’s comm-units, she scanned an ID barcode they had embedded at the back of their necks. It was a gift from the Martian Defense Force. The code was one way to identify the bodies. The information wouldn’t serve the Terrans. All it contained was a name.

	The surviving five Warthogs fled the valley and wandered back into the hills. They weaved through game trails and underneath pine trees, avoiding the deep snowdrifts. The path was demanding, with lots of potential ambush areas if anyone waited. Except they found no one.

	Cezar still expected an ambush, as did Brand. They stopped and listened to the forest. There was no sign of Terrans, who weren’t recognized for their stealth. Except they took out the Muskrats, which worried him.

	As they walked, no one said a word. Cezar was his mind’s own world, as another of his friends was gone. He remembered the time he spent with them, playing football or video games. Their time in class or roughhousing in the football pitch. Now, it was all gone.

	“Where are we going?” Anne asked Brand. 

	He glanced at her, then into the treeline, not saying anything.

	“For fuck sakes. Why there? Why now?” Jed asked. “I have zero intentions of going there.” 

	“Agreed,” Crayz said. “I want to hunt Terrans and put a few bullets in them.” 

	“I’m with Brand on this one,” Cezar said. “I want them remembered as when I fall, I want someone to write my name. So I’ll do this for them.”

	Brand glanced at Cezar, grasping his shoulder. “Couldn’t have said it better myself. Once we’re done, we’ll figure out a way to murder them by the dozens.”

	After an hour of slogging through the snow, they reached their destination. It was Partisan Rock. It was a cliff face, protected from the rain and snow. They couldn’t secure the area from the Terrans. Except the location was almost impossible for the Earthlings to fly in. It was distant from any of the easier routes. The Earthlings would have to hike up the hill and risk ambush. In the early days of the war, the Warthogs ambushed a few patrols. Now, they avoided the area for easier targets. 

	Listed across the rock face in white paint were the names of every partisan in the Protonilus Mensae province killed in action. After six months, over three hundred names covered its surface. Most written in a neat script in easy-to-read lines. A handful splashed across the surface in a haphazard manner. The names Jov Galiyeva, Ivan Pudovkin, and Stepka Bagirli were at the top. 

	A computer terminal lay hidden in a fake rock off to one side. Its purpose was to give a name when they inserted the scanner. Anne did and received the names of the deceased partisans. 

	“They aren’t here,” Anne said. “I’ll get to work. You lot watch my back.” 

	Anne pulled a small can of paint from her bag while Cezar and the band guarded her. After ten minutes, she listed all thirteen names on the monument. Tears rolled down her face as she did. Her hands shook as she wrote Posse’s and Wiz’s names. No one said anything as she worked. There wasn’t anything to say.

	“Time to go?” Anne asked. 

	“Yeah,” Band said. 

	It felt like leaving a cemetery or a church. It was a solemn event that each member felt different. Cezar felt like any time he reached the rock would be his last. Then, his comrades would write his name on its surface. 

	“Where to now?” Crayz asked. 

	“Back to the safe house. That way, we can figure shit out,” Brand replied.

	“Not the base?” 

	“Too far, and it’s getting late.”

	The five walked down the trail, moving opposite the way they came. They made a habit of not taking the same paths they came. Cezar assumed the Terrans followed right behind, even if they were not. It had kept them safe for six months. 

	Cezar and the band were cold and miserable as they marched along the trail. It followed the hills and the creeks deeper into the Protonilus Provincial Park. The land rose upward, growing sharper and steeper, to dive into a following valley before doing it all over again. Eventually, it would reach the flatlands of the Ismeniae Fossae. Land forged by eons of asteroids before Martians terraformed it made many unusual features.

	Built along the trails were a series of cabins and huts. The Martians intended them for the hikers lost in the woods. Before the war, no one had locked them, and they were full of supplies. Now Terrans destroyed most over the six months. Except for a few hidden away in deep forest or along a cliff face. 

	They marched along a trail nestled along a cliff face and in amongst trees. The path lay hidden from view from above and difficult to get to.

	Cezar didn’t mind the hiking, but he regretted his weapon of choice. The Z19 widowmaker was twice as heavy as the more popular AK91. 

