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	Introduction

	By: Nicholas Garber

	 

	 

	When 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

	 

	 

	 

	 


CULLed to Extinction

	By Matthew Olaranont

	 

	 

	Helix, Rifleman of Dagger Squad, is dropped from low orbit onto a world ablaze in the fires of a PACT naval incursion. His unit’s mission: take and hold the spaceport from the native Dino Riders that call the decommissioned dyson sphere their home. 
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	The hollow planet’s atmosphere was bathed in iridescent fire like the war had set an angel’s hair ablaze. The false sunrise of the looming binary stars reflected off the chaos of the naval assault below.

	“10 SECONDS!” The dropmaster’s voice came in over the pod’s communication systems, “Y’all ready to CULL?”

	Helix keyed his microphone and joined in Dagger squad’s unanimous battlecry at the staggeringly lame pun. They were Cislunar Ultralight Landing Legionnaires - a fancy name for this generation’s latest drop victims who were good for one thing and one thing only: killing. Or getting killed, if you listened to the shipside berthing bitches talk.

	Helix let go of the microphone and refocused, shifting to look out over the lower lip of his coffin pod’s porthole. The heads-up display on his helmet beeped about a collision warning.

	“Ready!” The dropmaster came over comms again as their ship slowed down from evasive maneuvers just long enough to open a drop window as the muted sounds of the competing planet-side flak and spaceborne anti-ship thumped arhythmically outside.

	“DROP! DROP! DROP!” The dropmaster released their magnetic locks.

	“KILL! KILL! KILL!” Helix yelled without keying the comms in the pod as he cleared the bay, planetary gravity taking over. The porthole went black as the photochromic material darkened from contact with the atmosphere, the sudden silence of space replaced with the crackling woosh of friction from the reentry burn. Helix pressed the controls to replay the 30-second briefing from the LT, keeping an eye on the HUD instruments as he fell.

	“Long story short, troopers. There’s a spaceport at the center of AO Asimov. CULL troopers from 3rd and 5th battalion are dropping in a standard spread - our job is to take it.” the sound-byte clipped the extra chatter, “Dagger squad’s DZ is on the west side of these hills, relative magnetic north. Myself, Sphinx, Yeti, Egg, and Helix will be in this portion of the drop. Rally at Point Heinlein.” The corresponding grid coordinates played out on the augmented reality map hanging in the mid-right peripheral of his vision. Just as he was about to check again, Helix’s stomach jolted sideways, the inertia pulling him wide as his gut flattened itself against his ribs.

	“Correctional burn, Helix! My mark!” Staff Sergeant McKay’s voice came in from the capital ship monitoring their insertion. The coffin only had one good burn to unfuck itself.

	“MARK!”

	Helix slammed a fist in the dark against the transmitted correction from McKay. He felt the rumble of the thrusters in his chest and the change of inertia in his stomach, the slow feed drip in his spinal shunt pushing nausea reducers. The drugs weren’t that effective, but pure experience kept Helix in the fight.

	The HUD blinked a green confirmation message before disappearing when he looked at it directly. The jostling ride of the reentry smoothed as they cleared what was left of the planet’s atmosphere. The darkened viewport went clear again, revealing what was left of a savannah-like world, the scorched remains of the opening planetary bombardment setting the stage.

	“IMPACT IMMINENT” The standard warning came over the HUD. Helix braced himself against the saddle points. The pod crashed into the dirt with all the grace of a blunt lance, the inertial dampeners absorbing the impact with the horizon bobbing like a stormy sea. The internal alarm blared a quick warning beep as external security flechettes fired in a dazzling, deadly halo of spikes surrounding the pod. The hatch unsealed and ejected the door with exploding bolts, launching the slab meters away and clearing a path for Helix to leap out and bring his rifle to bear.

	The silence and stability of the pod were broken by the distant pandemonium of battle and ambient sounds of the planet. Above, the interstellar PACT Navy continued their battle in a dazzling burst of distant lights as the constellation of other CULL troopers scattered down to the surface.

	Helix cleared the area, looking left and right around him while keeping his back to the pod.

