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December 8, 2107
  
Graham rolled his eyes and tossed his cards on the table. “I swear, you have to be bloody cheating.”
William reached forward and pulled the small pile of Star Force credit tokens towards him, eliciting sneers from the other three men. 
“A combination of luck and skill, my friend,” he revealed, methodically stacking up the currency chits that had become extra valuable ever since Star Force had handed down the 35 year ban against the United Kingdom for their part in the ‘Belt War’ as many of the naval officers had come to call it, with the label quickly spreading throughout the rest of the British holdings along with the news of their victory over the Americans.
“Must be a shit load of luck, because we all know you’re as dumb as a rock,” Stuart said as he collected all the cards and began shuffling them for another hand. 
“Whatever works,” William deflected, rolling a white/gold token across his knuckles artfully. The Star Force currency had quickly become the envy of the British soldiers stationed on Mars given that they no longer had access to the currency exchanges and Star Force now refused to accept British pounds from anyone, eliminating the possibility of them using a 3rd party middleman to make local purchases.
Everything on the Mars black market was traded for with physical currency, and with the pound no longer useful at Star Force installations it had become next to worthless outside of the British colonies, so those few Star Force credits still in circulation within the ranks had jumped in value, making the little circular, synthetic tokens worth their weight in gold. 
Graham belatedly looked down at his watch. “Hey, turn on the telly!”
One of the British army regulars at another table in the military base lounge responded and walked over to the small screen on the wall and flipped it on, with British newscast feed already tuned in.
“There we go,” Graham said excitedly, seeing the attractive female anchor talking over a map of the asteroid belt and highlighting another section of the American territory where a recent battle had taken place. The Yanks continued to fall further and further back, already having lost 3/4ths of their fleet and trying to save the rest of it as they consolidated their remaining strength around their entry point with a host of unarmed supply ships and tankers to protect, otherwise they’d be stranded in the belt without fuel and easy pickings for the Royal Navy.
A cheer went up around the room, then half the men and women assembled went back to what they were doing while the others continued to watch with interest.
“Hey, mate. You’d play better if you paid attention,” Stuart said, dealing Graham his cards.
“We lost another ship,” Graham noted, only half paying attention to his dismal hand. “A cruiser? How the hell did they get one of our cruisers?”
Someone near the telly either heard him or was of a similar mind, because he stood up and tagged the news icon for that substory on the screen and brought it up into full view. The HMS Diadem had been engaging 16 American ships in a retreating action with only four destroyers and another cruiser in support, but they had succeeded in destroying 11 of the American vessels, including the carrier USS Bellicose.
The anchor explained in great detail how the Diadem had pushed through the sloppy American formation and pursued the carrier to her destruction, but eventually succumbed to the S-12 fighters and their ‘shipbuster’ warheads. A new American invention that lended the destructive power of a small, tactical nuke without the hazardous radiation. 17 confirmed hits from the dangerous missiles took down the Diadem, from which only 13 crewmembers were recovered.
“We got their bloody carrier,” Stuart pointed out. “That makes four for us, none for them.”
“A lot of good chaps died taking her down,” Graham said, taking a moment out of respect before turning back to his cards…which flew out of his hand as the man sitting behind him shoved a startled elbow into his back as a base-wide alarm sounded.
Graham and William exchanged glances, then bolted to their feet along with everyone else to get to their combat stations, theirs being the armory. 
The pair ran down three flights of stairs and across half the level before they got to their barracks and hastily dressed into their combat gear, then met up with the on-duty armory guards another level lower as they were passing out firearms to the regulars.
“Corporal!” Sanders yelled, tossing Graham a rifle. He grabbed it out of the air and shouldered the weapon a moment before the cartridge came sailing his way. He loaded his weapon and took up an auxiliary guard post outside as more and more unarmed regulars poured in to receive their weapons. 
“What the hell is going on?” William asked, standing on the opposite side of the hall in a small wall recess.
A passing Lieutenant turned his head towards the question as he waited in the ever moving line. “We’ve got incoming, 10-15 minutes out.”
“Americans?” William asked, not fully believing it. The fighting was way out in the asteroid belt, not here on Mars.
“Who else, Corporal?” the Lieutenant reiterated as if it was a stupid question. He retrieved a belt with sidearm from the armory handlers, along with a battle rifle and flak jacket, then headed off with a group of his men towards one of 8 airlocks on the army base where they began setting up barricades and fortifying the hallways around those sections, knowing that if the Americans intended to get inside, that’s where they were going to have to come.
Elsewhere on the base, crews were running for the vehicular bays where their defense tanks were housed, connected to the main base via underground tunnels. Once inside the garages, the crews boarded via internal docking airlocks, then drove their multi-wheeled craft out of the rising doors and onto the red martial surface, spinning about and wheeling across the base toward the boundary wall gate. In ones and twos they sped outside, passing by the defense turrets as they looped around the back side, out of the view of the Americans, as they organized themselves to flank the attackers.
Off to the east the Americans were advancing rapidly, driving their own multi-wheeled tanks by the hundreds, with support vehicles bringing up the rear. When the leading elements got within a few kilometers, the larger flatbed haulers in back stopped in their tracks and launched the close support aircraft they carried.
The small VTOLs were fuel hogs, combining rocket propulsion with fan-blade engines for use in the thin Martian atmosphere. The A-22 ‘frogs,’ as they were known, took off from the flatbeds and flew out past the tank lines, targeting the wall turrets with missile attacks before the assault force came within range.
The few automated turrets blew to pieces on impact, as did the thin walls surrounding the military base. A pair of anti-aircraft chaff guns responded to the frogs, driving them off momentarily before being targeted by mortar fire, with the positions of the guns supplied by the aerial frogs as the heavy cannon-bearing tanks fired up and over the wall in a shallow, low gravity arc, lobbing explosives that detonated on impact. After a few initial misses the tanks got their range and eliminated the anti-air threat, giving the American frogs free reign over the skies.
The light cannon-bearing tanks collected along the east wall and began assaulting the gate, knocking it down with successive hits as the British force counterattacked from both sides, coming in from the north and south and engaging the Americans at close range while the frogs picked at them from above with missiles and auto-cannons.
Several of the leading American tanks were hit and destroyed by the British explosive rounds as the flanking maneuver began, but the outnumbered defenders were quickly matched and driven back, with the survivors fleeing around to the far side of the base, skirting the wall to provide cover as the A-22s left the main force in pursuit. The six-wheeled British ‘Monarchs’ clawed away at the red Martian soil as they fired backwards on the run at the pursuing American’s lighter elements.
With a roar of engine wash, several of the frogs skipped over the corner of the base wall and came into view, firing down on the fleeing tanks with what missiles they had left, then chewing them apart with their depleted uranium slugs with the red-camo colored armor plates shredding on impact, killing the crews inside instantly or exposing them to the inhospitable atmosphere with rips in their pressure suits. 
One of the frogs took a lucky/well placed tank shell to its starboard engine and went down hard, careening back over the wall and crashing inside the base perimeter with a plume of shrapnel marking its landing point. With the lower gravity, every explosion seemed larger, with debris flying further up and away, then falling more slowly to the ground, making for an eye-popping display had anyone been around to observe the carnage. The nearest habitation other than the base itself was some 53 klicks away, an industrial complex fed by several mining sites in this region, of which the military base was tasked to defend.
Due to the spread out nature of the British infrastructure and the inhospitable surface conditions, the military presence in the region had been designed to be light and mobile, with convoy escort and defense patrols being the primary duties of the otherwise unnecessary military presence. Prior to this attack there had never been any fighting on the surface of Mars, so the exact dynamics of such a conflict had never been thoroughly worked out.
The Americans had planned better, sending a convoy overland from an adjacent barren sector where they’d landed a fleet of dropships that ferried the ground troops some 1,500km from a much more substantial surface base. The attack convoy brought with it its own light tanks, but added a host of other vehicles, some combat in nature like the heavy, eight-wheeled Armadillos that stayed behind and pounded the main gate of the British base, and others mobile equipment sleds for later use in the assault.
As the frogs and light tanks finished mopping up the monarchs outside the base, the American heavies broke through the gate and moved inside the base, taking fire immediately from guard turrets with small arms that couldn’t penetrate the tank armor, nor could seriously damage the thick, airless rubber tires that carried the armadillos down the paved road towards the visible sections of the main base, a few kilometers inside the wall perimeter. 
Behind the heavy tanks came the support craft, including the mobile A-22 landing trailers, refueling trucks, and breach gear…the last of which was maneuvered up to one of the personnel airlocks on the main building’s wall after the machine gun turrets flanking it were eliminated by sticky grenades launched from a swarm of APCs enroute to the vehicle hangars. 
With the anti-personnel defenses down around this particular airlock, the nearest equipment sled, which was the size of a basketball court, rolled up against the side of the building and lowered its house-like central structure down half a meter on its 28 wheels so that its own airlock was approximately aligned with that of the military base, after which a breach umbilical ‘sucked’ up against the British side and visibly swallowed the airlock from the outside while the aft end of the sled lowered another airlock down towards ground level until it matched the height of the APCs.
Inside the sled, cutting devices began burrowing hard points into the outer structure of the British base, ‘building’ a larger American airlock annex on the exterior that would connect to the one inside the sled. Once it was firmly attached and pressure sealed, the American crew opened their side and began cutting through the British airlock door with handheld equipment designed for such a task while the APC train began docking with the sled and depositing soldiers inside the ‘waiting area’ who would form the initial breach party.
As the sled’s crew worked to gain entry to the main base, the other APCs assaulted the vehicular bays, which had wisely closed their exterior doors, but it wasn’t enough to stop the attackers. One of the Armored Personnel Carriers stopped outside and deployed a three man team in pressurized combat suits against the door, loading it up with explosive charges before retreating back inside their ride and driving off a safe distance, detonating the packages by remote.
The mammoth door crumpled along the centerline, cracking apart but not fully removing itself from the entrance. One of the nearest APCs drove up and nudged the door shards inward with the tip of its angled nose, reminiscent of the mako/rover design made famous by the Mass Effect video games, but it couldn’t budge the material more than a meter or so.
A few minutes later one of the heavy armadillos drove up and smashed through the broken door and pushed aside the fragments to allow the APC swarm inside where they began docking with the empty tank ports and pouring troops into the maintenance areas which connected to the main base via the underground tunnels. That’s where they met up with the first British troops and began a pitched firefight down the long, narrow tunnels that the Brits had set up with a series of defensive barricades that made it very hard for the Americans to advance…and even when they did manage to overcome one, the Brits could retreat back to the next in line and repeat the engagement all over again.
The exterior airlock was another matter, giving the Americans a direct line into the main structure, which appeared as a gigantic, low rising pyramid when viewed from afar. There were several other garages and auxiliary buildings connected to it by tunnel, but the main structure housed all the critical facilities underneath a thick concrete shell as opposed to the hundreds of different individual structures typical of military bases back on Earth.
Inside the equipment sled, the American cutting crew attached an extendable magnetic grapple to the center of the airlock door, connected to a mini utility rover/tank as the final torch cuts were being made. It held aloft, then pulled back the exterior door while the cutting crews got to work on the interior one, then dropped it in the corner of the workroom with uniformed, vest-wearing troops standing ready by the dozens off to the sides and behind in the now claustrophobic sled, with more still waiting outside in the APCs.
