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    For my parents—For raising me, supporting me, and somehow tolerating my endless curiosity. This is partly your fault.

      

    



  	
        
            
            "The real danger is not that machines will begin to think like men, but that men will begin to think like machines." — Sydney J. Harris
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Orders from Above
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The smoke hung thick and oppressive over the battlefield, painting the sky in shades of charcoal and ash. Distant artillery thundered, rumbling like the pulse of a storm gathering strength, ready to unleash fury at any moment. Through a pair of battered binoculars, Corporal Gordon surveyed the terrain, a jagged expanse scarred by trenches, craters, and the ghostly silhouettes of shattered war machines. The acrid scent of burnt metal and scorched earth filled his nostrils, bitter reminders of battles lost and won.

Gordon adjusted the focus of his binoculars, scanning the horizon where shadows danced beneath the smoke's veil. Beside him, the squad murmured restlessly, the weight of anticipation and fear mingling with the quiet hostility simmering between human soldiers and their synthetic counterparts. Gordon’s eyes flickered toward Isaac briefly, his synth companion's expression unreadable, eyes focused and unblinking as he surveyed the terrain with inhuman precision.

"See anything?" asked Private Ethan Carter, his voice barely above a whisper as though louder words might summon enemy fire.

Gordon shook his head slowly, his jaw tight beneath his rugged beard. He lowered the binoculars just enough to glance at Isaac, whose synthetic eyes glowed faintly in the dimness. Despite the tension around him, Gordon found a moment of comfort in Isaac’s calm presence. They exchanged a brief, wordless look, carrying volumes of unspoken understanding.

Gordon inhaled slowly, fighting to steady the churn of his emotions. They’d been trapped in this contested nightmare of a planet for a year now—each day blurring into the next, marked only by the brutal cycles of combat and brief, painful lulls. This place had become an endless quagmire, grinding soldiers down until they barely recognized themselves. High command kept promising victories that never came, their intel always a step behind the ruthless alien AI controlling the enemy Skulkers. Supplies were thin, morale stretched to breaking, and soldiers clung to discipline with grim desperation—through bitter jokes or sheer stubborn defiance. Gordon wondered how much longer they could endure before something snapped beyond repair.

His thoughts shattered when Sergeant Miller's voice cut sharply through the quiet, his tone dripping disdain. "Keep your eyes peeled and your heads down. Remember, some of you are soldiers, and some of you are replaceable tools. Don't confuse the two."

Gordon's knuckles whitened around the binoculars, anger flaring hot beneath his carefully maintained composure. He forced himself to remain silent, though every fibre of his being screamed in protest. Instead, he resumed his surveillance of the battlefield, knowing in his bones that today, the lines between man and machine, soldier and synth, were about to blur irrevocably.

Chuckles rippled through the ranks, quickly blossoming into jocular banter.

“Hey Lex,” Carter teased, nudging his friend roughly, “keep your eyes peeled. Wouldn't want Isaac to have to pull you out of trouble again.”

Lex scoffed loudly. “I'd rather bleed out. Don't need help from a walking microwave.”

Laughter erupted from the squad, fuelling Lex’s bravado. Isaac remained silent, seemingly indifferent, but Gordon noticed the slight tension in his posture, the subtle tightening of his jaw.

“Quiet down,” Miller ordered, though his voice dripped with mocking amusement. “Wouldn’t want the Corporal’s favourite toy getting its feelings hurt, now, would we?”

The laughter reignited briefly, but this time, Gordon felt a sharp surge of anger, the words cutting deeper than he'd ever admit. Clenching his fists, he turned sharply toward the group.

“Stow it, all of you,” Gordon snapped, his voice icy with restrained fury. Silence fell instantly; startled glances exchanged among the soldiers. “You think this is a game? Save your jokes for when we're not staring down the enemy's barrel.”

He met Miller’s gaze unflinchingly, silently challenging him to respond. Miller’s eyes narrowed slightly, a silent promise that this conversation wasn’t finished, before turning sharply away.

Gordon turned back to the battlefield, gripping the binoculars tighter. In the oppressive quiet that followed, he could hear whispers behind him—words that sliced at him in low murmurs.

“Getting real defensive about that synth, isn't he?” whispered Carter, just loud enough for Gordon to catch.

“Yeah,” Lex muttered bitterly. “Bet he'd cry harder over scrap metal than any of us.”

“Careful, Lex,” Reyes interjected quietly, her voice firm but soft. “He’s still your 2IC.”