	“Dagger, Helix, boots on the ground. Numbers on the net.” He switched his comms to ad-hoc mode and moved toward the nook of a draw nearby, taking a knee and resting his rifle across it.

	With the relative safety of the formation around him, Helix pulled up the map on his HUD, double-checking his orientation. For now, he was alone and wouldn’t expect any backup until he reached Rally Point Heinlein. The enemy was technology-limited but tenacious and numerous, relying on organic bio-tek unique to the planet. The scattered shrubs and grizzled trees in Helix’s immediate area would barely provide concealment, and a previous strike, as well as his pod’s approach, had already burned away most of the grassland’s chest-high shrub.

	His best bet was speed and that would be his responsibility. The terrain alternated between steppes and open grassland, but following the curve of the draw would be the optimal course on staying below the enemy sightline. Being first to the fight meant that there wasn’t back up yet, and there wouldn’t be mechanized support until they took that spaceport and opened up the gravitational corridor for the heavy units to come planet-side without destroying themselves on the way.

	Helix saw dots appear on the map, indicating friendly forces checking in the way he had and activating their trackers onto the ad-hoc ground network. His suit beeped an alarm about oxygen concentration, and he heard the seals tighten and felt the metallic taste of recycled air begin to pump through the filters. Burning the atmosphere was working - PACT troop equipment made it trivial, but the play was against the local hostiles who relied on bioengineered pack reptiles to do battle.

	He took the oxygen drop as his cue to keep going, sliding all the data away in his AR HUD and pushing the mini-map back down to the bottom right. He grabbed his rifle, brought it to the ready position, and began to traverse the terrain.

	The grassland was a blessing as much as it was a curse - the lack of cover made it so that he could pick up a pretty good pace, allowing his octo-camo to keep up with the change in scenery and give him time to scan the environment as he moved. The changes in atmospheric density made him rely more on his eyes - even with a towering beast lumbering nearby; there wasn’t a guarantee he would even be able to hear it with the augmentation built into his armor. The perpendicular falling star paths of other CULL troopers in the distance were intersected by multicolored plasma fire between troops on the planet’s surface.

	At the appropriate point, Helix hooked right and scrambled up the draw, the recycled air smelling and tasting more like stale sweat now that he had been moving for a decent amount of time. The rifle felt heavier, but just carrying it around made him feel more secure, especially after the experience of having lost one in a bad drop on a swamp in the previous campaign.

	Underneath something that looked like a relatively intact baobab tree with immense magenta leaves, his HUD IFF tagged two signatures - Thoth and Sphinx, the Platoon Leader and Platoon Sergeant. The rest of Sabre platoon was split up inside the AO for the drop, but Dagger squad was all they had at Heinlein.

	“Welcome to the war, gentlemen.” Thoth moved out from the base of the tree at a low crouch, with Sphinx pulling security. The blips for the two expanded into full-body outlines in Helix’s HUD before dissipating entirely upon recognition. The other two blips for Yeti and Egg closed in on their position moments later, two more troopers in PACT standard armor with additional sustainment gear for their roles coming in with the shapeshifting colors of the octo-camo doing its best to mimic the savannah. Yeti came in heaviest of all with an extended sustainment pack full of plasma ammunition. Egg hauled himself into their circle with his Designated Marksman’s Rifle, a variable output plasma-fed deal that synchronized with his HUD’s targeting software.

	“Nice of you two to show up.” Helix greeted them off comms.

	“Shit. You beat us to the rally again? It’s your turn to buy drinks from the class six when we get back, new guy.” Yeti said as he tapped the helmet to interface with Sphinx’s command comm.

	“Bullshit, I get knocked off course by flak and end up three klicks further away, and this guy gets hit and ends up closer? Shenanigans.” Egg said as he tapped his comms and gave the LT a thumbs up before turning around to complete their security circle.

	“Alright, gents, shut the fuck up a minute, and the first round’s on me,” Sphinx said, pulling up their shared ad-hoc net with sandtable AR map synchronized.

	Helix turned back out to cover his sector of fire with the holographic map covering the dirt-side lower half of his vision on the HUD.