The rover returned to the airlock and attached to the inner door, waiting for the cutting crews to burn their way through the seals and hinges. There was an audible ‘clunk’ when the airlock was finally severed, with the cutters immediately pulling back a moment before the driver of the rover ordered its rubberized treads to move forward, pushing the airlock door inside the base as a type of shield while the soldiers followed less than a meter behind.
A hail of rifle fire ricocheted off the door, but the defenders weren’t yet visible to the Americans as they stepped over the small hump at the entry point and encountered a bouncing grenade that slipped under the edge of the rover’s makeshift shield.
Without thinking, the nearest American soldier stepped forward and kicked the grenade back the way it had came, just missing the underside of the airlock door as the rover pilot dropped it to the ground to keep them from sliding any more through. It detonated on the good side of the barrier, but threw some shrapnel back under the gap a split second before the door hit the floor. Three of the Americans took hits in their boots, then the rover driver gunned the accelerator and plowed the undersized airlock door ‘shield’ forward into the barricade the British had set up, jumping off the back as several of the defenders became visible around the edges.
The Americans charged forward with a deafening roar of battle cries, either trying to intimidate the British or psych themselves up for the bloodbath that was coming. Even with the rover/door providing some cover, they were running directly into the well placed British defenses. 
Another grenade popped behind the American lines and killed five of the tightly clustered men instantly, but the attackers didn’t stop coming. As the sled’s waiting room quickly emptied, more and more APCs offloaded additional troops which fed into the base, having to crawl over the bloodied remains of their fellow soldiers until they got past the initial breach point and into a quickly reforming foothold as the surviving Americans from the lemming-like rush repositioned the British barricades and gave themselves their first good defensible position in a small atrium a few meters down the stubby hallway from the airlock. 
To the front, left, and right of the atrium were more British defenses, situated several meters down each of the connecting hallways with rifle fire coming from the front and left…but not on the right. There was a high blockade of crates and other junk blocking that hallway up to the ceiling, creating a stop rather than a crossfire that could have resulted in the British shooting each other from opposite sides. 
The Americans quickly took advantage of the blockage, forming a V-shaped defensive barrier as the Brits continued to lob grenades their way. As the forward American elements struggled to establish that foothold with mounting casualties, additional equipment came through, including a proper wedge which they attached to the front of the rover, replacing the grapple arm. 
Once it was in place, the Americans opened up the forward hallway blockade and advanced behind their tiny tank shield, ramming into and through the British defenses and advancing further into the base.
With two entry points now established into the British compound, it was only a matter of time before the numerically superior Americans overwhelmed the British defenders and secured possession of the base…though the Brits made them earn every corridor and room they took, dragging out the internal engagement for 38 hours before finally succumbing to attrition.
It was a resounding American victory, and wouldn’t be the last. All across Mars the American army began assaulting British military bases and slowly kicking them off the planet in retribution for the losses they’d suffered in the asteroid belt, escalating this from a regional conflict into a full scale war, with both countries gearing up to take the fight to the enemy anywhere and everywhere they could in space.
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January 4, 2108
  
The defending frigate and two cutters moved out from the American shipyard in low Earth orbit to intercept the approaching fleet of 18 corvettes, knowing full well that they were outgunned, but still determined to acquit their duty as best they could. With the local American fleet spread out to engage the limited British fleet around Earth and begin making strikes against key orbital facilities, the threat profile to the four American shipyards was low…which is exactly what the Japanese had counted on when they launched their simultaneous attacks.
Fleets of Japanese warships had redirected towards the American’s shipyards, with enough of a head start that the Americans couldn’t recall enough of their ships in time to make a difference. They’d seen the Japanese fleets approaching with hours of warning, but aside from the few vessels assigned as defensive patrols, the mathematics of orbital navigation made the inevitable attack painfully tedious to watch.
The 18 Japanese corvettes split up as they neared the 3 defenders, with 6 bypassing them entirely while the other 12 engaged the Americans head on in a flurry of missiles exchanges, with the American cutters breaking formation to try and split the Japanese line, but it did no good. They were outnumbered and succumbed quickly enough, taking down three corvettes with them and damaging two others.
The Japanese ships stuck around long enough to finish off the remains of the American warships, thoroughly blasting them to bits while their leading ships tackled the limited shipyard defenses, taking out anti-missile batteries and a smattering of low caliber defense turrets protecting the 7 partially constructed warships and the fabrication facilities that had constructed the majority of the American fleet.
With the shipyard’s defenses gone, the 6 corvettes pulled back, appearing to leave the station to rendezvous with the rest of their fleet. As they did, two of the ships turned around with the starboard one firing a single missile back towards the shipyard. Without any missile defense systems remaining, the single weapon flew a clean track straight into the heart of the station housing over 6,000 construction personnel and detonated its 20 megaton nuclear warhead.
The explosion ripped a gaping hole in the center of the thick station, cracking and twisting the exterior construction slips around as a wash of debris expanded outward, with the bulk of the station still remaining intact. A second missile fired from the corvette detonated on one of the slips, blowing it and the ship it contained apart and succeeded in disconnecting a section of the ring-like exterior Halo that all the slips connected to clear of the station, with it and two other filled slips drifting away from the main body.
The second corvette launched a third nuke, then a fourth, and finally a fifth before the Japanese ships withdrew, leaving what had just been a highly active and productive shipyard behind as a messy, expanding debris field, with a mixture of small and massive chunks drifting about everywhere.
Similar Japanese attacks occurred on the Americans’ other three military shipyards, breaking through their meager defenses and nuking the stations in a remarkably swift and horrific tactical assault that, within a matter of hours, took away the Americans’ ability to produce more warships, leaving their sizeable fleet without the ability to replenish their numbers.
A fifth Japanese fleet consisting of four cutters had also been deployed on a simultaneous intercept mission, but wouldn’t catch up to their targets for an additional 5 days as they chased down an American supply convoy headed for Mars. Without Star Force transportation and supply purchase, the ground campaign on Mars had to be resupplied from Earth directly, which meant sending slow convoys of cargo ships across the inter-planetary gap in lieu of the inter-planetary starships that the Americans did not possess and that the Australians would not loan them.
The 17 cargo ships never stood a chance, given that they didn’t have a military escort. The Americans hadn’t considered one necessary, given that at Earth they had the British fleet on its heels, with most of its ships stuck out in the asteroid belt and unable to return home. When the Japanese cutters caught up to the American convoy they didn’t demand a surrender, rather they destroyed 16 of the American cargo ships before siphoning fuel out of the remaining tanker to replenish what they’d lost in the pursuit.
Afterwards they detonated that ship’s fuel tanks and turned around, heading back to Earth for the backlash they knew was coming, but given the serious blows they’d just struck, attrition would now be on their side in the soon to escalate naval war, and the American troops on Mars would not be receiving backup for some time, giving the remaining British territories that hadn’t yet come under attack some hope, along with the addition of Japan’s own meager Martian army forces to the surface war that the Americans had been dominating.
The conflict that had looked like a mismatch between the USA and UK suddenly took on a new dimension as Japan allied themselves with the Brits, considerably evening the field despite the impending Star Force black listing that they knew would result. Japan saw opportunity on the horizon, both with the revelation of a new corporate alliance that could render some of the services that they’d been relying on Star Force for, and the possibility of knocking the Americans off their perch of dominance…as well as potentially sweeping up a lot of territory in the process, now that it had become clear that Star Force was intent on letting the nations fight it out so long as they didn’t encroach on civilian targets.
As soon as word hit the newscasts of the Japanese attacks, the political dynamic immediately changed. Star Force was no longer dictating events, and every nation, corporation, and entrepreneur looking for an angle began aligning themselves with the faction they felt would come out on top in the end. 
Eight days later, when Germany denounced the Japanese nuclear attacks as barbaric and intolerable, they pledged their moderate military forces to assist the Americans in defense against Japan. The British responded in kind, declaring war on the Germans and attacking their holdings in the asteroid belt, which symbolically and functionally kicked off what Davis had long feared would happen.
World War III had just begun. 
And it was going to be fought in space.
  
Three weeks later all 11 of the Archon team leaders arrived back in Atlantis for a summit meeting, given that the lag times for communications between the planets was abysmal and the current system alignment had Earth centrally located. Davis was not in attendance, nor were any auxiliary personnel, just the original trailblazers who, aptly enough, called for the meeting to be held in the lounge of their original quarters block that few of them used nowadays.
They rearranged the soft, cushy chairs into a circle in front of the wall-sized video screen, their video game equipment still attached at the base, harkening back to their days as newly minted adepts. It was used sparingly now, given how little they saw of each other, but several recently released games were visible in the rack, indicating that at least one of them was still getting some use out of it.
Paul was the last to arrive, and took the remaining empty chair next to Jason. “Sorry I’m late. Got an intelligence update on my way down. Looks like the Germans are gearing up for a ground campaign on Luna.”
Morgan rolled her eyes. “Will they never stop? Seriously, what’s their objective…destroy or capture everything their enemy has and kick them back down to Earth? They’re fighting like this is some kind of feud, not a war.”
“I don’t think they are thinking,” Greg added. “They’re reacting to each other without an end game.”
“That’s what you get with artificial peace,” Jason pointed out. 
“Meaning what?” Morgan challenged.
“Meaning that there hasn’t been a full scale war for more than a century, even though there have been just causes to start one. They’ve let people be murdered and/or starve to death in the name of ‘peace’ just to satisfy the status quo. You put that genuine frustration into the mix with greed-mongers and you’ve got countries and individuals that have been spoiling for a fight for a long time. I bet half of them don’t care what happens long term, they just want to stick it to the other countries as much as they can, right here, right now.”
“History repeats itself,” Rafa declared. “Avoid the small wars…end up with a big one.”
“Bottom line is, where does it stop this time around?” Sara asked. “Or is Morgan right and they’re just going to keep at it until everyone is dead?”
“Obviously we’re not going to let it come to that,” Sam said evenly. “The question is how we go about stopping this. So far, they’ve mostly held within our demands to avoid civilian installations and neutral parties. Do we ignore the sovereignty that we claim to acknowledge and stop this by brute force, or do we let them bleed each other out?”
“A good question,” Steve admitted. “I’m partial to a hybrid solution myself.”
“Such as?” Sam asked, curious.
“We took away China’s weapons because they were a threat and had misused them, but we let everyone else stay armed. Why? Because as much as we exist to keep the peace, we have a bigger objective in play. A much bigger objective.”
“Defense against the V’kit’no’sat,” Morgan said aloud what everyone was already thinking.
Steve nodded. “And to do that we have to unite Earth. Right now most of them are squabbling brats who can’t be trusted, but some are learning. However we handle this situation, we need to have the idiots cut their own throats so the others have a chance of learning from their example. I think a big concern that we’re overlooking is the threat of one or all of them attacking Star Force installations…and we’re overlooking it because the other nations learned from China’s mistake. They know we’ll kick the crap out of them if they so much as look at us the wrong way, so despite this gigantic mess we’re in, we are seeing some signs of progress.”
“So what’s the lesson we’re teaching this time?” Jason asked.
“We’ve got several to choose from,” Steve said, leaving the question open.
“Have there been any reports of them taking prisoners?” Ben asked.
“A few on Mars,” Greg noted, “but I haven’t heard of anything naval?” he finished, glancing at Paul.
“There were a few facilities that were captured in the belt where they didn’t kill the workers, but we haven’t heard of a single prisoner being taken from any naval engagement. They’re fighting like they’re out for blood.”