	“I can’t wait for a fire,” Anne said. “You think we can risk a fire?” 

	“In this one?” Brand replied. “Maybe. It’s more hidden than most. Though it may be best to wait till the base—”

	“Heat signatures and all that,” Crayz finished, as it was a standard answer.

	Cezar marched ten paces in front on point. He trudged through shin-deep snow. He turned a corner and stopped. In front of him was an open area underneath a cliff. Hanging from the top were six long ropes running to the ground. The log cabin lay underneath the cliff, just out of sight. If enemies were near, they were at the cabin. 

	He dropped into the snow, rolling to the side from view. He hadn’t seen the Terrans, but that didn’t mean they were far.  

	The rest of the Warthogs dove into the snow-covered ground. Brand crept up behind him, and Cezar pointed at the ropes. They flapped against the wind.

	“Was this a part of the plan?” Cezar asked. 

	“Time to leave,” Brand said. 

	The five crept away from the clearing. Cezar hoped the Terrans hadn’t noticed them. However, they’d find their footprints through the snow. It would be difficult to lose them once they caught their scent.

	After twenty meters, they hiked the way they came. It felt like they ran away, except it was half of what they did. Anne took point, with Cezar taking up the rear. He imagined a dozen Terrans chasing them down.

	“I still think we need to fight them,” Jed said. “I’ve some munitions we can use.” 

	“I want to fight them, but it’s a bad idea,” Brand said.

	“And why is that?” 

	“Because it’s not the ground of our choosing. We’ve been over this.” 

	“Then we should pick a fight, and then they chase us into an ambush,” Jed said. 

	The Warthogs turned a corner and stopped. Four Terran soldiers stood in the middle of the trail twenty meters away. 

	They wore the standard uniform of white plasteel with a full-face combat armor. Yellow rank markings were painted on their right shoulder pauldrons with the number “778” on the other. They were from the 778th Air Calvary Battalion. Which meant Valkyrie Heavy Air Transports dropped them off someplace close, and then they repelled down the cliff. 

	One with sergeant stripes jerked his hand at them as if he were screaming at his comrades. Their helmet hid their voices as internal comm-links connected them. The four swiveled weapons at the high schoolers. 

	“Fucking hell,” Jed said.

	Panic spread across faces as exertions cut their breaths short. The partisans scrambled to raise weapons or to drop to cover. Cezar was faster than his friends. He aimed his widowmaker at the closest Terran and squeezed the trigger. His weapon went off with a loud boom. The 11mm round slammed through the Earthlings’ chest, exploding out the other side. The corpse toppled backward, dropping its weapon into the snow.

	“Shoot them,” Crayz yelled. 

	“I’m trying,” Anne replied. 

	The surviving Terrans dove to the ground, landing in the snow. They fired their weapons at the partisans, sending needles zipping by their heads.

	The Martians fired at the Earthlings, though their bullets missed. Crayz kept them pinned down with her Type 3 Squad Anti-Personal Rifle. The projectiles missed their marks except for the last round. It slammed into the Terran last in line.

	“I got one, you bastards,” Crayz yelled.

	Cezar aimed his rifle at a Terran, except the man rolled in the snow. He fired a bullet, and the shot zipped by his head. The 11mm round crashed through a tree, sending splinters out behind. 

	Jed pulled a smoke grenade from his belt and tossed it between the Earthlings and the Martians. Purple smoke bellowed from the canister covering the trail. 

	“Fall back,” Brand ordered.

	“Don’t have to tell me twice,” Cezar said. 

	The five Warthogs ran from the trail and down the hillside. They slid down through bushes and out of sight. After twenty minutes, they reached the bottom. The shadowy figures of the Terrans moved above. They’d be on them in moments.

	“Do we have a plan?” Cezar said. 

	Brand stopped switching magazines. “Remember the plan we had with the Muskrats?”

	“I hate this plan,” Jed said.

	“You four get moving. I’ll lead them on a merry chase,” Brand said.

	“I know just the place.” Cezar grabbed the Bossman’s shoulder. “Except, I think I should be going. If you were to fall.” 