	“Good news is that we’re at a 90 percent sync rate. Boys from the batts are coming in without much trouble.” Sphinx said, highlighting the friendly troop indicators present on the highest tier map. The figures zoomed in down to a marked point with five blue chevrons huddled in a circle, 

	“Here we are at Heinlein.” Sphinx continued, the map pulling back out enough to include enough terrain between Heinlein and a large gray swathe with the humped outlines of hangars and straight-line figures of atmospheric flight lines and a large circular blotch that signified the gravity well. The spaceport was tagged with the title OBJECTIVE BRADBURY.

	“It’s ten klicks to the OBJ from here. So far, no other squad has synchronized movement to the net, so good job, Dagger. We’re making Dirk and Tanto squads look lazy.” A few blobs of red enemy markers appeared across the field sparsely between their current position and the beginning of Bradbury.

	“Bad news is nobody else has synchronized to the net, so nobody’s opened up the airwaves for in-atmosphere support. We’re all alone here like we were on the drop to Aquilinia.”

	“That one sucked,” Yeti commented off-comms.

	“Plan from here is low and quick. We rely on octo-camo to keep us off their radar and book it as fast as we can right up the middle through to that edge hangar on the objective. We’ll set up an OP there.” Thoth highlighted a direction of movement using a crudely drawn arrow straight between all of the outwardly expanding enemy markers.

	“And the ground patrols, sir?” Sphinx asked over comms so everyone could hear.

	“Hit ‘em hard, hit ‘em fast, kill ‘em first. We’ll use the sync software, and I’ll highlight priority.” All of their HUDs blinked to confirm the battle-sync software had come online - they were sharing a squad mesh net led by the LT. “Any other questions?”

	“Yeah,” Helix said, “How the hell did you get the name Egg?”

	“I don’t wanna talk about it,” Egg replied.

	“Lock it up, Helix. We-” Everyone got the HUD signal to drop. The whole squad sifted down to the dirt and crawled on their bellies to pivot in the direction of the anomalous movement.

	In the glaring light of the binary daylight, only half shielded by what was left of the atmosphere, the first reptile came striding over the crest of the hill to their east. The creature was enormous, two or three stories tall, with the grace of a crawling toddler as it plodded forward on enormous, taloned three-toed feet. After the first crested the hill, more joined it with the rolling thunder of clawed footsteps. It would have looked like a small herd of wild creatures if not for the orb-shaped crystalline helmets surrounding their heads, shoulder-mounted weaponry, and the plant and leather reins running from their mouths to a shiny earth-toned humanoid on a saddle straddling their backs. The humanoid glistened iridescent like the exoskeleton of a scarab beetle.

	The herd of riders paused at the top of the hill, scanning in all directions with their own eyes as well as the reptiles they rode, an obvious commander riding a bipedal creature in the center of their group silhouetted against the horizon with two shoulder-mounted missile batteries overshadowing the reptile’s tiny arms. A blaze orange triangle appeared around the commander riding the bipedal lizard, followed by others on each of the riders in the pack who had come up on Dagger squad.

	“Get online,” Thoth ordered over subvocal. Helix low crawled with the others into the semblance of a straight line facing the approaching group of lizard riders. Dagger squad waited as the lumbering beasts drew nearer, the resonant thuds of every footstep reverberating in their chests. The final rider in the formation came into plain view, none of them displaying any signs out of the ordinary, as another triangular targeting marker overlaid itself on the last rider.

	“On my mark.” Thoth subvocalized. Helix calmed his breathing, forcing the nervous energy out of his mind. Breathe in. One for the money. Breath out. Two for the show. A targeting lock signaled from Egg’s plasma rifle.

	“Go.” Thoth gave the order, and anything else that came after was lost over the crack of the phased plasma discharge from Egg’s DMR. The shot split the air in a neon red bolt, slamming through the command rider’s helmet and leaving a fist-sized view of the sky behind him and a trail of crackling, ionized air. Chaos followed.