“We took back those facilities and crew, by the way,” Rafa added. “The British have since reduced their attacks only to military targets, so I think they got the message.”
“Military or not, nuking the American shipyards is going way over the line,” Greg said with a hint of anger in his voice. “The Japanese have to pay a heavy price for that.”
“Agreed,” Jason acknowledged. “How far is Davis willing to go?”
“He’s still saying it’s up to us,” Greg confirmed, having been the one most recently assigned to Atlantis and accessible for face to face discussions with the Director. “He’ll back whatever move we make, he’d just prefer that there be some bit of civilization left for him to work with after the dust settles.”
“Dust…” Kerrie said with a sarcastic laugh. “You have any idea how much debris those shipyards put into orbit, not to mention all the other engagements. We’re going to have a mess cleaning it all up, and probably still be picking pieces off our ships’ hulls for years to come.”
“All four countries have been slapped with the 25 year ban,” Morgan said, leaning forward in the soft chair and putting her elbows on her knees as she rested her chin on her interlocking fingers, “35 for the Brits, and no one seems to care. The Japs and Germans even jumped into the fight after the first two bans had been handed down. You’re probably right about them not thinking of the long term economic and tactical consequences, which will hold them all back relative to the other nations, but if they’re willing to take a hit just to get at each other, then I say we make it a bigger hit.”
“Longer ban?” Jason asked, fairly sure that wasn’t what she meant.
“Confiscations,” she said bluntly. “If they can’t play nice, we start taking away their toys, one by one, until they start to care.”
“Beginning with what?” Greg asked.
“Territories,” Kerrie said, her eyes narrowing. “They’re land hungry, so let’s start squeezing their borders and see how long it is before they take the hint.”
“We voided all their leases when the bans took effect,” Paul pointed out. “We haven’t gotten all of them evacuated yet, but they’re losing more than half the territories they possessed right there and didn’t so much as blink twice.”
“Those were never really theirs,” Ian pointed out, “and they’re gobbling up each other’s to replenish the losses. This way, they can gain more land and deny it to their enemies at the same time. By our rules everyone got a piece if they earned it. Now, it’s winner take all.”
“Their true colors are showing through, which is a mixed blessing, I think,” Kerrie said. “We can use this to feel out who our real allies are, as well as who is honorable and who isn’t.”
“The Japanese fall into that latter category,” Greg declared.
“Which is something good to know,” Jason acknowledged Kerrie’s previous statement. “Up until now they’ve played things pretty close to the vest. I wouldn’t have pegged them to jump in with the Americans or anyone else for that matter if they weren’t hit first.”
“The Corporate Alliance changed that, I think,” Ben said, referencing the official name taken by the asteroid belt economic co-venture. “With another fish in the pond, I think several nations are going to stop playing things by our rules and show us where their true priorities lie.”
“Where are the Russians in all this?” Morgan asked.
“Playing it smart,” Paul answered. “They quietly informed us that they intend to keep out of the engagement zones and requested a token naval presence from us in their fleets, so that if someone attacked them they’d have to move against us as well.”
Rafa raised an eyebrow. “That’s a surprising twist.”
“What was your answer?” Steve asked.
“We agreed, and have several warships moving into position now.”
Sara stared off in thought, then her eyes widened in understanding. “With the Americans suffering from a ban, they figure they’ll end up top dog.”
“Possibly,” Paul admitted, “though I’m hoping for a bit more from them. They’ve been uncharacteristically responsible the past three decades, long enough that we might be seeing an actual philosophy change.”
“Wishful thinking there,” Morgan differed.
“Maybe,” Paul conceded, “but for the moment they’re not causing trouble, which I’ll take.”
“Start with their mining zones in the belt,” Steve suggested, getting back to the crux of the matter. “Aside from the Brits, nobody’s in a position to defend those against us, so it should be an easy pickup. If that doesn’t get their attention, go for the Martian territories.”
“Why not just kick them dirtside and be done with it?” Sam asked. “Really, why aren’t we doing that already with Japan? Do any of you see a way where they get to keep a military after this is all over?”
Everyone was silent for a moment, thinking it through, before Jason began nodding his head. The more he thought about it, the more he realized Sam was right. “Anything less would send the wrong message.”
“Are we talking disarmament or denying them space travel?” Morgan asked to clarify.
“Good question,” Greg said, leaving it on the table. To date, no nation or corporation had been penalized that far, not even China.
“We have an intermediary option,” Paul pointed out. “Restrict their holdings to Earth orbit only…along with the military ban.”
Jason snapped his fingers as a thought came to him. “I’ve got an idea, and one I think Davis will like.”
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The airlock to the exterior of the German mining station clanked with the connection being made, then it began to cycle through the atmospheric matching process, which took a few more tedious seconds. The outer door opened shortly thereafter, with a mass of white armor filling the small airlock cubicle, visible through the interior window, which soon slid aside into the wall with the massive armored Knight stepped through, his face hidden behind the reflective faceplate on his helmet.
The miners gathered at the airlock took several steps back, looking up at the giant as several Star Force personnel in standard uniforms crossed through the open airlock doors behind him, accompanied by a smattering of security personnel armed with holstered stinger pistols.
The woman who came in third in line wore the dark blue uniform of Star Force’s personnel relations branch and stepped forward alongside the towering Knight as she made eye contact with the miners.
“Good. I was hoping we could accomplish this transition peacefully,” she said, speaking German. “Due to your country’s recent military actions, this mining station is hereby being confiscated by Star Force, effective immediately.”
She held up a hand as a smattering of panicked reactions increased the noise level in the docking atrium and connecting hallways out of it, all of which were now packed with the station’s staff. 
“You are not being taken prisoner,” she promised. “You are noncombatants and we apologize for involving you in this conflict, but your country will not be allowed to profit from spaceborn operations, such as mining this field, if they can’t conduct their business honorably. Again, I apologize that this has involved all of you. We have no issue with your mining activities on this station. As far as my information goes, you’ve followed all of the rules and have succeeded in processing a significant amount of material from what is, admittedly, the thinner portion of the national zones. You should be commended for this.”
“Instead, we’re here to escort you off this station. We’ll give you time to pack up whatever personal belongings you may have, then we will provide you with free transportation to wherever you wish within in the star system. Although I cannot guarantee anything, our recruitment office has authorized me to tell you that they will consider applications of highly skilled miners displaced during these confiscations as top priority during the next expansion phase of our belt mining operations, which is due to begin in less than three months.”
 “Wait a second!” one of the miners said, the ramifications sinking in. “How many confiscations are you talking about?”
“Many,” she answered without giving a specific number…which she didn’t have. “All of Germany’s mining assets in this region, as well as those belonging to several other countries are being confiscated. You will not be returning here, so please take your time and begin gathering up everything of value to you. We will allow several hours for this.”
“In the mean time, our people will be taking control of station operations. Please make this transition as seamless as possible.”
“We still have people out in the field,” someone blurted out amongst the crowd.
The Star Force rep nodded. “We have ships intercepting them now. You’ll all be leaving the belt on the same starship.”
“What about their stuff?”
The rep hesitated for a moment, then nodded. “I hadn’t thought about that. You’re saying the crews of the excavation ships have quarters here?”
“Some do.”
“Who among you is trustworthy enough to collect their things?” she asked openly.
The miners turned amongst themselves in a quiet debate, then a few volunteers raised their hands, often after their fellow miners pointed them out.
“Good. You men collect, pack, and label their belongings and I promise we’ll get them to the owners. In addition, Star Force will be providing each of you with a small stipend in exchange for the inconvenience and abruptness of this relocation. When you arrive back at the starport register for an account and the funds will be transferred.”
That aroused a few sideways glances from the crowd, and some of the harsher expressions softened a bit.
“Time is short,” she continued. “If there are no pertinent questions, please proceed to your quarters and begin packing. If there are any unforeseen problems, let me know and I’ll do my best to accommodate you. If any of you are thinking about causing trouble or sabotaging the station, you get to deal with him,” she said, pointing across her chest up at the towering, white armored Knight. “And he doesn’t have a sense of humor.”
The eyes of the miners tracked up and to the left as one, then they fell to the floor as they resigned themselves to the fact that they were going to have to leave. When the rep didn’t say anything further, the back of the crowd began walking off and slowly the atrium emptied, making room for the Star Force replacement crew to move in and begin securing the vital systems.
  
Elsewhere in the national mining zones, a task force of 18 Star Force warships led by the battleship Mortal Kombat held position 20 kilometers off of one of the British mining relay stations, where a third of the ore they mined was gathered and sorted prior to be transported back to the factory stations in close proximity to the ‘inhabited’ section of the belt, where most of the factories and other stations were clustered around the Star Force starports. 
Two British warships and six of their cargo ships were floating near the station as Captain Brandai politely ordered them to surrender the facility, the cargo ships, and gave the frigate/corvette pair 20 minutes to withdrawal or they would forfeit the warships as well. The following fifteen minutes of silence were patiently waited out while the British naval Captains contacted their regional commander to ask for instructions, knowing full well that even two of the Star Force ships would be more than a match for them, let alone 17 and one of their enormous battleships.
To keep them from getting any notion that they could stall further, once 19 minutes expired on the clock, Brandai ordered two of his corvettes to slowly begin breaking formation and heading in towards the British warships. Before they could get within weapons range the British warships turned off, albeit very slowly, and began withdrawing from the station. 
Back behind the warship formation some 1000 kilometers off there was a smaller group of SRs which moved forward as soon as the British warships left, delivering the boarding parties that secured both the station and the cargo ships, as well as carrying the replacement personnel that would either be taking over operations or beginning to decommission and lock down the facilities. 
The British crews were transferred over to the SRs and eventually flown back to the regional starport where they were met by many other captured British personnel being forcibly removed from the asteroid belt. The same was true of the Japanese, Americans, Germans, and the West Africans, which had only two weeks ago thrown in with the Americans and participated in the taking of a Japanese Martian territory, though all members of the differing sides were kept apart from each other in the starport, as well as being transported away on different inter-planetary starships.
All across the belt mining zones Star Force task forces of significant strength began sweeping up the facilities and ships owned by the warring factions, with the British warfleet wisely backing down and not forcing a confrontation…not that they had a choice. Roger had enough firepower deployed in each task force to dismiss any notion of them being able to achieve a victory, and they knew well the permanent ban lurking on the horizon should they actually attack a Star Force ship. 
Given the option of losing their mining operations or losing their mining operations and getting the economic death sentence slapped on them to boot, calmer heads won out and the British fleet opted to withdraw from the national zones entirely, heading off into the uncharted regions of the belt where the Corporate Alliance had established themselves, which gave them the option of refueling and returning to Earth or Mars, where the rest of their fleet was badly outnumbered in the ongoing war. 
Had the Japanese not come to their aid, the Americans would have overwhelmed their other defense ships while their main battle force was marooned in the belt, since Star Force was refusing them access to the inter-planetary starship ferries that had carried them there. As it was, it would take them a long time to cross the doldrums, even after they refueled, but when they did return to ‘civilized’ space the naval war was going to swing in their favor, unless some dramatic turn of events occurred in the meantime. Currently the ongoing engagements were even handed, with neither side making considerable gains, rather they were trading off small victories and losses with no grandiose, game changing battle yet being fought. 
