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Camp Delta-2

Coalition Forces 

Private Jackson stared through the scope of his laser rifle, as he tracked a figure hiding in the underbrush in the dense forest that covered the northern perimeter of the Camp Delta-2 base. The figure wearing green fatigues hadn’t yet moved from his position. But that didn’t matter. The moment Jackson had detected the figure, he had called it in.

Everyone was on heightened alert ever since Camp Delta-5, another Coalition Forces base located eighty miles away, had suffered a breach two days ago when two United Alliance soldiers had crept within the perimeter. Suffice to say, both had been killed. Yet the very fact that the United Alliance soldiers had gotten so close to a Coalition Forces base was a big issue. Somewhere there had been a breakdown.

Not happening today.

Not on his watch. 

Jackson glanced around him. Private Webster was supposed to be here with him, but he had called in sick. Just when Jackson’s rotation was about to start. 

Perfect timing.

When Jackson had taken up his position, he had expected another uneventful day monitoring the northern perimeter. Nearly every day followed a similar routine during the last several months. He thought he could do it with his eyes closed but he wasn’t a fool to even try that. It was the fastest way to a reprimand or worse. All that changed the second he spotted the figure. Initially, he had thought it was a deer or something. After all, Wiley Forest was large and supposed to be teeming with all kinds of wildlife. His assumption had changed when the figure had turned its head.

The comms unit around his head broke through his thoughts. “Jackson, what’s the status?”

It was Captain Williams, who oversaw the base. “Sir, the figure hasn’t moved.”

Jackson was tempted to ask where the heck the reinforcements were, but he controlled his tongue. No point in saying something out of line that would get a chewing out from his Captain.

“Keep your eyes on the soldier,” Williams ordered. “I’ve sent three more soldiers to your position. Once they get there, I want you to capture that soldier. I want him alive. Is that clear?”

“Yes, sir,” Jackson replied, and the comms went dead.

How long was it going to take for those reinforcements to make their way to his position? He did understand that the reinforcements couldn’t simply walk or drive up to his position. That would alert the figure in the underbrush, which is the last thing anyone wanted. Nonetheless, his Captain’s request to capture the enemy soldier shouldn’t have come as a surprise. Williams was as loyal to the Coalition Forces as anyone could be and he hated the United Alliance. Every time Williams was forced to mention them by name, the disdain in his voice was unmistakable. The Coalition Forces had been embroiled in a faction war with the United Alliance for the last three years. Being the two biggest factions on the Western continent of Earth didn’t help matters. The conflict had no end in sight, and it was beginning to affect the morale of the troops. At least that’s what Jackson heard along the Coalition Forces grapevine. No one would dare say it to Williams’ face. If they did, the consequence would be immediate and harsh. Jackson didn’t want to imagine the worst kind of consequence. He had enlisted with the Coalition Forces because his father had served with them during those years when the factions lived in peace. Jackson recalled the stories his father would tell him of serving. His father had served with a great sense of pride, before he retired. Every one of his father’s stories instilled in him a strong desire to serve his faction.

Movement caught his eyes.

Jackson peered through his rifle scope.

The figure was gone.

Jackson swallowed hard. He had lost contact with the enemy soldier. It was unacceptable. He didn’t hesitate, as he rolled away from his position and got to his knees. He scanned the area in the forest through the rifle scope, but there was nothing. He glanced back.

No sign of the reinforcements.

He couldn’t wait for them.

Captain Williams had given him clear instructions to capture the enemy soldier. He couldn’t afford to lose the soldier. Jackson began walking into the forest. He knew he was breaking protocol, but he couldn’t risk losing the enemy soldier. He didn't want to imagine the things Captain Williams would tell him for losing sight of the enemy soldier. It was time to act. As Jackson stepped into the forest, he crouched behind a tree. He then peered from behind it. Still no sign of the enemy soldier. Where could he have gone?

Then, a piercing scream permeated the forest. Jackson’s blood ran cold. It had come from his right. He turned on instinct and began running in that direction. There was one thing he was certain of. The scream belonged to a man. He raced into a small clearing in the forest and came to a halt. His eyes widened. In front of him lay the figure he had been monitoring for the last few minutes. But the figure was dead. A large gunshot wound to his chest and head proved it beyond a shadow of a doubt. Jackson took a step closer and knelt beside the enemy soldier. The insignia on his uniform was clear. He belonged to the United Alliance. Around the wounds was a purple discoloration. 