	Helix opened up with his own bolts of phased plasma, assisted by the HUD reticles, his eyes darting between each of the marked priorities and laying down the hate. From his left, Yeti let loose controlled burst after controlled burst at the lizards, screaming his manual burst timing with motivated enthusiasm, “Shoot ‘em in the head, shoot ‘em in the head, kill ‘em!”

	Sphinx fired the under-barrel grenade launcher on his rifle and landed the cluster munition in the center of the pack as the enemy returned fire, jagged shards of chitin piercing the earth in front of their hastily defiladed position. The living reptiles panicked, and the remaining riders struggled to control them as Dagger squad continued firing. A burst of Yeti’s heavy plasma gun staggered the final creature and drove it into a berzerk rage, thunderous talons and claws scrambling toward their fire with fury in its forward-set slit-shaped eyes.

	“Focus fire!” Thoth yelled over comms and everyone shifted their field toward the charging creature, cracking the orb of glass over its head, the air inside hissing out against the lower pressure outside. Another burst of fire smashed through, and a bolt of plasma smashed in the front of the thing’s head, making it go limp and crash down to the ground with an earth-shaking rumble as its dead body slid to a halt a handful of meters in front of their line.

	The dust settled in the aftermath, and Helix lifted his head from his optic. Behind the corpse of the charging lizard, there was a gaggled mess of enormous lizard corpses on trampled savannah dirt, cracked helmets leaking what was left of their recycled air.

	“We go through all that trouble to burn the atmo, and they just put helmets on dinosaurs,” Yeti said.

	“Real question is, where did they come from?” Helix asked.

	“What do you mean?” Egg asked as they scanned the area one more time before forming back into the security circle.

	“They didn’t show up on the orbital scans until they were almost on top of us,” Thoth said.

	“Don’t have time to wax philosophic about it. We should move.” Sphinx commented.

	“Right, let’s go.” Thoth gave the hand signal for a wedge formation.

	Helix took the lead, and Dagger squad spread out around him.
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	They made good progress, the conflict shifting from the naval run to the ground offensive elsewhere. Plasma fire and organic flechette clouds filled the horizon, new markers coming on and disappearing on their HUD as the battle shifted and the front lines became apparent. The space between Dagger squad and Bradbury remained clear as the red blob of enemy herds was pulled away to engage the rest of the dropped battalions of CULL troopers.

	“Down!” Helix called out over comms. He hopped down into the prone, the wedge of his fellow squad members following suit. The ground shook as a fresh group of dinosaur riders approached from the direction they were traveling.

	“Wait.” Thoth made the call, setting up more of the blaze orange targeting triangles in their HUD.

	“Did they notice?” Sphinx asked.

	“Doesn’t look like it,” Helix replied, keeping his rifle trained on the closest of the riders.

	“Hug the ground. We’re going to need the ammo for the hangar.” Thoth put out over subvocal.

	“Where the hell is the CAS?” Helix replied over the same channel, splaying out his body slightly to sink his profile into the dirt. Helix’s display told him he was adjusted to blend with the localized environment, the air recycler spinning down to silent mode.

	The herd of riders approached, the lead quadruped setting down a sharp foretalon into the soft earth next to Helix’s head. It glittered like dark obsidian in the blazing light. The foot lifted as another followed, raising a cloud of dust in its passage. Helix did his best to hold still as a set of claws came out of the obscurity of the dust and sank into the soft dirt in front of his view. The command lizard had even larger feet, the torso-sized spike narrowly missing his abdomen as Helix shifted sideways in the cloud of their passage.

	A silence followed after another quadruped dinosaur loped past, the whorling dust finally settled. Helix lifted his head before setting it back down in response to the sound of more footsteps. A set of five significantly smaller bipedal lizards trotted through with their riders, disappearing off behind the camouflaged wedge.

	“They have raptors now?” Helix said over subvocal.

	“Nothing new. It was in the briefing. LACE?” Sphinx pushed out over comms.

	“I’m good, ammo, sustain, systems are all green,” Helix replied.

	“All green,” Egg replied.

	“Yellow on ammo. Should be fine. Green otherwise.” Yeti pushed.