Gordon's jaw tightened even more, knuckles whitening on the binoculars. He didn’t respond. He couldn’t afford to—not yet. Instead, he swallowed the sharp retort burning in his throat, focusing back on the enemy line, where real threats gathered in silence. Yet the bitter words echoed in his mind, carving their way deeper into his resolve.

In that strained silence, the crackle of the squad’s radio broke through. "Delta-One, Delta-One, command calling. Orders inbound. Report immediately to command tent."

Miller straightened immediately, addressing Gordon curtly. "Corporal, you're with me. Let's move."

Gordon nodded, casting a final glance at Isaac before tossing the binoculars to Reyes. “Keep it tight, Reyes,” he ordered firmly, meeting her calm gaze.

“Roger that, Corporal,” Reyes responded crisply, catching the binoculars with practiced ease. Her expression softened momentarily. “We’ve got this.”

Gordon nodded once, trusting her implicitly, before turning sharply to follow Miller toward the command tent, steeling himself for whatever awaited them next.
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INSIDE THE COMMAND tent, squads seconds-in-command clustered around a battered coffee table, sipping bitter coffee and exchanging muted greetings. Gordon nodded in acknowledgment to his counterparts, the silent solidarity of shared burdens passing briefly between them. The camaraderie here was unspoken but palpable—each soldier recognizing the weight of responsibility they carried.

Gordon grabbed two chipped mugs, filling them with the acrid brew that passed for coffee, and turned to find Miller approaching, frustration etched deeply on his face.

Miller accepted the mug with a curt nod. "We're going straight into the shit again, Corporal. Command's got us going in deep."

Gordon sighed quietly, already bracing for what came next. "Figures."

They moved together toward the holographic map table where the platoon commander, a weary officer with heavy eyes and a hollow stare, waited silently. Miller reiterated a detailed brief of the mission—deep reconnaissance to locate and disable a critical enemy relay station. The worn-down officer merely nodded along without comment, seemingly detached.

“This is reckless,” Miller muttered sharply, frustration edging his voice. “We're going to get chewed up again. We're always neck-deep in the worst of it because command likes testing their synth toys.”

The officer glanced at Miller with tired disinterest, offering no consolation or explanation. Miller scowled, taking a final bitter gulp of his coffee before turning sharply to Gordon. “Let's get back. Squad’s waiting.”

He stepped close to Gordon, eyes narrowed. "You and your new synth better be up for this one."

Gordon bristled visibly; his voice edged with a quiet intensity. “Isaac's not new, Sergeant. He’s been with me through a year of training and another year in this hellhole, fighting side by side. You know that.”

Miller’s scowl deepened, clearly disliking the challenge. “You better hope it stays reliable. This mission's ugly enough as it is.”

Gordon held Miller’s gaze steadily. “Are they ever anything else?”

Without waiting for an answer, Miller turned away sharply, setting his empty mug down with deliberate force and exited the tent.

Gordon nodded to his counterparts, silently wishing them luck as he followed Miller out of the tent. They both knew what was coming—the worst missions always fell to those with the synths. It was an unspoken rule, understood by everyone but acknowledged by no one.

The alien AI, The Nexus, had arrived without warning twenty years ago, spreading like a digital plague across the stars. Earth’s governments, desperate for a way to hold back the tide, had turned to synthetic soldiers. Faster, stronger, immune to pain—synths were humanity’s answer to an enemy that never slept. But once the war dragged on, they were no longer heroes—just another tool, another expendable asset, resented and distrusted by the very people they fought to protect. Sub-commanders were typically paired with the synths in each unit.

They returned to the waiting squad, Miller stepping forward to deliver the orders sharply. “We’ve drawn another shit job. Recon deep into enemy territory. Locate and disable their relay station."

Lex rolled his eyes dramatically, muttering under his breath, "Always the shit jobs."

"Yeah," Carter added bitterly. "All because we have the shiny new tin man with us."

Miller ignored the grumbles, glancing at Gordon briefly before barking, "Get prepped for the mission. Oscar-Mike in fifteen."

The squad dispersed, murmuring complaints as they prepared. Gordon met Isaac’s gaze once more, his voice low but firm. "Keep it tight out there, Isaac. Watch your back."

Isaac nodded subtly, his eyes reflecting a quiet understanding. "Always."
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THE SQUAD LINED UP methodically, preparing to step off into the night. Gordon moved carefully down the line; eyes sharp as he meticulously inspected each soldier's gear. "Check your sights, Lex," he murmured, giving the marksman a firm pat on the shoulder. "We need your eyes tonight."

"On it, Corporal," Lex replied with a curt nod, tension beneath his usually cocky demeanour.