And there wouldn’t be, as far as the British and Japanese had planned. They had agreed to keep their fleets on the move, defending their orbital facilities and surface territories with a series of hit and run attacks and not letting the Americans draw them into any large scale conflicts…at least until the main British fleet returned, at which time they were going to take the fight directly to them. If and when they achieved naval superiority, then a Lunar assault was a possibility and currently on their co-operative planning board.
Meanwhile the Americans chased them around Earth while pounding them mercilessly on Mars, expanding their ground campaign with an assault into the Japanese territories. None of the countries were seriously concerned with Star Force’s actions in the belt, figured that with the minimum 25 year ban on services already in effect that they had little to lose. Even the British, after getting over the initial shock and hubris of being driven off, privately acknowledged that they’d expected some sort of reprisal from Star Force and took it in stride knowing that so long as they didn’t militarily engage the mega corporation they could patch up their relationship later…after they settled up with the Americans and their allies.
 Over the next month two more countries would add their limited military resources on the British/Japanese side, incurring identical Star Force bans without seeming to care. India cited the necessity of supporting their British brothers over economic concerns while the South Africans upped their well known rivalry against West Africa with a counterattack on their Martian territories while the West Africans were busy hitting the Japanese.
That brought the World War III nation count up to 7, with dozens of other countries sitting on the fence, wondering whether it would be in their national interests to defy Star Force in the hopes of gaining the material and territorial wealth that was being touted as the ‘bounty’ for the winning side. 
As serious as the nations were about fighting and killing each other in space, not a single shot was fired on Earth. It had become an unspoken agreement that Earth was off limits, and any fighting to be done would happen in space…thus insulating the home countries from the personal effects of war and turning the whole conflict into a massive game, with national pride and fervor rising to an all time high and people checking the news feeds every night for more updates and footage, eclipsing even the most popular entertainment channels in terms of ratings, with everyone eager to see the fight taken to their rivals from the comfort of their living room couches.
Those citizens living in space, however, were of a different mind, being right in the crossfire and fearing for their lives. The images that the Japanese publicized of their nuking the American shipyards horrified those people living on stations in Earth orbit, with many packing up and leaving to head back to Earth while entrepreneurs took their place, coming up from the surface for the chance of prosperity if they were lucky enough to avoid the fighting.
The outcries of the orbital population fell on deaf ears back home. Whatever voting bloc effect they could have in upcoming elections was overwhelmed by an average of 93% popular support for the war on Earth, across all the involved nations. 
Space battle had become the new international sport, and everyone wanted in on it.
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April 8, 2108
  
Free floating through space, 18 pressure-suited Americans slowly drifted down to the surface of Deimos from the cruiser USS Iowa that sat in blockade formation along with four other smaller warships in a lazy orbit around the smaller of Mars’ two native asteroids. It sat at an altitude of 23,400 km and orbited the planet once every 1.2 days, making it the further and smaller of the pair. Phobos was its larger brother, orbiting Mars every 7.6 hours at a much closer altitude of 9,400 km, and home to several Star Force mining operations while Deimos had been designated as a national mining acquisition.
The bidding process for the lumpy, 12 km wide rock had been extensive, with Australia and Japan eventually winning out the territorial rights to half the asteroid by completing a number of prerequisite infrastructure projects in the Mars micro-system. The Australian half sported five independent mining sites along with a surface-based storage depot, though with the 0.3% gravity all the Deimos projects operated as though they were zero g endeavors. The depot even had a small gravity disc built into it for the operational staff and mining habitats. 
Long, flexible monorail lines connected the surface sites, precluding the need for dropships to move cargo from site to site. As in most endeavors, the Australians had copied Star Force procedures as much as possible, making their Deimos mining operation the envy of the other nations, both for securing the rights to half the rock as well as it being conveniently located within Mars orbit and furnishing a steady supply of construction materials, part of which the Australians floated on the local market, turning a tidy profit in the process.
The Japanese half of Deimos looked completely different, with only one mining site…but this operation was less interested in harvesting materials as it was in hollowing out a portion of the rock to build a secure, rock-armored base inside. Construction was still ongoing, but from the surface all that was visible were a set of large bay doors imbedded a few meters below ground level and several surrounding dots where elevator shafts carried excess material out for disposal as the mining crews continued to expand their hollow.
That excess material, some of it valuable, was collected by periodic dropship traffic while passengers to and from the base passed through the main doors. If one looked at a schematic of the site, the full forward half was a space station surrounded by and built into the rock, with the lower portion being null, unpressurized space lit by flood lamps as the Japanese crews scraped out more and more rock all the while adding additional levels to the underside of the base.
Given that Japan was in a state of war, the bay doors remained closed around the clock, making for an impregnable base within the Mars micro-system that the Americans otherwise had full run over. The limited Japanese and British war fleets around Mars had either already been defeated in battle, run off to higher orbits, or were taking up defensive positions around infrastructure, keeping away from the Americans as they blockaded the planet against cargo shipments from their enemies while allowing all other nations unfettered access…to avoid drawing Star Force’s intervention.
Several orbital factories had already been seized by the Americans, with the rest appearing to be easy pickings if and when they chose to claim them. The same couldn’t be said for Earth orbit, where the Americans were on their heels having to deal with the combined British/Japanese fleet, but around Mars the Americans held supreme, with their enemies unable to redeploy a portion of their fleets to counter them, given that they could no longer purchase transit from Star Force and taking the slow route meant weeks, if not months of travel time while the battles around Earth raged on.
The end result was that the battle for Mars was going to be fought by the forces that had originally been deployed there, which saw the Americans with a decided naval advantage. 
The one thorn in their side was the Deimos base, which they couldn’t board or attack directly. The bay doors were incredibly thick, designed for military defense and, if damaged the right way, could seize up and prevent anyone from coming in or out without cutting your way through…which meant the Americans had to find another way inside.
After weeks of planning and heated discussion, it was decided that Seal Team 12 would assault the elevators and attempt a backdoor insertion into the underside of the base, though no detailed blueprints were available. They would have to find a way inside, secure the bay door controls, and allow the main invasion force’s shuttles to board the station with conventional troops.
The trouble was, with the war already having escalated to the fevered pitch it was running at, the Japs had pulled back most of their Martian combat personnel to the Deimos base, along with a lot of their technical workforce, meaning that the asteroid was going to be full of personnel and troops for the Seals to fight through.
To maximize their chances, the very visible American fleet would be firing off some small missile attacks on the bay door just as the Seals were reaching the surface, hopefully undetected, drawing the Japs’ attention up to the doors as the probable invasion point, rather than looking down underneath their feet for an attack.
The 18 Seals adjusted their trajectory via thruster packs to come down gently on top of three of the five octagonal platforms that contained an elevator shaft in the center and two robotic arm terminals along opposing edges to hoist crates of material aside, a few of which were still sitting on the platforms, waiting to be picked up by ships that were no longer coming, thanks to the American blockade. The car-sized crates stayed put thanks to the minimal gravity, but could have been pushed aside by hand if any of the Americans could have found a decent foothold for leverage. 
A team of six landed at each of the target pads spaced around the perimeter of the base, two of which found the elevators positioned at the top of the shafts level with the pad. The other was retracted down into the deep, dark pit, meaning that one team of Seals had to float down to the bottom while the others rode down.
It turned out not to be an issue, as all three teams arrived within 30 seconds of one other onto similar loading platforms carved into the walls of a gigantic cave, all of whose equipment was shut down and stowed in neat racks.
Dozens of service craft, alongside cargo sleds with capture nets and small rail lines crisscrossing the open spaces made for a chaotic, but awe inspiring sight in the dim light coming from only two functioning flood lights. The rest were deactivated, like all of the mining equipment, apparently due to the fact that without being able to send or receive supplies there was no point in hollowing out the 700m wide chasm any further.
Happy to remain undetected, the Seals thrusted across the wide empty space towards the ceiling of metal that made up the underside of the Japanese base. It wasn’t smooth in the least, but had various blocky sections sticking out, along with support struts that had recently been added making the whole assemblage look prickly and a bit sloppy. The search for an entry airlock took them a while, but eventually they found the route that the miners took to get back inside the base, nestled up against one end of the structure. It was a temporary airlock that appeared to have been moved around whenever they decided to add on to that section of the structure...and based on the number of scrape marks on the surface, it had been bounced around by mechanical claws quite a bit.
The first of the Seals cycled through quietly, leaving his thruster pack outside and entering with only his pressure suit and sidearm, which was a cut down assault rifle best suited for close quartered indoor combat, conditions that most of this war had been fought under. Realizing the need to adjust to the new battlefield, the American weapon designers had come up with the M-46C adjustable fire ‘hand rifle,’ so designated because it was designed to be fired one handed.
It was put to its first use as the fourth Seal entered the station and sounds of weapons fire drifted back his way as the leading scouts encountered the first bit of resistance. That was bad, he knew, keeping his M-46 close by as he quickly stripped off his pressure suit and rolled it up into a ball and secured it with the attached bungee. He let it drift down to the ‘floor’ next to the other three pressure suits as the fifth man came through, knowing it was far too risky to fight in the cumbersome exoskeleton, for even the tiniest of tears would render the gear inoperable in vacuum. 
“Seven in,” he reported over his unit headset.
The gunfire cut out a few seconds later, with the Seal pushing off a handhold in the direction of the sound and floating between unfinished walls that glistened with reflective thermal panels and lines of pipes and wires running up and down the hallway. When he got to the closest intersection he grabbed one of the pipes and stalled his momentum before he came into cross view, then pivoted around the corner with his weapon in his left hand and glanced down the fully paneled connective hallway.
One of his fellow Seals was holding position at the base of a ladder, aiming his weapon upwards as several shell casings ricocheted down the hallway from the recent firefight. He caught sight of number 7 and waved him forward with a hand gesture, then gripped his M-46 with both hands and fired up the ladder well again, bracing his legs against the rungs to counter the recoil. 
  
“Iowa, do you copy?” the Seal team leader’s voice broke through the calm quiet on the American cruiser’s bridge.
The Captain punched the response button, eager for an update. “We copy. What’s your status?”
“We’re up against heavy…repeat, heavy resistance. We’ve secured and searched the bottom four floors of the base and found some sort of combat information center, but we have not located a means to open the outer doors and it is doubtful that we can proceed any further. Request permission to switch to an alternative plan.”
The American Captain chewed on his lip. They’d known that reaching the door controls would be difficult, especially considering that they didn’t have a floor plan, but should they have been able to find and operate the controls it would have been too good an option to pass up, and given the zero g combat capability of the Seals it was probable that they could have secured most or all of the station themselves, so they’d decided to make that their primary mission objective.
Secondary objectives had also been established in the likely event that the primary became untenable, which apparently it just had.
“Can I assume that ‘heavy’ resistance precludes the reinforcement option?” the Captain asked.
“50/50,” the Seal replied. “We might be able to take the complex, but casualties would be high.”
“What’s the status on your team?”
“One man down, two wounded. We’ve got our checkpoints secured for the moment, but we’re unable to push forward without walking into a wall of bullets. Please advise.”
The Captain sighed. “Can your men still pull out?”
“We stowed our suits on entry. They haven’t been hit.”
“Pull what data you can from their computers then exercise the Davy Crockett option,” he ordered.
“Aye, sir,” the Seal said, breaking contact with the ship as he informed his team of the new objective. 
One of the Iowa’s bridge crew glanced at the Captain. “Shall I ready the evac shuttles?” 
He nodded, but didn’t say anything further as he watched the visuals of the asteroid, wondering what exactly his men were up against in there. 18 minutes later the first signs of movement around the exit shafts manifested, jolting the Captain in his seat.