	“We’re good enough,” Sphinx said.

	“Keep pushing; we’re two klicks out.” Thoth pointed, the highlight from OBJ Bradbury appeared long enough for each person in the squad to acknowledge.

	Helix pulled himself out of the disturbed dirt and shook off the best he could, resuming movement when he saw the ready indicators for the rest of his squad. A look over his shoulder showed the squad of riders he had survived passing over the horizon toward the battle happening in the distance. He looked above the sky of the spaceport,

	“So where is that close air support?” Yeti asked, adjusting the sustainment pack of ammo with an audible ker-chunk.

	“Still nothing on the net. Looks like Dirk, Tanto, and the rest of 5th battalion are facing the majority of the riders to the south. We’re going to have to take the hangar by ourselves at this rate.” Thoth said.

	“Would be nice to get a gun run on these groups,” Egg said.

	“I’m sure Tanto and Dirk are thinking the same thing, but we got what we got,” Sphinx said.

	The last hundred meters between them and the spaceport was a low-grade hill that provided a minor overlook between them and the large open space between the perimeter and the hangars.

	“Egg, you’ve got overwatch. Sphinx, rear security.” Thoth put out a marker on the point of the hill for the marksman. Egg double-timed it from his position in the wing of the wedge formation, and dolphin dived into the scrubby grass on the side of the approaching hill before high crawling the rest of the way to the crest of the overlook. Sphinx trailed him by a dozen meters before flipping around and posting up to provide his cover.

	The rest of the team closed up the gaps and swung wide at a quick walk, leaving time for their octo-camo to morph and adjust to the new scrub and the urbanized horizon.

	“Looks clear,” Egg said over comms from his position as they hit the rear base of the hill, all progressing from standing to kneeling and establishing a practiced outward-facing circle. Helix scanned across the waving scrub. The space between the exterior fence line and the nearest hangar was empty, but it remained his biggest concern. The combat sensors were only so good, and without a shipboard penetrating radar or a bunker buster, there was no way to tell if there was something inside the solar rad-shielded hangar walls.

	“What’ve you got, Helix?” Thoth asked.

	“Nothing, sir. Looks like what Egg said, only thing between us and the hangar is that metal slat fence.” Helix said, indicating the spot for their ingress. The lieutenant turned to look and gave the thumbs up, “Let’s move then.”

	Helix closed the gap between their position and the fenceline at a quick jog, taking a knee at the fence as Thoth and Yeti caught up. Yeti turned to the rear, and Thoth yanked at the pack on Helix’s back, pulling out the plasma cutter inside and getting to work. A blip on Helix’s HUD showed a thermal warning as the cutter kicked on, the smell of ionized air and burnt metal coming in as Thoth worked on cutting a person sized hole in the fence.

	“Movement from the hangar. One of the big doors just opened.” Egg announced over comms.

	Helix clicked the safety off his rifle and put it up to his shoulder.

	“Still clear here,” Yeti said.

	“Almost done.” Thoth said, the crackle of plasma through iron filtering his voice, “Do they know, Egg?”

	“I don’t think they know.”

	A reptilian roar came from inside the nearest hangar, replied in kind by a dozen other, similar roars right before a jet-black spear of chitin shot out over the hill in Egg’s direction, followed by the crackling green discharge of plasma.

	“Oh, they know! They know!” Egg said, returning the shot in kind with one of his own thunderous plasma blasts, the crackling of ionized air eliciting a battle cry from the lizards inside the hangar echoed by the gurgling language of their exoskeletoned riders. Before Egg could get another shot off, Sphinx grabbed him by the shoulders and rolled away down the embankment with the sniper in his grasp as another plasma blast came from inside the hangar, followed by a cloud of flechettes that skewered the area he had been lying on.

	“Done!” Thoth called out, kicking in the section of fence he had cut, the metal mesh falling inward with a loud clang as the circular slice wobbled under its own weight.

	Mayhem erupted in response when an enormous quadruped burst from inside the hangar, bending the partially open door aside and cracking its helmet. It roared so loud the dampeners kicked on in Helix’s suit, but he felt it anyway through his chest-plate.