Jackson glanced around the forest. Who had killed him? He hadn’t heard any weapons fire. That was odd.

Then, Jackson felt his body slam to the ground and his laser rifle fall onto the forest floor. He tried to turn and get to his feet. But something cold pressed against him and he blacked out.
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Operations Room

United Alliance Station 1 

Lieutenant Riley pressed on the display and an image of General Duncan came on. “Sir.”

Every time Riley spoke to the General, he was forced to pause and think how young General Duncan really was. The word amongst the United Alliance personnel on the space station was that he was their youngest appointed General. At first, when Riley had heard of it, he had scoffed at it. Then, when he had first met the General, he had let it slowly sink in. No one could imagine that a man in his thirties would rise to the rank of General so quickly. Chalk it up to a raging bitter conflict on the Western continent. For years a peace had prevailed amongst all the factions. To some extent everyone had assumed the peace would endure forever. That had been a foolish assumption. It was proven when three years ago the peace had collapsed, and the United Alliance had lost many good people during the start of the conflict with the Coalition Forces.

“Lieutenant, what’s the status?”

General Duncan always wanted an update every week. It was part of his newly established protocol. The man didn’t want to assume things nor wait for things to happen. Especially considering they were talking about a space station in orbit. 

“No major issues to highlight, sir,” Riley reported. 

“What’s the progress with the shuttle?”

Each time the shuttle left the space station, Riley would send a report down to the surface. It was part of the requirements that General Duncan had institutionalized.

“The shuttle is on the way back. It will be returning to the station soon.”

“What’s the ETA?” Duncan asked. 

“Twenty minutes, sir.”

Duncan seemed pleased with the information Riley had provided. “I’m glad things are going well out there. What about the maintenance issues from last week?”

Last week, the space station had entertained a few minor system failures. None of them were critical, but they needed to be handled. Out in space, there was no need to take risks. 

“We managed to fix all of them. The systems are back to their normal operations.”

“That’s good.”

Riley was also pleased with his team on the space station. They had worked tirelessly around the clock since last week to rectify the minor issues. 

“It’s important to keep an eye on all the critical systems,” Duncan reminded him. 

“Yes, sir.”

“Anything else that I need to know.”

“Sir, if I may ask?”

Duncan pressed his lips into a thin line. “Go ahead.”

Riley touched his collar. He didn’t know if he was out of line in asking such a question, but he wanted to know. One of the challenges of living on a space station for months was that you slowly lose connection with the surface. Things that mattered to you on the ground, no longer seem important up in space. But Riley didn’t want to forget Earth and everything occurring on the surface. “How’s the war down there?”

Being away from the people that mattered to him was daunting. Those same people were still fighting a battle with the Coalition Forces. And probably dying. Yet he could do nothing to help them. Of course, Riley had been warned about all of this when he took up the assignment of being posted to the space station.

Duncan frowned. “We’re still in a stalemate with the Coalition Forces. But we will win this war.”

Riley suppressed a sigh. Despite his disappointment, he refused to show it in front of General Duncan. Riley had hoped that things would be moving to a resolution. To be honest, the war was beginning to affect everyone. From the bits of information that did get through to him up on the space station, he had heard stories from the soldiers on the ground. None of it was good. Morale was being impacted, which was expected when the conflict continued to grind on. 

Duncan leaned in closer. “Have you heard anything else?” 

“Nothing, sir. I just wanted to know.”

“Okay. I’ll talk to you again at the same time next week.”

“Yes, sir.”

With that the comms ended and Riley looked up through the viewport. He caught a glimpse of the shuttle on its final approach to the space station. He oversaw ensuring the shuttle docked properly with the space station. Riley had done it so many times during the last two months that it had become second nature to him. He grabbed a container and took a sip. Then, he opened a comms with the shuttle. “Shuttle Johnson, your approach is good.”

At first there was no response. Riley frowned. 

“Shuttle Johnson, can you hear me?”

It was unlike the shuttle not to respond. Maybe the shuttle’s comms was having an issue. It wouldn’t be the first time that had happened.