“Get the shuttles moving,” he ordered just before the comm opened up again.
“Iowa, can we arrange for a surface pickup or do you want us to jump back?”
The Captain again personally handled the response. “Affirmative, shuttles are enroute. What’s your mission status?”
“One moment, sir,” the Seal team leader answered, followed by 30+ seconds of waiting before one of the bridge crew reacted to the sensor displays.
“Rad spike detected!”
The Captain’s attention immediately was drawn to the bay doors on the asteroid…but no activity was visible. In fact, nothing on the exterior of the giant rock moved for a long time, then a thin plume of dust-like debris began to pour out of the elevator shafts like a slow moving geyser, propelled by the base’s atmospheric breach. Meanwhile the seal team members ‘walked’ further away from the shafts, clustering together and letting the microgravity hold them in place as they waited for evac.
“Mission completed, sir,” the team leader finally responded. 
The Captain cracked a smile. “Were you able to recover any intel?”
“We pulled the hard drives out of their computers. I don’t know how much the detonation might have affected them, but our comm gear doesn’t seem to be affected, though it is supposed to be EMP resistant.”
“We’ll let the techs deal with that. Status on your wounded?”
“All present and accounted for…and we have Ramirez’s body in a pressure suit.”
“Very good,” the Captain said somberly. “Bring ‘em home.”
“Aye, sir. Activating beacon for pickup.”
The Captain leaned a bit further back in his chair, glad for the operation to be over. He’d hoped they’d have been able to capture the base, but he also had to admit there was a bit of poetic irony that they’d had to destroy it with a pocket nuke…a bit of payback for their shipyards.
“Comm, get a message to the Australians,” he ordered, steepling his fingers in front of his chest. “Inform them that their neighbors have left town, and that we’ll be mowing their half of the yard from now on.”
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May 11, 2108
  
The British troop ship drifted snuggly up against the docking ring of American Habitat Block 18, a collection of 125 space stations tethered together in a giant cubicle grid 3.4 miles wide. Inside the cage-like external supports that kept the stations from drifting into one another as well as providing connective tram tunnels and a myriad of docking ports, a mass of movement was visible as each station’s rotating sections spun about, providing artificial gravity in a wide variety of designs. 
There was enough room to maneuver small ships in between the stations, but those spaces had been declared dead zones and all traffic to and from the Habitat Block was directed to the docking rings, so alongside the invading British transport hung dozens of civilian ships, with the debris of two American patrol ships floating a few kilometers off Earthward. The British ships that had destroyed them had taken up guard positions as several more troop ships arrived and began making docking runs against the unarmed American construct.
The entire venture had been decades in the making, with 73% of the construction of Star Force make, cobbled together with the less than stellar work of competing corporations and the Americans’ own engineers. At present, there were 21 Habitat Blocks around Earth in orbital zone 6, only four of which were fully complete. All together they housed the 1.2 million civilians that made up the 54th American State, named ‘Nimbus.’
The 55th and newest American state, named ‘Armstrong,’ was home to 550,000 Americans on Luna and had yet to be seriously threatened, due to the strength of the American army’s defenses, but give that Nimbus was entirely spacebound the naval superiority achieved in the Earth micro-system by the British/Japanese fleet left it vulnerable…a vulnerability that the British were now beginning to exploit.
The troops being offloaded onto HB 18 met with light resistance from station security as they boarded, but were quickly engaged by Marine units once their point of entry was determined, beginning a long, drawn out engagement for the possession of each of the 125 composite stations within the block. The British deployed incoming transports to several different locations on the docking ring, attempting to flank the Marine defenders, but only to limited effect. They made initial progress, as the others had, until the Marine lines adjusted and attempted to push them back.
The continuing inflow of British troops under the protection of their naval fleet kept that from happening, and from a combination of grit and sheer numbers the British slowly gained ground on 4 of the stations, eventually securing them and locking down their holdings before assaulting the others, which the Americans made difficult by disconnecting some of the tram tracks to limit their movement options.
The British were persistent and determined on capturing the American ‘territory,’ and repositioned troops via transport to the other docking ring attachments, offloading additional boarding troops that fought their way into footholds on two more stations, after which a stalemate occurred as the number of British reinforcements began to thin. With nearly all his troops in play, the British commander shifted tactics and prepared for a long, drawn out engagement that he was certain the United Kingdom would win. 
If nothing else, the lack of resupply for the Americans would be their undoing…as well as for the thousands of civilians trapped on the station, most of which had been moved into American held sections during the fighting, making those stations overcrowded and stressing their available supplies even further.
Content to be patient and confident of eventual victory, the British commander kept pressure on the Americans with continual, yet sporadic attacks, some coming from connecting tunnels, others from naval leapfrogs from one docking port to another. All throughout the British navy kept the American fleet at arm’s reach and their cargo ships away, pressuring the Marines to surrender in order to obtain supplies for the civilians they were protecting…but they were also being obstinate and held out with equal resolve.
All the while, dozens of other combat zones were popping up around Earth orbit, with mixed results as both sides continued to feed assets into the fire of war, supplying additional personnel and resources from Earth while those on the planet watched, waited, and cheered on their native countries while Star Force’s fleet stayed out of the fighting, guarding their own facilities and those of the countries and corporations not involved in the conflict in an attempt to keep the war somewhat contained while they made their calculated moves elsewhere.
  
An American convoy had just finished decelerating on the edge of the Mars micro-system, 28 ships in total including three warship escorts. Having been spread out during transit, the ships began to recluster together for the journey in towards the American stations in orbit serving as their makeshift starports now that the Star Force ones were off limits to their dropship fleet.
The convoy had taken less than 3 weeks to arrive, thanks to the present orbital positions of Earth and Mars, which were both on the same side of Sol with Earth making the pass just inside Mars and cutting down the travel distances required dramatically. This was fortunate for all parties involved, and had both sides sending convoys to Mars to reinforce their fleets and troops.
The Americans were determined to hold onto their naval dominance while pushing the ground war to the point where they could drive their enemies off the planet and lay claim to their territories. They weren’t there yet but with the supply convoys enroute, this being the first of 3, they figured that the extra reinforcements and supplies, namely small items and replacement tanks, would allow them to begin a second offensive, crushing the last of the British holdouts and beginning a serious ground campaign against the well dug in and unrelenting Japanese army.
That wasn’t going to happen, however, because as the American convoy drifted further into the micro-system it was met by a pair of Star Force warships, a corvette and destroyer, demanding their surrender. 
The Americans outright refused, leery of getting into a military conflict with Star Force, and did not alter course as the Star Force ships held position. With both sides seemingly unwilling to blink, the convoy passed the two superior warships by virtue of its momentum, thinking that they’d called their bluff and dodged a bullet.
That sentiment quickly vanished as the Star Force corvette and destroyer turned about and accelerated hard, matching speeds with the convoy and coming up on their heels. The destroyer fired off one of its pair of large lasers at range, clipping the top mounted, anti-missile chain gun on the American destroyer. 
Seeing that they were under attack, the 3 American warships turned about to engage the Star Force ships while the cargo ships accelerated and scattered, trying to run away from an engagement that the Americans were sure to lose.
With the only anti-missile system in the convoy destroyed, the Star Force destroyer opened up her modular aft bay and released a swarm of small cubes that jetted forward on tiny engines towards the American destroyer that was coming nose to nose with its slightly smaller Star Force counterpart. The drones quickly crossed the gap between the slowly moving capital ships as the American vessel launched multiple salvos of missiles in a panic-stricken move, knowing it was outmatched.
The drones passed the missiles by, already having moved away from the direct line to the destroyer to avoid its forward firing arc, as per the zonal movement restrictions the distant programmers had dictated. Everywhere on the American ship that had a weapons battery a conical ‘no go’ flight zone had been uploaded to the combat computer in each drone, telling it to avoid those firing arcs and to maneuver around elsewhere while they attacked the tagged locations.
Those target tags came quickly enough from the remote pilots, and as the drones swarmed around the destroyer and accelerated to match its pace, they began firing their single small lasers out of six eye-like firing nodes in the center of each cubical face, reducing the amount of maneuvering jets required to line up a shot. The internal power supply was limited, so the recharge time on the capacitor was significant, but the lasers were able to fire off a shot every few seconds, and as a group the dozens of little cubes began picking away at the American’s weapon batteries and engines while the Star Force destroyer chopped away at the incoming missiles with its lasers and intercepts.
Most of the missile storm was blunted, but a few stragglers managed to get by and hit the hull, spraying armor chips off into space but failing to penetrate. Unperturbed, the Star Force destroyer didn’t fire back in self defense, merely waiting for the drones to do their work and disable the American warship.
Likewise, the Star Force corvette had moved off to engage the two American frigates, equally fending off missile attacks as it took its time to place precision shots from its single large laser into the enemy’s engines, disabling the movement of one while drawing the other off to engage it individually. 
The green naval commander followed, taking his wounded sister ship’s weaponry out of range as the dueling pair of warships exchanged short range fire. The American’s cannon got one solid hit in against the corvette’s hull before a precision laser shot took it out of the equation. Half a salvo of short range missiles also hit the Star Force ship, but the Herculium armor held up, shedding its outer layers while protecting the internal systems. 
Twenty minutes later the distant corvette had the American frigate disabled as the Star Force destroyer approached the other engine-damaged frigate, repeating its demands for a surrender as the ship redeployed the cubical drones that it had just recovered. The frigate’s submission came across the comm before the little war ‘dice’ got to the ship, with about half of them turning around and returning to the destroyer’s hold, neatly lining themselves up for capture by the four emerging robotic arms that returned them to their recharge slots. 
Fuel stores within the ship transferred over tiny amounts of liquid oxygen and hydrogen for their power cell and chemical thrusters while their twins held guard position over the frigate in case it changed its mind and decided to use the weaponry it still possessed. The corvette, meanwhile, chased down the closest of the cargo ships, disabling their engines and moving on to the next closest, leaving the crippled ships for the inbound SRs to capture while the destroyer held watch over the 3 captive warships.
Four of the cargo ships managed to get away, but before they could rendezvous with any additional escort ships Star Force dispatched some nearby cutters to intercept. The ships surrendered before their engines were taken out, choosing to decelerate and power down rather than risk catastrophic damage to their ships should the engine-disabling shots miss or trigger secondary explosions.
Those ships were then instructed to proceed to a set of orbital coordinates where an SR met up with the unmanned cutters and their captive ships, delivering the replacement crews to take full possession of their bounty.
Star Force repeated the process for the other two American convoys, as well as for one British and one Japanese, denying any reinforcements coming from Earth to the warring factions on the planet’s surface or resupply for those warships in orbit. 
  
Two weeks later an Archon-led strike force assaulted two American orbital refueling depots, seizing control of the stations and the attached cargo ships, then surrounding them with a halo of warships to discourage any naval reprisals. A week later they hit a Japanese station, then a British one three days later. Over the following month Star Force slowly picked away the refueling stations belonging to the warring factions while stationing guard ships at those belonging to the nonaligned nations.
Coupled with the blockade, the Americans’ naval superiority around Mars slowly ground to a halt as their ships began to either run out of fuel or stop deployments to avoid such a fate, effectively neutralizing their orbital campaign as more and more inter-planetary starships arrived, delivering additional Star Force warships. Some came from fleet command at Venus, others from the expeditionary forces around Jupiter that were guarding the startup facilities there along with a pair of secret military shipyards kept off the public charts, but most of the fleet arriving at Mars was from the asteroid belt, now that those territories were fully under Star Force control. 