Gordon paused briefly before Private Reyes, noticing the careful precision with which she arranged her med kit. "Keep sharp, Reyes," he said softly. "We're counting on you."

"Always ready, Corporal," Reyes replied confidently, though her eyes betrayed a flicker of apprehension.

Reaching Isaac, Gordon paused deliberately. "Isaac, come with me," he said, voice carefully neutral. "We need a quick tactical review."

Isaac followed without hesitation, stepping slightly away from the others, maintaining a professional distance. Gordon kept his voice low, nearly inaudible to the others. "Talk to me. What do your scans show?"

Isaac's synthetic eyes, nearly indistinguishable from human ones save for their precise, mechanical movement, and slight glow narrowed fractionally. His pale, almost translucent grey skin caught the faint illumination from the distant flares, lending him an ethereal quality in the dim light. Despite his human-like appearance in every other respect, his unnatural complexion always set him subtly apart. His gaze scanned the horizon thoughtfully before he spoke, his voice carefully controlled. "The latest recon data contains anomalies," he replied quietly. "Distortions in thermal signatures and unexpected terrain shifts. It’s inconsistent with previous reports."

Gordon's brow furrowed deeply. "You think command is sending us in blind again?"

Isaac hesitated; his expression subtly concerned. "Possibly. The recon data displays unexpected anomalies—unexplained thermal spikes and terrain shifts inconsistent with earlier scans. My spectral analysis picked up interference patterns typically indicative of enemy cloaking fields. The team's sensors aren't sensitive enough to detect these subtleties."

Gordon exhaled sharply; frustration evident but restrained. "I’ll alert the others to stay extra vigilant." He paused briefly, then his voice softened noticeably. "Isaac, about earlier—I’m sorry about the squad’s banter. It wasn’t right."

Isaac met Gordon’s gaze steadily, his expression thoughtful yet gentle. "It doesn’t affect me, Gordon," he replied quietly. "And it shouldn’t affect you. They don’t truly understand, and I don’t expect them to. Let them say what they must."

Gordon's eyes reflected a brief flicker of vulnerability. "It bothers me because you deserve better."

Isaac’s eyes softened further, a rare sincerity emanating from his usually impassive features. "So do you. But right now, our mission takes precedence."

"Agreed," Gordon said quietly, holding Isaac's gaze with a firm, mutual understanding. "Watch yourself out there. I can't afford to lose you."

Isaac offered a subtle nod, his voice a quiet echo of Gordon’s sincerity. "Nor I you, Gordon."

They shared a brief, quiet moment of mutual understanding, heavy with unspoken words and deeper connections. Finally, Gordon straightened, returning to his squad with renewed resolve.

"Move out," Gordon ordered firmly, his voice slicing through the tense quiet. He glanced along the line, noting the unusually rigid posture of his squad members, their eyes darting anxiously toward the darkening horizon. The usual banter and murmurs were absent, replaced by a strained silence punctuated only by the faint metallic clicks of gear being adjusted.

Ahead lay a treacherous expanse—dense, twisted underbrush interwoven with jagged outcroppings of rock, all cloaked under shadows cast by gnarled, leafless trees and alien foliage. It was terrain that seemed designed to hinder progress and conceal dangers, promising hidden ambushes and unseen threats. Dark and foreboding.

"Stay sharp," Gordon reiterated firmly, sensing their collective tension mounting with each step. "Helmets to night ops."

Each squad member reached up to their advanced combat helmets, carefully switching off the faint red illumination that marked their positions. Gordon did the same, pressing lightly on a small, concealed toggle. "Spectra Night Mode," he instructed his helmet quietly. Instantly, his visor shifted to a subtle, ghostly green overlay, illuminating the darkened terrain in fine detail. The squad murmured similar commands, their visors briefly flickering as the high-tech optics calibrated, casting the harsh surroundings into enhanced clarity.

The alien terrain ahead was clearly visible now dense, twisted underbrush interwoven with jagged outcroppings of luminescent rock, all cloaked under shadows cast by gnarled, leafless trees and alien foliage that seemed to pulsate with an eerie bioluminescence. Tiny insect-like creatures fluttered away as the soldiers made their way. Each movement and each shadow appeared sharper, starkly defined by their helmets' night vision capabilities, yet somehow even more ominous. A shiver of apprehension rippled through the squad as they took their first cautious steps forward, boots crunching softly on the dry, brittle ground.

"We’re stepping into the unknown," Gordon said softly, his voice barely audible yet amplified clearly through each helmet's internal communications."
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