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  Introduction

  
  




Strap in comrade, we’re off on our second excursion. In War Torn, I collected six amazing stories from new and established authors on the ways war affects individuals, families, and the world around us. Here now are the War Pawns, forever at the mercy of conflict. This excursion will take you to worlds where characters are trapped or used in circumstances not of their making. Oftentimes these circumstances are ones they wish to escape.

We lead of on this excursion to Kevin J. Anderson’s “Combat Experience,” as prime an example as any to a pawn of war. Also presented here are “My Mask, Humanity” by D. Thomas Minton, “Three Hundred and Forty-Nine” by Gerri Leen, “Downfracking the Mandelbrot” by William R.D. Wood, “Heart of Vesta” by Dimitra Nikolaidou, and “Soldier’s Things” by Tim Lees.

I hope you’ll enjoy all six stories I’ve selected on this theme. Each has appeared somewhere else before but collected together here, I hope they’ll be given new life and readership because I believe that each of these stories deserves both. The goal of these SFF Excursions anthologies is to showcase newer voices in military science fiction and fantasy and pair them with ones you might already be familiar with. I hope if you enjoy what’s presented to you here that you’ll check out the other stories and books these wonderful authors have to offer.

Now hold on tight and enjoy the ride.




—Eric Fomley, July 2022








  
  
  Combat Experience by Kevin J. Anderson

  
  




They brought him back to consciousness, even though he had hoped, prayed, begged never to wake up again. He groaned, but he had no voice . . . not yet. The breathing tubes, pulse monitors, electrodes, and blood-pumping machines provided a flood of chemical and electrical stimulants that kept his biological house of cards functioning—all so that his brain remained capable of planning strategy.

Alliance Command would not let him die until the war was over, and the war would never be over.

“General Schaeffer,” said a voice that remained disembodied because he hadn’t yet been able to open his leaden eyes. “Sorry to disturb you, sir, but the Human Alliance needs you again. The Agrec are on the move. Alien ships have been spotted on the outskirts of Sector 7.”

Schaeffer’s thoughts became sharper, and he felt more alert—primarily because they had added more drugs that worked like a cattle prod on his mind. He opened his eyes.

It was the same as always. Each time he woke up he found himself in a hospital bed that was a nest of life-support systems, IV feeds, and tubes pumping him full of nutrients and pharmaceuticals. Most of his senses had faded long ago, but the smell remained as strong as ever. The place reeked of antiseptics, age, and death—his own death, much delayed.  

But Alliance Command used heroic measures to keep General Liam Schaeffer alive because they considered him a hero. Apparently, their only one.

“We need your tactical advice, sir.” Schaeffer’s vision focused on a young, distraught-looking lieutenant next to a more stoic colonel. At least the colonel had the good sense to look ashamed to tap into Shaeffer’s expertise again. The lieutenant said, “No one knows the Agrec the way you do.”

Nurses increased the tempo of the beat on the medical monitors. Colors changed in the chemical fluids that traveled through tubes into his failing body. Schaeffer was no more than a skeleton with a parchment membrane of skin, a handful of still-functioning organs, as well as a large number of artificial ones.  

“Let me be,” he croaked. “Already . . . done enough.”

The colonel spoke in a hard voice. “You have to do your duty for humanity, General. You have more combat experience than any other commander.” His name plate said ARLO; the nervous young lieutenant was DARVI.

A virtual screen appeared before Schaeffer’s face. The medical displays were replaced with tactical projections, star charts, and symbols indicating the enemy Agrec ships. Lieutenant Darvi said, “If we had any other choice, sir, we would take it, but we need your assistance. If you can’t provide us with tactical insight, then countless young soldiers will die—and when they fall, then so will millions of innocent colonists…”

Schaeffer let the breathing pumps charge up his lungs before he gasped, “That’s what you said the last five times.”

The dour colonel didn’t flinch. “And that’s what we’ll say the next five times until the Agrec invasion swarm is defeated.”

Schaeffer felt a sad hopelessness press down at him with a weight greater than the medical machinery. The war with the Agrec had already lasted nearly a century, and he had been there at the beginning. 

Defeated, Schaeffer managed to say, “Let me see the projections and tell me what’s different this time.”

* * *

He had been only eighteen, wet behind the ears, a mere colony outpost soldier when the Agrec first struck Farvin, the planet where he was stationed. Farvin was a hardscrabble place in its first decades of terraforming. Humans could breathe the air, and terrestrial crops could grow, if given considerable fertilizer and nurturing. The colonists lived in prefab huts, knowing it would be many hard decades before anyone could call the world comfortable. Only fifty outpost soldiers were assigned to watch over the five thousand settlers.  