With the mass of firepower entering the micro-system, tracking data for which Star Force kindly forwarded to both warring factions, the Americans began consolidating their widely dispersed fleet with what fuel they had remaining, turtling up around key facilities while leaving others undefended in preparation for what was obviously building up to be a massive confrontation.
Star Force didn’t oblige, instead taking its time in securing all the facilities the Americans left undefended, as well as seizing their ships that had been stranded away from their main formations. Patiently sweeping those vulnerable targets aside, Star Force handled the other nations in a similar fashion, though they didn’t possess enough ships for a ‘last stand’ scenario that the Americans seemed to be gearing up towards. They all capitulated without much trouble, though a few Archon teams had to be deployed onto orbital facilities to root out those that thought differently, setting an example that convinced the others to give up without a fight.
2 months later, with all but the American holdouts secured, Star Force brought in another group of inter-planetary starships carrying a fleet of heavy dropships that immediately proceeded down to the surface of the red planet, totally ignoring the fuel-stricken American navy and leaving it to sit and watch as Star Force began landing the leading elements of its own army. 
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September 3, 2108
  
“Sir, transmission from Star Force,” the Corporal reported from her console in the American Firebase 6 command center, the largest military complex on Mars. “They’re demanding our surrender.”
“Where are they?” General Marvin asked, his face grim.
“Radar is clear,” another soldier reported, “save for that sandstorm to the west.”
“Transmission is coming from the orbital grid,” the Corporal clarified, still waiting for an answer.
“Get me the Star Force commander on a private line,” the General ordered, then waited out the brief transfer process. One of his staff handed him a headset, then the Corporal transferred the signal to him followed by a thumbs up.
“This is General Marvin,” the elder man said with a deep voice. “Who am I speaking with?”
“This is Archon Ryan-096. Star Force is confiscating your base, General. We’d like you to leave in an orderly manner.”
Marvin laughed, summoning a bit more confidence than he felt. “This is sovereign US territory, son. We’re not going anywhere.”
“Your country forfeited its claim to sovereign territory when you disregarded the sovereignty of the other nations. Likewise, the territorial possessions of the other nations involved in this conflict will likewise be confiscated and all of you will be returning to Earth. The United States is hereby banned from Mars, meaning both the planet and orbit. We’re here to enforce that ban, and since your base is the most heavily defended on the planet, we figured we’d start with you to set an example for the others.”
“I’d like to know how you expect to enforce that ban,” the General said evenly. 
“Can I take that as a no?”
“You can.”
“That’s what we expected,” Ryan said casually. “Don’t say we didn’t warn you.”
“Orbital bombardment?” the General asked, knowing he had no defense against such an attack.
“We’re not here to kill you, General. We’re here to evict you. Though if you resist there may be some casualties.”
“May I ask what you intend to evict us with?”
“You’ll see soon enough. Tell your men if they want to live not to shoot back.”
“Likewise, son. You may have our Navy on its heels, but if you choose to tangle with the Army you’re going to be in a world of hurt.”
“As we figured, you require an example,” Ryan said, knowing that this was the way it had to go down. “But just for the record, I was born in 2025, which makes you the youngling.”
Marvin’s face scrunched up in confusion at what the obviously young voice was saying. “Is that your idea of a joke?”
“No joke, General. I have decades of military experience the likes of which make you look like a raw recruit, so believe me when I say you’re about to get the hammer dropped on you if you don’t surrender now. Last chance.”
“I’d like to see some of this combat experience you spoke of,” Marvin flaunted. “Take your best shot.”
“Don’t say you didn’t ask for this,” Ryan said sarcastically, then cut his end of the comm line.
“Eyes peeled, people! We’ve got incoming. Find out from where. Put the base on alert, I want everyone at combat stations and the field units prepped for immediate deployment. We cannot afford to be caught off guard.”
The command center staff went into a flurry of motion, brining the entire military complex to life in preparation for the promised assault, but the Americans wouldn’t discover the source of the attack for another 20 minutes until a solitary contact manifested itself on radar.
“Sir! We’ve got something to the west. Something big.”
“A dropship?” the General wondered aloud.
“No, sir. Radar reports a ground contact…no, make that two ground contacts, moving slowly. They’re coming out of the sandstorm!”
“Deploy the tanks, but have the frogs hold back until the attackers clear the storm. I won’t risk them flying through that shit. Where’s the storm tracking?”
“Heading south/southeast. We might get the edge of it within an hour or so, but the heart of the storm looks like it’s going to miss.”
Marvin nodded, studying the radar silhouettes, trying to determine what was coming at them. Suddenly half a dozen smaller dots manifested around the larger ones…then a couple more appeared, followed by a few more as they gradually made their way out of the whirling sands enough for the radar to pick them up.
“Tanks escorting troop transports?”
“Maybe,” the radar tech answered. “Too far out to tell, and the storm is preventing visuals.”
The General stood up a bit straighter. “Let them come to us. Ready all defense turrets, form up the tanks inside the outer wall along the west gate…then open the gate.”
“Sir?”
“If they want in, they can take the route we give them or try to break through the wall. If they choose the gate they’ll have to thin out to come through, and when they do it’ll be a turkey shoot.”
“Yes, sir,” the comm officer said, relaying the appropriate orders out to the gate outposts and the tank commanders.
“Status on the airfield?”
“8 minutes,” another staffer reported.
The General nodded and took a seat, watching as his command readied itself for a fight. The Star Force Archon had been right about one thing…this was the most heavily defended American base on Mars. Aside from the outer wall, which was a 30 meter thick combo of concrete and Martian soil rising 15 meters high and running the perimeter around the 11 square mile footprint of the base, there were smaller walls ringing key structures within, making for crude ‘forts’ inside the perimeter, each with defense turrets and vehicle-sized subterranean tunnels connecting them to the other facilities.
The vehicle garages held the largest tank compliment on the planet by a factor of 3, and the airfield held over 100 frogs along with a scattering of other craft, plus a pair of grounded dropships that no longer had an orbital home to travel to or a means of refueling. Inside the four main compounds was the entire 98th infantry division, most of which was readying for internal combat, but one regiment was equipped with combat grade pressure suits and even now they were suiting up to take to the field and man a series of defense bunkers and trenches ringing the primary structures.
Large, geometric metal spike-balls littered the inner perimeter as well, preventing the passage of tanks through select geographic locations, with pit-like trenches covering other approaches to force any ground attack that made it past the outer wall defenses into designated approach vectors where the infantry backed up more defense turrets. 
The four main buildings were large mounds of red dirt, under which the ‘city-structure’ extended well below ground level. Light bombardment wasn’t a threat, nor was the rogue tank shell, but sufficient orbital firepower could theoretically get through to the upper levels, which was why the command center in building 3 was situated at the very bottom of the structure…actually buried 50 meters beneath it, with a number of small personnel tunnels linking out to other sites in case evac was needed, so that the shielded structure wouldn’t become a tomb if the base was hit from orbit or a sufficiently large air strike.
It had been designed to survive a direct hit from a nuke, and General Marvin felt relatively secure, personally, but he worried for his men on the surface, knowing that Star Force wouldn’t attack without preparation. Their navy was second to none, and the rumored elite special forces they’d used to repel the Chinese 40 years ago had become the stuff of legend, popping up more recently in special ops roles, but Star Force’s military had never been known to hold a standing army, so the General was unsure what exactly to expect.
“Oh shit!” one of his staffers suddenly yelled out as his face went white with panic. “Shit! Shit! Shit!”
“Get a grip and report!” the General barked, standing up and walking over to the man, who was only able to point to his screen with a shaky finger.
“Shit,” Marvin repeated in a whisper as he saw the outline of one of the larger targets moving out of the sandstorm. “Main screen.”
The staffer transferred the image to the wall screen so everyone could see, with the size tags included, measuring the armored hulk around 50 meters tall as it walked out of passing tendril of sand, eerily reminiscent of the AT-ATs that had invaded Hoth in Star Wars. In fact, Marvin was sure that movie was why half of his command staff seemed to be froze with fear, which only amplified itself when the second monster emerged alongside the first half a kilometer back.
The General’s mind immediately went analytical, but his own sense of awe and dread was significant. The ‘walkers’ were thicker than the Star Wars version, with a bulky body elevated on equally thick legs, four in count if he was seeing correctly, and slightly set outside the main body, providing a more stable foothold than the tippable Hoth models. The most discerning feature was an identical head structure, making it clear to Marvin that Star Force had deliberately copied the science fiction design.
He silently admitted that the sheer intimidation factor was worth it, but he also knew that with their height these walkers would be able to fire over the top of the outer wall, and if they were true to the movie design, they’d have enough armor plating on them that they’d be tough to take down.
Star Force’s notorious naval armor strength reinforced that speculation, and the visuals that were becoming more and more clear with the passing sands suggested that they’d laid it on heavy. Even the leg joints appeared to be massive amounts of metal, actually bulging out like spheres which Marvin guessed was to protect their weak spots.
Before the General could speculate more the smaller contacts became visible and another wave of shock ran through the command staff. A part of his mind had expected AT-STs, but Star Force hadn’t been that keen on replicating the movie technology. These contacts were also ‘walkers’ but were the two-legged version in a myriad of designs. One that Marvin saw pacing the first AT-AT looked like a giant suit of armor, complete with legs, arms, and even a stubby head. Its movements looked almost Human, with a significant hip swing and arm carry that made it appear like a giant man encased in body armor.
Off to its right running a bit further back was a more mechanical version, with two spindly legs and no arms or head, just a boxy center body with weapon pods mounted on the outside at the shoulder joints…the spitting image of a battletech Mad Dog mech. 
All around the feet of the two heavy walkers more and more of the mechs appeared coming out of the sandstorm, walking slowly and purposefully forward with even more contacts appearing on radar that hadn’t yet become visible to the camera. Two groups formed alongside the heavy walkers and split off laterally, running forward into flanking positions while the heavies came straight up the middle with a group of about a dozen escorts as a third heavy appeared on radar behind them.
Suddenly one of the tiny green dots on the base schematic map laid out on top of a touchscreen worktable a couple of meters to the General’s left flashed red for three seconds, then switched over to the solid color, indicating that one of the defense turrets on the west outer wall had just went offline.
“What was that?” he demanded, pointing to the map. 
“Turret 19 is offline,” one of the staff reported.
“I can see that, what it hit?”
Another staffer with a headset flagged down the General’s attention. “Outpost 6 reports an explosion at the turret, but they couldn’t see what hit it over the wall.”
“Radar, are there any missiles airborne?”
“Negative.”
On the map board another defense turret flashed red.
“Sabotage?” his XO suggested under his breath. “Explosives planted prior to the assault by an infiltration team.”
Before Marvin could answer he was interrupted.
“General!” another staffer said, bringing up a different video recording from a side angle, taken by the northwest wall tower. It showed a panoramic of the Martian surface, too wide for a single camera lens. The staffer panned across it until the approaching enemy mechs were seen as small dots, then magnified the image and ran it through a few seconds of footage with the computer stopping on the designated frame.
Marvin stared at it, not believing his eyes. A segment of a faint line green line appeared from the base of the head, barely visible as a swirl of dust crossed in front of the heavy walker and reflected the laser beam, but the next few frames of footage caused everyone’s jaw to drop. The line of the laser beam began to glow blue/white, becoming instantly visible, dust or no, and illuminated even further in the form of a massive flash…then it was gone.