	Without any better ideas, Helix let loose his own animalistic battle cry, bounded over his LT, and took a running dive through the newly cut opening, tucking and rolling on the other side and coming up to standing with the grace of a gymnast wearing a 200-pound PACT battle armor exosuit. The yell caught the lizard rider’s attention as Helix broke out into a run across the open standoff space, hopefully distracting the defending force for long enough that Yeti and Thoth could come through and establish a base of fire.

	Helix watched more fire come out of the hangar and graze over the spot Egg and Sphinx had been before the quadruped rider opened up on him with the creature’s shoulder-mounted flechette launchers. Jagged blades of jet black chitin pierced the concrete a meter behind him and began to gain ground as he kept moving and the rider kept shooting. Helix returned fire, his bursts of plasma grazing off the thing’s armored skin as it moved to defend its rider. Behind the quadruped, a mob of the smaller raptor riders ran from inside the hangar to back up the larger lizard. The leader of the smaller pack screeched and pointed at Helix, the raptor he was riding, mimicking the call and motion. Helix kept running, adjusting to do a wide arc around the quadruped, and fired at the lead raptor rider instead.

	The first shot winged off the rider’s pauldron, and the second zipped into the raptor’s mouth mid-yell, leaving a thumb-sized hole through its braincase and spraying out a mix of its cobalt blood and pinkish brain matter. The rider tumbled off the dead dinosaur with the clack of chitin hitting the old crete-steel, the panic gurgle-yell calling out to its compatriots. Two riders came trotting up in front of the fallen leader, bringing chitin launchers up to bear, black darts sweeping across the ground toward Helix as he ran out of room to run.

	“Get some!” Yeti called out over comms and laid down a burst of gatling plasma fire in a sweep that tore through the two riders focused on Helix, the chitinous riders and their dinosaurs exploding into a cloud of blue and dark green blood. Helix took the opportunity to dive to the ground and roll, recentering his aim to focus on the remaining raptors, putting down a prolonged burst at torso level, ripping through one of the riders, trying to decide between focusing on Yeti or on Helix.

	The larger creature swung a massive tail against the ground and swept it in Helix’s direction, the snap of the wind changing over him, giving a clue to how narrowly it had missed. The swipe raised up a cloud of dust, prompting the HUD in Helix’s combat systems to cycle between infrared and enhanced mode, trying to establish better visuals on the creatures in front of him. Thoth and Yeti maintained their base of fire, cutting off the remaining riders from their escape on the open ground and leaving the armored quadruped alone with its rider.

	The larger dinosaur ripped a new streak of chitinous projectiles toward the fenceline as it moved to reorient itself, the rider failing to notice a whistling sound that followed in the silence.

	“Fire in the hole!” Sphinx yelled over comms, a thin approximation line appearing from behind the hill synchronizing over their shared AR combat software. A grenade slammed down onto the quadruped’s rider and detonated in a thunderous burst of shrapnel, green blood, and chunks of chitin armor, eviscerating the rider and destroying the creature’s helmet but only succeeding in making the lizard mad.

	The creature roared and spun around, confused, sweeping up enormous clouds of particulate dust and sand, blanketing the area around it in a dense beige fog. Helix took a moment to break contact and get distance while Thoth and Yeti continued to keep up their support. A red marker highlighted itself in Helix’s HUD as he moved the fifty meters he could get, the indicator signing a teammate in trouble.

	Reorienting himself to the marker, he saw Thoth engaged in hand-to-hand combat with the lead raptor rider from before, who had lunged out from the dust cloud with a chitin blade in hand. The Lieutenant was holding his own, one hand controlling the rider’s weapon wrist and the other around the rider’s other forearm, the two of them tangling together from standing with knee strikes and low kicks, the LT’s rifle some distance away in the sand. The situation only got more complicated when the black armored rider kicked at Thoth, causing them to both lose their balance and tumble to the ground, still intertwined in hand-to-hand fighting.