Up until then, the Human Alliance had needed nothing more than a token military presence against unlikely raiders. Farvin was a bleak colony planet with nothing anyone would want to take by force. Thus, they were entirely unprepared when the first alien expeditionary vessel arrived.

Young Liam Schaeffer had stared at the modular warship, a cluster of geometrical pods arranged around heavy engines. None of the Farvin colonists or soldiers had seen any vessel like it. Schaeffer and his comrades were intimidated and confused as the vessel landed on the outskirts of the settlement.

As they gathered around to stare at the sapphire-hulled ship, the vessel opened up and disgorged hundreds of bald, blue-skinned humanoids wearing slick uniforms. The Agrec moved as perfectly regimented soldiers, clustered into discrete groups that advanced with an impossible precision.

The Farvin colony leader came forward, hands upraised to welcome the strange visitors in a quavering voice. The Agrec gunned her down first, then opened fire with incandescent projectile weapons. The aliens didn’t speak, merely wore stony expressions on their mannequin-like faces. Streams of deadly fireworks killed the panicked colonists and leveled the prefab huts as if they were clearing a forest.

Screaming orders to one another, Schaeffer and his companions fired their sidearms, while others raced to the armory to commandeer the colony’s few larger weapons. Fifty soldiers would never be enough.

Young Schaeffer, untried Schaeffer, terrified Schaeffer was certain he would die that day as he watched the massacre. The fifty defenders tried to mount a futile defense, and the local commander howled, “Open fire! Open fire!”

The Agrec marched forward as if in a parade, grouped in units of exactly fifty-three alien soldiers. Even one of those combat swarms would have been a match for the Farvin defenders—and the aliens had a dozen of them. The colony soldiers learned quickly enough that their projectiles could not penetrate the slick armored jumpsuits.

The bald aliens had unprotected heads, however.  

Scoring a head shot was much more difficult in the frenzy of combat, but Schaeffer took aim, steadied his trembling hands, and fired five times before he hit one of the aliens. The bullet burst the Agrec’s skull, and the alien toppled to the ground. The other fifty-two members of the combat swarm paid no attention to the loss, but kept marching forward in lockstep, opening fire, killing colonists, killing soldiers, destroying structures. The invaders acted as if they were no more than a janitorial crew cleaning up an inconvenient settlement.

“Hit their heads!” Schaeffer shouted. More than twenty of the outpost soldiers had already been killed, and hundreds of colonists were dead. The Agrec kept flowing out from their ship. His battlefield focus narrowed around him, and his aim grew more precise as he kept shooting. But it was futile.

Tears streamed down his face, and he screamed in defiance with each shot. One more alien down, then another.

In the middle of each combat swarm, though, he noticed that one of the nearly identical alien soldiers looked slightly different. The Agrec’s uniform was the same, the expression and physical build the same, but a rectangular patch on its face was a darker blue. Schaeffer took aim and killed the marked alien. The bullet splashed through its head, and the Agrec fighter collapsed.

To his astonishment, every one of the remaining members in its combat swarm also collapsed like puppets with severed strings. With one shot he had incapacitated the entire group!  

At first, he couldn’t find words, then he raised his voice to his surviving comrades. “Find the one with the mark on its face—in the center of the group. That’s your target.”

With concentrated fire, the remaining soldiers made their last stand. The Agrec pressed forward, slaughtering human soldiers and colonists, but Schaeffer remained focused and cool, firing and firing. He took out another one of their “commanders,” which neutralized another group of fifty-three aliens.

The invaders moved like automatons, showing no reaction to their losses, even when two combat swarms had been felled. Schaeffer’s comrades chose their targets and began taking out other swarm commanders—but the aliens kept fighting, wiping out much of Farvin.  

When all but three of their combat swarms had fallen, the Agrec finally acknowledged their peril and retreated to their main ship, leaving their dead behind. After they boarded, the modular ship sealed itself and roared upward into the smoke-smeared skies of Farvin.

More than five hundred dead alien bodies lay on the battlefield. The colony was destroyed. Fewer than a hundred settlers survived, and all of the fifty outpost soldiers were killed—except for Schaeffer.

Amidst the shocked moans and and the crackle of burning buildings, Schaeffer collapsed onto the raw ground. He sat stunned, shell shocked, but convinced he had to return to Earth and report what he had learned. 

The invaders would surely attack again.

* * *

Alliance Command scientists discovered that the Agrec were a distributed hive mind, like a mosaic of components. Each combat swarm consisted of a group of exactly fifty-three units guided by
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