The staffer backed up the footage a few frames and froze the display screen on the height of the flash, with the entire laser line illuminated like a bolt of lightning.
All eyes that weren’t fixed on the screen turned towards the General, silently asking what he wanted them to do. 
“Get the frogs into the air,” the General ordered, trying to keep his calm for the sake of his men. “Priority targets are those AT-ATs!”
A few heads turns and gave him disbelieving glances at his use of the Star Wars moniker, but the rest of the frozen control room staff snapped out of their haze and got to work. Marvin held his poise, though his insides were doing flips. The AT-ATs were just over 25 kilometers away and taking out his outer defense turrets with some kind of god-awful energy weapon. If that wasn’t bad enough, he knew that if those things got to the outer wall their heads would be able to shoot down into the base at will. They had to stop them before they got that far.
“Change in orders,” he added, regretting the decision immediately, but knowing that he had no other choice. “Deploy the tanks…all the tanks. We have to meet them in the field before those walkers can get to the wall.”
The lower ranking Brigadier General that served as his XO suddenly grabbed his arm, as if to stop him. “That’s suicide for them. Without the wall to narrow their lines our tanks won’t stand a chance.”
Marvin turned to look the other man in the eye, but there was no malice there, only regret. “At least they’ll have room to flank outside. If we wait they’ll be picked apart by those big guns.”
The XO relaxed his grip, but didn’t fully let go. “At least hold off until the aircraft have had their run. If they can’t at least wound those things, then there’s no reason to expect the tanks will, and it’ll be a lot harder for them to shoot the frogs at range. Let our tanks keep the cover of the wall for now. It’ll take those things a long time to get here, so there’s no need to rush.”
Marvin considered the suggestion, then nodded his head. “Belay that last. Make ready the tanks for an assault, but keep them inside the wall until I give the go ahead. Let’s see what type of armor these beasts are carrying.”
Another pair of turret icons went out on the tabletop, underscoring the magnitude of the approaching threat. 
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Warrant Officer Julia Peskin looked out the pressurized cockpit of her A-22 ‘frog,’ situated between four attached engines that pivoted to provide both lift thrust and forward/lateral momentum. Current the two widely spaced forward engines were tipped well forward, gaining the A-22 as much speed as it could manage as it and the 107 other such craft flew towards the approaching Star Force walkers across the 15 mile wide gap that was ever so slowly decreasing.
To the frogs, however, that distance wasn’t significant, and they would be engaging the enemy within minutes. Julia’s primary target had been tagged as the big starboard walker, which was even now, 10 miles away, visible on the horizon and growing in size by the second. The image ran a shiver of fear through Julia’s lithe body, making her feel like Luke Skywalker making a run against the AT-ATs on Hoth…and everyone knew how that turned out.
A flash of light crossed her peripheral vision as her target fired off another of the energy bursts at the base, less than 200 meters to her left. She blinked away the residual light in her retinas and focused on her target and the best approach angle to take on the behemoth, which would probably be a lateral strike against the largest cross section and well away from its big gun.
Feeling a bit psychic, tactical data flooded her cockpit monitor, indicating the exact attack vector she’d been visualizing, provided by her squadron commander. They’d hold to this line of flight until they came within 2 miles, then swing around to make the assault pass and unload all of their missiles into its side. If the attack worked, they would have time to fly back and reload for another run on the other heavy walker, and maybe even a strike at the third before the Star Force troops got to the base.
Gripping her controls through pressure suit gloves, Julia’s finger caressed the firing button, unsure of how much opposition they would get on approach. Before any further doubts could worm their way into her mind a pirate signal cut through into her headset, as well as those for all the other frog pilots.
“This is Archon Ryan-096, commander of the Star Force ground troops you are currently flying to engage.”
“How the hell are they…?” she mumbled, wondering how they got through the encryption.
“We’re not here to kill you,” Ryan assured them. “We’re here to remove you from the planet and confiscate this base…along with all the other American, Japanese, British, German, West African, South African, and Indian territories on Mars. All those parties involved in this war are being kicked off the planet and back to Earth, we’re just starting with you because you’re the best. If we have to fight you for this base, our victory will encourage others to surrender without a fight, but I’d prefer we didn’t have to.”
Julia glanced at her rangefinder as the miles clicked off, wondering how far out the approaching walkers could target them.
“I know you have your orders, and that General Marvin doesn’t intend to surrender, but consider this carefully in the few minutes you have before you get within weapons range. We will have possession of this base by the end of the day, one way or another. The question is, will you live to see tomorrow? We will, I promise you. You have no idea the kind of trouble you’re flying into right now, and there is no chance for you to win, but you can still survive. Our objective is to secure the base and either remove you from the planet or escort you off if you leave voluntarily. That can be achieved without your deaths.”
“If you choose to blindly follow orders, I can’t make any promises for your survival. Our mechs aren’t equipped with nonlethal weapons like our ground troops usually carry, so it will be difficult to disable your flyers, and even if we do, you’ll drop to the ground and probably crack your atmospheric seals, leaving you with Mars’ inhospitable atmosphere to deal with, even if you are wearing pressure suits. If you survive the weapons fire and the crash, manage to pull yourself out of your cockpits and escape any internal explosions, you’ll have a limited oxygen supply, assuming you didn’t suffer any tears in your suit.”
“You’ll be kilometers away from your base, and your only hope of rescue before running out of oxygen will be us, and as you’re about to see we’re not set up for a rescue mission, this is an assault force. We’ll be bringing in people soon afterwards for that sort of thing, but not while there is still weapons fire in the area, meaning you’ll have to wait, assuming we can find you out here, which will be damn near impossible if that storm veers off its current track a bit.”
“You might think you’ll be better off with a clean hit and dead before you hit the ground, and that might end up your fate. Our gunners are good, but hitting moving targets is always problematic. We’ll take you captive if we can, but I can offer no promises. If you fire on us we will defend ourselves, as ferociously as necessary.”
Ryan paused for a moment to let all that sink in.
“Your other option, the wise one in case you’re short on brains at the moment, is to disregard your orders and not fire on us. Our combat computers are tracking you now, but none of you are tagged as targets. Only when you open fire will you be so tagged, so as long as you don’t pull that trigger, we won’t shoot at you, even if you’re buzzing around our mechs at point blank range.”
“My people’s fire discipline is good, as is our armor, so they’re not going to spook. Hold your fire and you won’t be fired upon. Within a few hours we can have you on a dropship headed for orbit and a trip back to Earth as our guests, not our enemies.”
“The same goes for the tank pilots in the base, but I’m only talking to you now. Not even your General is hearing this transmission. Just me to you pilots. We’re Star Force. Our mandate is to protect Earth and its colonies, which includes each and every one of you. We’re not your enemy.”
“If you’re worried about the ramifications of disobeying orders when you get back to Earth, we can fix that. We can offer you asylum, both physically and financially. We’ll find a place for you to work for us or an ally, so the only thing you have to consider right now is your life and your future. Attack us as you have planned and I’d say you’ve got no better than a 50/50 chance of surviving when we shoot you out of the sky, with even worse odds after you hit the ground.”
“Hold your fire and take control of your future. Don’t leave it up to chance. Your country has made a lot of bad decisions in this war…you shouldn’t have to pay for them with your lives. Up until now you’ve had to follow orders, but now the decision is entirely up to you.”
“If you choose to go through with this attack and find yourself regretting it as your fellow pilots start going down left and right, go to ground and power down. We’ll accept that as a sign of your surrender.”
“It’s decision time, fellas. I recommend you choose to live. Either way, we’ll be meeting each other in a handful of seconds. Think it over,” he said, cutting the comm override which was replaced by the urgent chatter coming from the command center, demanding to know why the pilots weren’t responding.
They cut them off somehow, Julia thought, swallowing hard as she stared ahead at the huge pair of walkers leading the Star Force formation. A moment later their designated waypoint was reached and the formation of frogs turned to the right to begin their long sweep around to set up their flanking run on the target walker.
“What the hell am I doing?” she whispered to herself, making sure her finger wasn’t on the comm transmit button. 
“Space it out high/low,” her squadron commander instructed. “Go in by twos at max speed and watch for return fire.”
“This isn’t right,” she said, complying with the order and pairing up with the closest frog next to her as the glob-like formation stretched out into a long thin line that quickly restacked, narrowing the gaps as they came out of their turn, finally lining up for a direct run on the mechanical behemoth…which wasn’t even bothering to turn towards them. Nor were any of the smaller ones, Julia noticed, her stomach sinking inside of her. “We shouldn’t be doing this.”
The first few frogs fired off their missiles in huge, smoking waves, emptying their small racks then pulling up and flying over the AT-AT. Most of the missiles didn’t make it through, thanks to a small anti-missile laser turret on the ‘hump’ of the walker, but some of them did, detonating against the side and obscuring the impact point in a rolling explosion as more and more missiles poured in on top of them.
The frogs in front of Julia let their missiles fly…or rather the one in front of her did. The one to port didn’t fire, then they both pulled up, opening up Julia’s firing line.
She flew through the spot they exited, her finger gently pressing on her A-22’s firing trigger…but there it froze, and before she knew it the side of the walker was filling her canopy and she had to pull up, never having fired. 
Her frog missed the aft end of the walker by a few dozen meters, flying her out across the center of the Star Force formation with dozens of smaller walkers beneath her and the second big one just off to her left. It continued to move onward unphased, but the smaller ones broke formation and lit up the sky with their own missile launches, targeting the frogs flying overhead.
Julia went evasive immediately, with the frog ahead of her going down as an invisible hand reached up and swatted the aft port engine off the A-22. It began to spin around out of control as it fell to ground, with the pilot frantically trying to stabilize the flight path on only three engines.
Several other frogs were also hit by the invisible lasers, while more took missile hits, mostly to their exterior engines, and began falling out of the sky like flies. Somehow Julia made it through to the south side of the Star Force formation, with the wall of sand a few miles in front of her rising up high into the sky, bracketing the back side of the battle.
Julia swung her frog around, unsure what to do with most of her squadron down and constant, panic-stricken calls for help coming across her headset as the rest of her fellow pilots were coming under attack. Her turn brought her around parallel to the walkers, but she didn’t move to make another strafing run. Her hand gently pulled back her throttle and the frog coasted to a stop midair as her heart made a spirited attempt at beating its way out of her chest.
She watched the rest of the frogs get shot down and fall into the path of the smaller walkers, one even hit a ‘chicken walker’ on impact, knocking it to the ground and pinning it underneath the crash heap. 
A handful of other frogs made it through the weaponsfire and circled around to make another pass…but none of them did, nor did they open fire with their guns. They just seemed to fly around, unsure what to do, then Julia saw one go to ground…not crashing, but setting down on the Martian dirt to the South of the walkers. Soon the others did likewise and Julia decided to follow their lead, reducing power and dropping her flyer in altitude. She extended the landing gear and felt the jolt of impact shake her to the bone…then she realized she’d set down gently enough, it was the adrenaline mixing with fear that was making her jumpy.
Julia pulled her shaky hands away from the controls, afraid she was going to hit something without meaning to.
“Pilot, what the hell are you doing?” a voice yelled into her headset, startling her again, but she ripped the connecting jack out of her helmet before it could say anything more. The comm tether retracted itself back into the frog’s control board as she sat in silence, uncontrollable tears rolling down her face where she couldn’t swipe at them inside her pressure suit. 