	Helix checked back toward the lizard and made sure he had enough time. He went down to one knee and pulled his rifle tight into the pocket of his shoulder, trying to get a clean shot on the raptor rider. The IFF indicator on Helix’s HUD blared an alarm about friendly fire, and Helix couldn’t find a clean shot as Thoth rolled over his attacker. Just as Helix was about to abandon his position to close the gap, an ionizing hiss and the violet glow of a hand’s length of plasma appeared and disappeared just as quickly as Thoth sunk the cutter into the rider’s side. The glow flashed through Helix’s optic, pulsating in the lingering dust as he repeatedly stabbed the rider into submission.

	Helix turned back toward the sprawling dust and came face to face with a nightmare. The creature seemed to materialize teeth; first, enormous fangs dripping viscous saliva and breathing spirals into the dust it displaced.

	“Fuck.” Helix said to himself and just started opening fire, moving laterally again because he was unwilling to bet against its speed moving forward. Shots winged off its scaled snout and glass-sharp teeth to no avail. It opened its maw wider and let out a roar that stopped Helix in his tracks, coming out like a sonic weapon that threatened to knock him off his feet. He leaned into the roar, the ambient noise of the battle crescendoing with the cry until it was suddenly cut off - the heart-pounding silence afterward was a result of the armor’s safety systems.

	The creature’s mouth filled Helix’s visor like a fleshy abyss ringed by sharp, jagged stalactites. He did what any good trooper would and maintained fire. Helix pulled the trigger and held it down as the quadruped got closer and closer, the automatic fire glancing off teeth and zipping uselessly into the flesh of the charging creature’s mouth.

	A cylindrical beam of light passed through the top of the creature’s mouth, out the front of its jaw, and into the ground next to Helix’s ankle. The safety mechanism in the armor turned off in time for him to hear the lightning crack of a plasma rifle and the shattering quake of the charging creature falling and sliding to a stop inches in front of Helix’s position. Helix kicked the creature in the teeth with an audible grunt, putting a crack in the fallen lizard’s death grin.

	“You okay?” Thoth came over the comms.

	“Yeah - but I’m out of ammo,” Helix replied, pressing the discharge button, his last plasma cartridge, ejecting it from his rifle with a resonant buzz.

	“Good hit, Egg,” Helix said, jogging back over to his allies.

	“We’ll hit the hangar, rally up in there.” Thoth put out the order to squad comms and tossed Helix two more plasma cartridges one at a time. Helix reloaded, the green indicator light on his rifle mirrored by his HUD before he flipped the light discipline cover closed over the divot on the weapon.

	Yeti pulled the discharge lever on his larger automatic pulse weapon, ejecting a white-hot plasma container that was almost slag. Steam sizzled out from the port before being stifled with a new cartridge from his backpack.

	“Tough bastard, that thing. Glad you’re alright.” Yeti said as he pulled the weapon back up and got into the stack. Helix was point man again as they scooted over to the damaged hangar door, rushing inside to an empty shuttle bay with its former contents pulled apart to scrap and shoved to the edges of the work areas inside. The three of them split and moved to each end, performing the usual clearing of the cavernous building just in case there were any remaining lizards or their riders hiding inside.

	“Nothing in here except for a few scrap shuttles,” Helix said as he stuck his rifle into one of the smaller junk craft and then his head, looking around at damaged parts.

	“Great. At least we’ve got a roof over our heads and a minute to think while we see who we’ve got to take the rest of this damn place.” Thoth said, taking a knee in the center of the hangar behind some hastily dragged debris barricades, “I’ve been thinking about Helix’s question from earlier about where they’re coming from, and I don’t like it.”

	Helix let the lieutenant think - it was what he was being paid for. In the meanwhile, Helix moved toward the hangar doors facing the center of the spaceport. Anywhere else, there would be enormous tesla tree generators maintaining the connection of the gravity rings in mid and upper atmosphere, but he was curious how they were using it on a hollow planet made out of an old dyson sphere.

	The view left something to be desired.

	“Hey, sir,” Helix said when he saw it, clicking on his helmet-mounted camera. Thoth shared his view.

