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      An infantryman, certain resistance is futile, nevertheless deploys with his unit to fight against an alien invasion.

      

      Lords of the Remnant is a 3,800 word military science fiction short story.
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      They came at dawn, a streaming mass of bodies falling from the sky.  As with everything else about them, this method of attack took us completely by surprise, and we had no immediate defense against it.

      It was as though we were half a step behind them each time we met.  When the Centauri colony reported contact with craft of unknown origin, the people living in the various settlements in the Sol system were amazed, excited, filled with joy.  We were no longer alone!  It was real, and undeniable.

      Two weeks later, when the next transmission from Centauri brought news of the opening of hostilities, that feeling of euphoria changed to one of dread.  Mankind had stopped warring with itself centuries ago.  With the exception of certain outlaw elements, the average person had no concept of war, or how to fight one.  Yes, there were old warships drydocked in a station orbiting at the trans-lunar LaGrange point, near the James Webb historical site, but it had been decades since the reserve units charged with their maintenance had even powered them up.

      All at once, though, those relics of man's warlike past became the Sol system's only hope of defense, and every available resource was put to making the small armada ready for action.  But as further transmissions arrived from Centauri, we all began to realize that thirty ships, crewed by people with no experience in battle, would be of little use against the invaders if they came to Sol next.

      And so Congress voted to build planetary defense grids on Earth, Mars, Luna, Europa, and Titan.  The theory was that if we built large automated weapons arrays, the planets would be impregnable against any vessels that managed to make it past our small battle fleet.

      The problem was time.

      Centauri was about four light years away.  At our best cruising speeds, it was a trip of about ten earth years, and that was damn little time to build the kinds of systems the plans called for.  But the continuing transmissions from Centauri provided all the motivation we needed.  Pictures of the aliens' relentless advance, and our kinsmen's inevitable defeat, spurred every industry to put aside everything except war preparations.  When, two years after the first one, the final transmission from Centauri came through, a static-laced image of a man with hopeless, yet undefeated eyes bidding fair well to the rest of us, we figured we had at a minimum another five or six years to prepare.  The aliens would want to take time to lick their wounds, consolidate their holdings, before they moved on, wouldn't they?

      They arrived a month later.

      How they managed it, even our greatest scientists could not explain.  It meant they'd travelled so close to the speed of light that there was no point in measuring the difference.  Assuming they'd left Centauri immediately after the final battle.  If they'd lingered at all to regroup...well, that meant the impossible: they'd travelled faster than light to reach Sol, and that could not be.  Could it?

      Titan and Europa were overrun almost immediately.  Their defense grids were only just being started, and their small populations were ill-prepared to fight off the aliens' assault.

      Our small armada met the alien fleet between Mars and Jupiter.  They put up a good struggle, but in the end they were outnumbered and outgunned.  With our fleet gone, the aliens advanced on the Mars colonies.  They held out a lot longer.  Many of us on Earth and Luna wanted to send forces to assist the colonies in resisting the attack.  We thought that if we joined humanity's forces in one place, we had a decent chance of beating them back.

      But "wiser" heads prevailed, and the powers that be determined to instead focus on building up the Terran defense grid.  In the year it took for Mars to fall, we built an impressive array of particle beam cannons, EMP transmitters, orbital minefields, and numerous other devices designed to ward off the alien fleet.

      But when it came to be our turn, the invaders did not oblige us.  Their fleet stood off, well beyond Luna's orbit, and did nothing.

      Or so we thought.

      Late last night, satellite observation posts detected small bursts of energy from the alien ships.  At first, we didn't know what was going on.  But then, just a couple hours ago, low earth orbit weather analysis satellites detected thousands upon thousands of small objects approaching re-entry interface.  Our defense grid, designed to target and take out the aliens' large battleships, never even noticed the multitude of man-sized craft until it was too late.

      The civil defense sirens went off at five o'clock local time, rousing the populace, those who'd been able to sleep at all, in time to see the last of the plasma trails burn out as the aliens completed re-entry and plunged through the air toward the ground.

      I had the midwatch in the civil defense station on the south side of town.  When the report came in, I suggested we not sound the sirens at all.  Better to not panic people.  After all, wouldn't dying in your sleep be preferable to living in desperate fear for a few hours before the end?

      Of course, that was easy for me to say, as my Lieutenant kindly pointed out.  The schmuck actually gave a speech about how we were going to beat these alien bastards back.  We were going to whip their asses, you understand.  I managed to suppress a sarcastic reply, but I'm sure he saw my smirk.  But what was we he going to do, write me up?  We needed every swinging dick who could hold a rifle out in the field, and he knew it.