	“I’m not going to,” Brand replied. “Just fucking go.”
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	Hours passed as the four of them ran through the deep snow. If they didn’t get to the position before Brand did, the ambush wouldn’t happen, and he’d die. Every few minutes, the distinct racket of an AK91 would echo from the distance. Cezar guessed it was their fearless leader engaging the enemy. 

	They raced to the ambush site from above, leaving the snow-covered valley below untouched by their footprints. The twin parallel ridges overlooked the valley as an ideal place to fight the Earthlings. If they could bring them into the kill zone. 

	Cezar sat in the snow with his back against a large Martian Oak overlooking the ambush position. He fiddled with his weapon, slipping fresh rounds into empty magazines. He needed to be ready. 

	From along the slope of the ridge, the crunch of the snow beneath the boots announced Anne. She had gone off to relieve herself behind a tree. 

	“Fortune, anything?” Anne asked, over their low-range comm-units.

	“Nothing,” Cezar replied.

	“Stop teasing.”

	“Nope,” Cezar replied, slipping another round into the magazine. “These hills keep the Terrans out. They can’t use their tanks. This gives us the advantage.” 

	“But—”

	“Get back to your position,” Cezar said. “Before Bossman gets here.”

	Hidden behind a row of thick oaks were the rest of the Warthogs. Anne moved back among the trees to her position with her rifle in her hands. She sat at the tree next to Jed. 

	“Did Bossman die and make you king?” Jed asked.

	“Do you want to listen to him, bitch?”

	“I don’t think that’s what he does?” 

	At the far end lay Crayz. “Get his dick out of your ass. He does bitch and moan, and you know it.”

	“That’s because he’s correct most of the time,” Cezar said. “Think about all the scrapes he’s gotten us out of.”

	“Fine,” Jed said. “Though I hope he’s bringing the party because I’m bored.”

	Crunching echoed along the trees, muffled despite the larger size of Brand. 

	“Our patience is bearing fruit,” Brand said as his link connected. “I wrangled up a Terran infantry patrol. Coming this way.” 

	Cezar stamped the magazine into the snow next to the tree. He lay hidden from view from a pile of fallen from the trees above.

	“Tell me when, Bossman,” Cezar said. 

	Brand nodded, and Cezar rolled onto his stomach. He slipped the massive weapon into the snow, hiding behind the bank. Cold drifted into his jacket, chilling him more than he’d like. 

	Far below marched the Terrans. Cezar counted a single squad of twenty. They arrayed themselves in their standard patrol formation. Two fire teams marched along the sides of the trail with the squad leader in the center. The third brought up the rear. They had seen it before. 

	“This a new squad?” Cezar asked through the squad comms.

	“Yeah. Took up the chase twenty minutes ago,” Brand replied. “Not sure where it went to.” 

	Cezar aimed his rifle at the squad leader. His armor marked with his rank insignia painted in red. From what he saw in previous Terran helmets, they had integrated squad comms. On the leader’s back was a larger comm-link unit to talk with the larger platoon.  

	“Ready,” Cezar said. “I hope the other squad doesn’t show up.”

	“I don’t know. Not important,” Brand said. “Remember. Drop as many as possible, then we pull out.”

	Cezar corrected his aim as the Terran point man held up his left fist. The squad took up defensive positions with their weapons pointed at the hills and the trees. The squad leader moved to the front of the line. 

	He wished he could hear what they were saying. Because of their helmets, they could be screaming, and Cezar wouldn’t hear it. The closest Terran pointed at the hills near to where the Warthogs were located. 

	“They’re suspecting something,” Anne said, her voice low.

	“There are four times the number,” Jed said. “We need to pull out. I never had the chance to mine the area.”

	“Fuck this,” Crayz spat.

	Crayz aimed her T3 at the enemy squad and opened up. The machine gun blasted at the Terrans. Two fell as the needles smashed through their armor. Blood splatter coated the snow.

	Cezar pulled the trigger at the squad leader. The massive round blasted through his head, sending pieces of brain, skull, and combat helmet scattering behind him. Cezar lined up on the point man as he dove to the snowy ground. The 11mm round bullet smashed through the top of his skull. 