	It was partially like a standard spaceport - the pad and the tesla tree setup occupied half of the launching field outside, but the other half had the answers to more of their questions. An enormous artificial pit was set into the closer half of the spaceport, the lights strung down the side, disappearing into the yawning darkness below. The ground shook, and one of the quadruped dinosaurs they had fought crawled up from inside the hole, striding off in one direction as its contingent of raptor riders hopped off its back and scampered along after it.

	“Well fuck, that answers that,” Thoth said and disconnected.

	“Luckily, they’re more concerned with sending them to back up the fights in the DZs,” Sphinx said, craning his neck to look at the spaceport’s core access hole before going back to covering the damaged rear door they had come in.

	“So what now? Do we have anyone else to help us take and hold this place?” Egg asked.

	“Even if the entirety of 3rd and 5th got here, we wouldn’t be able to hold it when they’re just pumping up lizards through that pit. We gotta hit it with a bombing run and seal up the hole.” Thoth said.

	“We’ll have to get someone to the control tower of this place to manually open the gravity well for our atmospheric craft and send a data packet for the strike,” Thoth said, already uploading the information into their shared network.

	“Who and how?” Helix asked, ducking back away from the hangar windows as the ground shook again. Shadows passed through the window and disappeared into the distance.

	“We’re still on our own here, so it’s up to us and what we have - amber on ammo and 36 hours of sustain by the look of things. We’re still on ad-hoc net, so the Navy’s still waiting til it’s safe.”

	“Typical,” Helix said.

	“Okay, Helix and Egg, you two go to the control tower. Sphinx, Yeti, and I will stay here to maintain a base of fire and attract their attention. We’ll do a feint attack on the next target of opportunity to get them focused on us and try to hold the hangar. Failing that, we’ll fall back in the shortest direction to the closest friendly forces, which is Tanto squad, about 15 klicks south around that hill we used to get inside the gate.”

	“Guess you better hang on to that plasma cutter, then,” Helix said.

	“It broke off in that guy’s spine,” Thoth replied, the humor evident in his voice.

	“Nice. Did you put everything we need to slice the security on the control tower in the data package?” Egg asked.

	“Wrapped up in a bow. The ICE and the target package are all in the file. You should be good to plug and play. It should pry open their gravity well and send our encoded message through their broadcast system up to our boys in low orbit.”

	“Everybody else understand the plan?” Thoth asked. There was a general cry of agreement, “Yeti?”

	“Those two go play hero and make a run for the control tower, and we make the noise and lay down the hate. Fall back south to Tanto if we can’t hold.” Yeti back briefed the plan.

	“Okay. Sphinx, you have a way to get the front door open?” Thoth pointed toward the side set of doors Helix had been looking out of.

	Helix went back toward the ruined rear door and peeked out into the empty standoff zone. Egg jogged up to join him a moment later.

	“Back area looks clear. Doesn’t look like any of their reinforcement parties have come through here recently. We can go out and hook around the wall of this hangar once the party starts and get to the control tower past that other maintenance hangar and the fuel point.” Helix said over comms, pointing out the two major obstacles in his version of the AR map.

	“We could try cutting through the nearest hangar. These locks are only here to keep honest people honest. Single shot from either of our rifles will knock the door free.” Egg suggested.

	“We’ll give it a try; if it works, we’ll cut through,” Helix said.

	“I don’t give a fuck how you two get there; just get it down before we run out of ammo.” Sphinx cut them off, “You two ready?”

	“Good to go.” “Yeah.” Helix and Egg replied in unison.

	“Ready, sir?” Sphinx said, pulling down on the manual release lever to the larger hanger doors.

	“Do it.” Thoth gave the signal, and Sphinx dragged the hangar door open just far enough to see through. Yeti lay down into the prone behind a pile of broken ailerons, positioning himself at an oblique angle to the opening with his weapon to get a view of the pit. Just in time, the ground began to rumble. Helix turned back to the open door. Egg put a hand on his shoulder after turning down the output on the DMR.

	The deep blast of Yeti’s plasma gun was their starter’s shot. Helix strode out the door and checked left and right, keeping his rifle pointed in the direction of travel. The back
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