      So that's how I found myself at the outskirts of the forest southeast of town, watching the tens of thousands of tiny black specks that I knew were alien shock troops grow larger and larger in the sky.  I looked left and right at the other guys in my platoon and wondered, for the hundredth time, what the hell we were doing.  There were maybe a couple hundred of us, total.  There was no way we'd be able to hold them on our own.  Headquarters had promised help was on the way as soon as it could get here from the staging area a hundred clicks west, but the aliens were dropping in all over the world, from what I could tell.  It would be way past lucky if they didn't drop on the staging area as well.

      Then there was no time to think about it.  The first of the invading troopers flared, metallic wings similar to a butterfly's extending from its metallic re-entry suit, and settled onto the ground maybe half a kilometer ahead of our lines.

      No one had to give the order to fire.  A hundred Particle Rifles, smaller cousins of the particle beam cannons in orbit around the Earth, fired nearly in unison, and the first alien disappeared in a superheated fireball.

      But a second landed.  Then a third.  A fifth.  A twentieth.  A hundredth.

      We dispatched the first hundred or so easily enough.  They landed far enough apart that we were able to concentrate our fire to take them out quickly.  But after that, they began landing in groups of ten or twenty, and it was all we could do to hold our ground.  The invaders fell by the dozen as we fell back, but for every one that fell, ten landed behind it as replacements.

      And they began to return fire.

      Their weapons did not spew the same supercharged ions that ours did.  They were smaller, less intimidating to look at, but far more precise and deadly.  My best buddy in the platoon shrieked and literally melted next to me, his body dissolving into a disgusting, amorphous goo when the beam from an invader's weapon struck him, never mind the phasing body armor he wore.  I took down the alien who got him, but the sight of him dying that way freaked me out more than anything I'd ever seen.

      I knew, when my number got called in the selection six months prior, that I was not going to live to see the end of the war.  We all did, though we never talked about it, and tried not to think about it.  But as we went through our drills, learning how to use our weapons and armor, each of us knew it was futile.  We were all doomed.  Well, maybe not all of us realized it.  The Lieutenant, that silly bastard, seemed to really believe we could prevail.  So did a few other guys in the unit.  But from the get-go, I knew we were on a fool's errand.

      So I decided to live it up in the time I had left.  Lord knew there were girls aplenty waiting in line to give it up to a soldier, and who was I to deny them their fantasies?  It was every man's dream for a while there, and I almost forgot about the fate awaiting me.  Awaiting us all.

      I surely never thought it would come for us so soon.  Or that we would die such gruesome deaths.

      Another buddy getting liquified next to me drew me back to the present, and I hit the dirt behind a fallen tree.  Three separate alien beams traced through the air where I'd just been standing, and I breathed a sigh of relief that my reflexes were as quick as they were.

      Glancing left and right, I could see two or three other guys from my unit, crouching behind cover as I was.  Where was everyone else?  My earbud, tuned to the command circuit, carried the Lieutenant's voice.  It sounded like he was beginning to order a withdrawal, but his words turned into an agonized, horrified screech, then all that came through the earbud was static.

      The other men on either side of me panicked as the chain of command broke down.  One by one, they scrambled backwards, away from the advancing aliens.  And one by one they were struck down, alien beams hitting them the instant they emerged from cover.

      It took a minute for me to realize that I was completely alone.

      Alien invaders streamed past my position on either side.  They apparently didn't realize I was there, and still kicking.  For a heartbeat the thought passed through my head that I could make it if I just played dead.  Then a surge of anger, outrage even, filled me.

      I can't tell you now why I did it, or how.  I don't remember actually deciding to do it, or telling my legs to.  Before I even realized it, I found myself standing upright, turning my rifle on alien after alien, incinerating an invader with each shot.  On and on I shot, raking my fire from left to right.  I relished every invader's scream as it went down, every flash of fire as my rounds struck home.  I was going down, but by God, I'd take as many of them with me as I could.

      Then the rifle stopped firing.  I'd used up the entire ammo receiver.  I reached for a replacement, but found my belt pouches empty.  I must have reloaded and fired through them all without realizing it.

      All around me, the battlefield was obscured with smoke.  Everywhere I looked, all I could see were craters, the shattered remains of alien invaders, and smoke rising from both.  There must have been a hundred of the bastards lying dead or mortally wounded in my immediate vicinity.

      For a moment, I actually thought I'd won.

      Then a gust of wind thinned out the smoke, revealing the massed multitudes of invaders, gathered in a half-circle around me, watching.  Waiting.

      I was done.

      Fine, if that's how it was going to be, I wasn't going to give the bastards the satisfaction of watching me run.  With a roar, I
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