	Anne and Jed aimed their rifles at the Terrans and squeezed the triggers. A few more of the enemy fell. Brand aimed his grenade launcher into the air, launching a munition toward the enemy. It landed among the Terrans, sending up debris, body parts, and blood. 

	The Terrans scrambled for cover as a few more Terrans fell. To the back of the Terran squad moved five soldiers. They carried large rifles designed to take out armor vehicles and tanks. 

	Cezar jerked his rifle to them, placing a round into the closet man’s chest. He tumbled down to the snow-covered ground. Another grenade landed among the Terrans, dropping more enemy soldiers. 

	An explosion blasted across the hill below him. 

	“Mortar,” Jed yelled over the gunshots. “We need to pull back.”

	Cezar ignored him as adrenaline filled him. He was afraid, but he forced it down deeper inside him. He was combat drunk, and he knew it. The familiar bloodlust filled him as he fired more rounds. 

	He aimed his widowmaker at the Terrans. Cezar pulled the trigger, sending rounds at the enemy. He fired as fast as his semi-automatic weapon would let him. Two more Terrans went down as enemy bullets pinged and zipped by him. He switched his magazine, slipping his spent magazine into his kit. 

	Another mortar round landed on the hillside. The explosion sent debris to land among him. Cezar scanned the Terran squad, hunting for the mortar team. 

	Jed grabbed the back of his kit and pulled. “We need to leave.” 

	Cezar nodded, pulling himself to his feet. “Right.”

	He followed Jed and the three members of the team from the battle line. They followed a path along the side of the hill and down. Bushes and trees blocked the sight of the Terrans. 

	Behind them, mortars landed in their former positions. If he had stayed a few minutes later, he would have gotten blown up. 

	A fine fate, Cezar caught himself thinking. 

	He moved through the forest as heavy artillery blasted the position. The Terrans blasted the hillside, the explosions rocking the hillside. 

	Jed and Cezar caught up with the rest of the team. Brand, Anne, and Crayz were waiting for them. They looked like wet dogs instead of Warthogs.

	“I thought I was crazy,” Crayz said. 

	“Did you not hear the order to fall back?” Brand asked.

	“Nope. I was concentrating,” Cezar said. 

	“You need to listen. Becoming too focused on the enemy will get you killed,” Brand said. “You need discipline.”

	“No shit,” Cezar said. “Too bad none of us are soldiers. We’re seniors in high school.”

	Crayz stepped between them. “As much as I’d love to argue, the Terrans aren’t far.”

	“Agreed,” Brand said. “We need to assume they’re following. Time to move.”

	Jed pulled a claymore mine from his pack. He set it on the side of the trail, hiding it with snow. He lined a trip line, covering it with snow as well. 

	“They’re going to spot that,” Cezar said.

	“Maybe,” Jed replied. “Though it might work, and I’ve got lots.”

	Cezar followed Brand and his team into the thick trees. Snow moved from knee-deep to a thin skiff on the ground. The five of them ran around the trees. The trail weaved around, rising higher in elevation. 

	The Warthogs stopped at the top of a ridge. It gave them clear sight of the valley below. The munitions leveled their former position. The massive oak trees blown into kindling. 

	Hovering above the valley was a Valkyrie. Its twin-turbo jets kept it aloft, hovering in place. The valley was too narrow for it to land, so it lowered and raised a basket with wounded soldiers. 

	“I can hit that,” Cezar said. “I can take the Valkyrie out.”

	Brand stepped to his side. “And if you miss, we’ll have rockets on our heads. Come on. Let them gather their dead.”

	With snow falling thick on their heads as a storm approached. The wind picked up; the snow threatened to cover their tracks. 

	In the forest behind them, the claymore mine exploded. The thud echoed across the hills and valleys. A dust cloud bellowed from the treetops below. 

	“They’re following,” Jed said. “I told you this would work.”

	Cezar nodded, watching the Valkyrie drop the basket to the ground. They moved along the path and away. The Terrans would be close behind. 

	“Do you think it’s the same squad or a new one?” Anne asked.