“Affirmative,” a muffled voice announced. 

Riley scratched his head. Why was the voice muffled? But that wasn’t the only issue. The voice sounded different from that of Lieutenant Trevor. But it didn’t make any sense. For this morning's shuttle run, only Trevor had been ready to go because his co-pilot had fallen ill. Riley and the others had debated whether they should postpone the shuttle trip. However, Trevor had insisted he could manage it on his own. Eventually, Riley had agreed because Trevor had piloted the shuttle before on his own and nothing had gone wrong. Trevor was also the most experienced shuttle pilot that the United Alliance had. As a former heli-pod pilot, Trevor had transitioned into a highly competent shuttle pilot. 

“Shuttle Johnson, can you open a display with me?” Riley asked. 

The muffled voice continued. “I’m having some problem with the display.”

Riley cocked his head. “Trevor, what’s the problem?” 

Silence. 

Riley peered through the viewport. The shuttle was still moving slowly to its docking port. Everything seemed normal. Nonetheless, Riley had a bad feeling about it. Then, there was a bright light that hit the shuttle. Riley couldn’t ascertain where it had come from. Had it been a solar flare or something? Possible but he would need time to confirm it. 

“What was that?” Riley muttered to himself.

As fast as it had happened, the bright light disappeared. As if it had been absorbed by the shuttle. 

“Trevor, are you there?” Riley asked. 

Again, there was nothing. Riley didn’t hesitate, as he pressed an emergency button on his console. It had been put in place to send an alert to the surface. Riley never thought he would need to use it. Then, his eyes widened in horror. The shuttle lurched forward and increased in speed approaching the space station. 

“Trevor, change course! Trevor, change course!”

The shuttle rammed into the space station, and it exploded. 
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Camp Delta-2

Coalition Forces 

“What’s that purple discoloration around the wound?” Captain Williams asked.

He was standing in a clearing in Wiley Forest, north of Camp Delta-2. He shook his head, in dismay as he stared at the dead body of Private Jackson. Jackson had shown promise when he had enlisted with the Coalition Forces. Coming from a military family, the young man had wanted to make his parents proud. 

Lieutenant Kane turned to him. “Sir?”

Williams pointed at Jackson’s chest. “Do you not see that?”

Kane knelt and studied the wound.

“Don’t touch it,” Williams warned. “Let the medics take care of it.”

Kane got to his feet. “It’s unusual. I have never seen something like that before.”

Williams arched his eyebrows. “It could be from a new enemy weapon.”

“I checked the dead Coalition Forces soldier,” Kane said. “His weapon is a standard issue one. Nothing unusual. And from the position of the bodies, it’s unlikely the two men shot each other at close range.”

Williams agreed. Lieutenant Kane also came from a military family. He had risen through the ranks quickly because of his strong observation skills. Williams had also realized that something was amiss when his soldiers had asked him to come to the scene of the shooting. The position of the United Alliance soldier’s body brought to question how he had died. From everything Williams knew, it seemed unlikely that Private Jackson had been able to kill the United Alliance soldier. 

“What’s your assessment?” Williams asked, as he took a step back and let the medics handle both bodies.

“Someone else killed them,” Kane offered. 

“Why do you say that?”

“Based on my check of their weapons, nothing has been discharged,” Kane replied. “Neither of them had even fired a shot. It also appears that Private Jackson was beside the dead body. I believe he came across the body and was trying to determine what happened before he, himself, was killed.”

Williams rubbed his chin, as his eyes scanned the surrounding forest. 

“Did we find where the enemy soldier had been originally positioned?”

Kane offered a nod and pointed to the left. “Yes, half a click in that direction. Based on our estimate the enemy soldier had been crouched there for a while.”

“Until something spooked him to move in this direction.”

Williams looked at the position Kane had pointed to and then back at the dead body. The enemy soldier had moved away from Camp Delta-2, not towards it. It was obvious the United Alliance soldier hadn’t been given any commands. Instead, he had been lured away to his death by an unknown enemy. 

“Are we running scans in this area?” Williams asked.

“Yes, sir,” Kane replied. “But I’m still confused, sir.”

“With what?”

“Who else would be out here to kill one of ours and one of those belonging to the United Alliance? By the wounds in the head and the chest it would
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