	“They could have rappelled from the Valkyrie to join the one we attacked,” Cezar replied. “There could be more. No way of knowing.” 

	“That’ll be so many,” Anne said.

	“Keep with the plan,” Brand said. “This is what we want. Remember your rolls.”

	The five of them kept going, shifting into a run. They had a hundred meters to cross to get into position. The hills on the trail grew steeper, forming a narrow valley with a rocky, dry creek bed. Ankle-deep snow covered the rocks.

	The valley ended at a frozen waterfall. Underneath it was a dozen fallen logs they had moved into battlements. It was here where they’d have the ambush. 

	“Jed,” Brand said. “I want more claymore mines on either side. Anne. Help him.”

	Jed and Anne moved to accomplish the task. They clamored over the rocks, setting mines among them in the snow. They didn’t set trip wires, though they set up a wireless communicator to signal the explosives.
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	Cezar took his position at the top of the waterfall. Like his position back at the first ambush, he used the snow to hide his position. The falling snow covered up and hid any sign of him altering the bank. 

	Brand, Anne, and Crayz took up positions in the fallen log battlements. They waited behind the protection, with weapons resting. Up front, Jed waited in the tree line. He sat behind the trunk, holding his rifle.

	 The Terran point man walked along the mouth of the creek. Twenty soldiers move into the valley. They moved at an even pace with the weapons held out front. They moved along the creek bed following the snow-covered tracks. 

	Ten meters in, the Terran stopped. He kneeled down, holding his hand up. Instead of a staff sergeant squad leader moving up, a lieutenant moved instead. Behind the squad was the platoon command group. The six-man group took what cover they could. They covered their backs with radios, drones, and communication devices.

	Shit. Fuck. Balls, Cezar thought.

	He shifted his aim from the Terran to those who carried their long-range comms. Cezar desired to fire his weapon, though the plan was to draw the Terrans in and blast them with the mines. 

	The Terran officers talked to the point man before they moved forward. Cezar wished he could hear the argument. He expected the point man to see the obvious trap, and the officer wished to engage the Warthogs.

	The twenty-man squad walked along the creek bed. They spread themselves out as a single grenade wouldn’t kill more than one or two Terrans. With the squad moving up, the command group followed. The lieutenant scanned the hillside, expecting to be ambushed by a larger force. 

	Behind the command group came another squad of twenty. None of them were those they ambushed before. Cezar expected the squad to be in the same platoon. 

	The last Terran stepped into the valley. Forty-six Terrans marched toward five high-school partisan fighters. 

	Cezar flexed his hands against the cold, then gripped his weapon’s handle. He targeted his weapon on the Terran, carrying the communication device. Cezar would be the first to drop. With little cover around the enemy, they’d have nowhere to run.

	It was his job to start the attack on Jed’s signal. He needed to wait until there was little possibility for the enemy to escape. They needed a field of dead Terrans with no survivors. If they didn’t, then there’d be trouble for their families back in San Diego. 

	From the side of the valley, Jed leaned in, checking the Terrans. He gave Cezar a thumbs-up as they were in the kill zone. Cezar squeezed his trigger. The large caliber bullet rocketed from his barrel. Smoke bellowed from the muzzle break, sending snow flying around him. His victim fell to the creek bed; the bullet exited his back to bound off a rock and into another Terran. The command squad’s radio operator dropped into the snow.

	As the Terrans dropped to the ground, Jed pressed the button, setting off the claymore mines. The munitions went off and blasted shrapnel into the creek. Dust and debris filled the narrow valley. 

	The shock echoed around him, sending a ringing sound through his ears. Cezar shook his head, correcting his aim. The Terran platoon command group was untouched by the explosions. The front squad took the entire blast. Most of them lay still amongst the rocks of the creek. 

	The rest of Cezar’s team opened up. Bullets blasted down the narrow valley. With little cover, the shots chewed the Terran soldiers. The Earthlings fired shots back at them, though they were few. Most Terrans dove for what cover they could find.

	Brand aimed his grenade launcher in the aim and squeezed the trigger. The munition fell short of the Terrans, but they still dove for cover. From the side, Jed fired his rifle at the Terrans, dropping two. 
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