In front of her a couple of kilometers away on the horizon, the Star Force walkers wove their way around the crash debris and moved on, ignoring her and the other pilots that had gone to ground as they promised and moving on towards the military base. A second group had recently emerged out of the storm and was catching up from behind, centered on another one of the four-legged giants.
Before they got there, one of the Humanoid mechs in the first group doubled back to the pinned walker. It used its robotic hands to drag the A-22 off the top, then the Star Force mech underneath drew up its chicken-like legs and twisted about in an unusual manner that brought its center of gravity back into alignment. A moment later it stood up and walked off, slowly accelerating into a run to catch back up with the formation.
The Humanoid mech stayed behind and flipped the crushed A-22 right side up, then dug its metallic fingers into the cockpit, eliciting a wave of horror in Julia as it crushed the pilot inside. She choked on a surge of vomit, but managed to keep it down, wondering which one of her fellow pilots had just been murdered.
The mech threw the cockpit cover aside, then to Julia’s dismay the pilot climbed out of what was left of the cockpit and waved his thanks at the mech for unpinning him. The mech made a clumsy imitation of the gesture and left the pilot alone, turning about and running up to the back of the ever forward moving formation.
Horror turning to relief, Julia powered up her frog and took off again, flying over to the downed pilot before the second group of walkers caught up. She landed fifty meters away, kicking up a small dust cloud of her own, then depressurized her cockpit. Her pressure suit swelled a bit, but maintained her personal atmospheric pressure as she keyed the canopy to open. 
As the other pilot walked towards her Julia unstrapped and turned around in her seat, leaning over the back and pulling out a pack of survival gear…pitching it outside along with several other pieces of mobile equipment located in a small nook behind her seat. When it was all gone she pulled a small latch on the back panel, lowering a compact second seat to the floor.
When she turned around she waved the other pilot forward, then reached down and helped pull him up the short drop until he got his foot in a small crevice on the frog’s hull. He clapped her thankfully on the back, then wiggled into the emergency passenger seat as she strapped in and lowered the canopy back into place. A moment later she had the internal atmosphere regenerated and, after double checking the pressure, pulled her helmet off.
The other pilot did likewise, allowing them to talk as Julia raised the frog back up off the ground as the second group of walkers came within 500 meters, flying off back south towards where the rest of the survivors were clustered.
“I owe you one, Jules,” the man said gratefully.
“I thought he’d crushed you.”
“Me too, until I realized he was breaking my canopy free,” he said with mixed feelings. “You got any weapons left?”
“I didn’t fire,” she admitted, circling in the air above the others as she watched the leading walkers moving closer and closer towards the base.
“Damn it,” he swore angrily. “That’s just what they wanted. If everyone had fired we’d have been able to…”
“To what?” she yelled, louder than she’d wanted to.
“To take that thing down,” he snapped back. 
“If I’d fired I would have been shot down too, and you’d still be stuck on the ground.”
The pilot held back another comment, visibly trying to control his emotions. “Can you at least get a look at the other side. See how much damage we did?”
“You want me to fly over them again?” she asked in dismay.
“Just shoot the gap in between, like you did to come get me.”
“Fine…but then we’re going to ground,” she said, adjusting her flight angle and picking up speed. She did as he asked, shooting the gap between walker formations and came up around to the front on the far side, the same side they’d attacked from.
When they got their first clear look at the walker they saw large, black craters in the otherwise grey armor splattered across the center, making it look like someone had fired at it with a giant paintball gun…but none of the craters connected to the interior, and as messed up as the armor looked it had successfully held up to the assault.
“I don’t believe it,” he said, staring at the craters. “All those missiles and we didn’t even hit meat.”
“I think they’ve got a flack turret on top,” Julia said, pointing. “I thought I saw some of the missiles come up short.”
“Still…”
“Seen enough?” she asked, still shaken by what had just happened.
He looked at the back of her head and the short ponytail that held her brown hair. “Yeah,” he said, regretfully. “Yeah. Where are we going?”
“Nowhere for now,” she said, flying off a bit further before coming to a hover and beginning to land. 
“Then what?” he asked, the anger momentarily gone.
“Then…I don’t know. Wait till the second group passes, then search for survivors I guess.”
“Thanks, by the way.”
“You’re welcome,” was all she could think to say. So many of her fellow pilots had just died, and it was all she could do to keep her mind distracted from that fact.
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General Marvin’s face blanched, his stare locked on the wall screen so that he didn’t notice his XO glaring at him until he spoke.
“Signal our surrender,” he urged.
Marvin’s anger turned from the enemy to the Brigadier General. “Are you out of your mind?”
“We can’t stop that!” the slightly taller man yelled, pointing at the walkers on the screen that continued to creep ever closer. “They’ve offered an amicable surrender…take it!”
“If they want this base, General, then we’re going to make them take it,” Marvin declared, turning away from the man’s stern face. “Tell all our units in the field to target the walkers’ heads when they become visible over the wall. Mass fire.”
Marvin walked a few steps forward, studying the tactical situation and the base schematics, then glanced back at his XO. “The fire from the smaller walkers will be blocked, so we’ll only have to deal with the big ones. If we concentrate firepower on the heads, we may be able to disable their primary weapons. If we can, I think we can hold out.”
“If that’s the plan, I recommend shutting the gate.”
Marvin nodded at his staff, relaying his XO’s suggestion without animosity. Most of the others, he figured, felt the same way, but he knew they weren’t totally outmatched. The base layout was to their advantage. 
“Recall all surviving frogs,” he added. “I want them rearmed and standing by to assist the tanks if and when the enemy breaches the wall.”
“Sir, we haven’t been able to reach any of the A-22s since the attack,” a staffer reported.
Marvin frowned. “Are they jamming our communications?”
“I still have contact with the tanks,” he pointed out.
Marvin’s hand swept across the tabletop battlefield display. “I have icons on the map, why can’t we contact them?” 
“They’re not moving,” his XO pointed out, walking up to the map opposite Marvin.
“They can’t all have damaged comm gear…” the General said, then took his XO’s meaning. “Give me a headset, now!”
One of staffers jogged over to his position and handed him the tiny wire-like device. “Put me through on the frogs’ frequency only.”
The comm tech gave him a thumbs up.
“This is General Marvin. Any surviving A-22s, you are ordered to report in immediately, acknowledge.”
Silence was the only reply he received. 
“Repeat. This is General Marvin. Any surviving A-22s report in now, damn it! That’s a direct order!”
“Go to hell…sir,” one of the pilots responded. 
“Identify yourself!” Marvin demanded, but that was the last word he was going to get from the survivors. “Who was that?”
“Charlie Seven,” the comm tech replied. 
“Charlie Seven, get your ass back to the airfield now!”
Silence answered the General again.
“They’re surrendering,” his XO pointed out quietly. 
Marvin took off his headset and threw it down on top of the map table as the little glowing tank icons repositioned themselves inside the west wall. He leaned forward, looking down at their movements but not seeing them, his anger coloring his thoughts. He didn’t say anything for a long time afterwards, merely waiting for Star Force to come to them before the next round of the engagement would begin.
  
The American tanks waited inside the wall, but far enough back to give them a decent firing angle when the head of the first walker would appear. Before it did another flash streaked over their heads and blew up an anti-air turret well back from the wall near the middle of the base. The AT-ATs were close to the wall, but still far enough back to be out of sight. Soon, very soon, they’d see their humps poking up over the concrete tops.
Before that happened a second electrolaser burst flew over their heads, destroying yet another of the unmanned base defense turrets with a controlled burst of lightning traveling down a temporary conduit of plasma created from the interaction of the thin air and a very powerful laser beam. The beam’s power changed the insulating carbon dioxide molecules between the walker and the target into conductive plasma, through which a massive electrical charge was delivered. As soon as the laser abated the plasma reverted back to gas and the conductive conduit disappeared.
Thicker atmosphere meant shorter range, given that more energy had to be applied to alter more air molecules, while no atmosphere meant no electrical charge delivery, though the laser itself was powerful enough to still do considerable damage. Mars’ thin atmosphere was ideal for long range strikes, so long as the approaching storm didn’t kick up debris into the path or the winds didn’t get too high, disrupting the plasma conduit. However, the longer range the charge had to travel, the more bleed off there was during transit, meaning that the heavy walkers’ most powerful striking capability would be at short range.
The tanks didn’t understand the nature of the weapon being used to destroy the defense turrets, but they knew they didn’t want to be on the receiving end of one of those blasts. Each and every gunner in the field had their fingers snugly over the fire controls for the tanks’ cannons, ready to launch a combined salvo as soon as the massive machines showed their heads. They hoped they’d be able to disable the weapon before it could kill them, but given that it’d only take one shot to kill a tank, everyone was filled to the brim with apprehensive adrenaline.
Before the walkers appeared Ryan’s voice cut into the tanks’ comm traffic, delivering another warning.
“This is Archon Ryan-096. Stand down immediately and you will not be harmed. We are not here to kill you. Our mission is to secure this base and return you to Earth. You will be free once you leave Mars. We have no interest in keeping prisoners, we just want you off the planet. The same thing is going to happen to your other military bases, as well as your civilian colonies. Your territories are being confiscated. Same goes for the British, Germans, Japanese, West Africans, South Africans, and Indians. You’re all being dispossessed. There is no reason to die here today. One way or another we’re going to be in possession of this base by the end of the day. The question is, will you live to see tomorrow?”
“Some of your pilots wisely heeded our warning and did not fire on us. We returned the favor and they survived the recent battle. I’ve signaled for dropships to begin their landing to retrieve those pilots and any survivors from the crashes before the storm swallows them up. Those same dropships will take any of you who surrender off planet within the day. You won’t have to answer to your commanding officers, you won’t even have to return to the United States if you don’t want to. Furthermore, if you’re concerned about your paycheck, Star Force can compensate you. We’ll find you work with us. The point being, you don’t have to die here today.”
“You’re not going to stop us from confiscating this base, and we’re not going to kill anybody that doesn’t shoot at us first. If you really want to throw down, we’ll give you the first shot, then you’ll be added to our combat computer as a target. Those of you who don’t fire, won’t be seen as targets. It’s as simple as that.”
“You have a few minutes to decide. If you want to move out of the fireworks, head towards the gate and park there, because we’re not coming in that way.”
Inside the command pod of the southernmost heavy walker, which actually resided at the base of the neck and not in the head, Ryan studied the tactical map while a lower ranking Archon drove the beast forward. Issuing commands through their CTS, or Coordinated Tactical System, Ryan ordered the mechs to begin their attack, tagging the two points he wanted them to move to, one being on the north wall, the other on the south while the two heavy walkers continued walking towards the western barrier with the second group coming up behind them in support.
Suddenly the throng of smaller mechs split up and moved away from the massive feet of the quadrupeds. The bipeds didn’t walk away, though. The machines took off running over the relatively flat Martian surface in packs, with the chicken-walkers moving to the front on their fast, spindly legs while the bulkier Humanoids lumbered behind them. It took the mechs a surprisingly short amount of time to skirt around the perimeter, then they ran about a kilometer back along the north and south walls to their waypoints, with the battletech-type versions pulling out away from the 15 meter high barrier a few hundred meters, forming up into lines while the others milled about to either side.
When they were all aligned the leading mechs began running slowly towards the wall. When they got within 100 meters exhaust plumes manifested beneath them and the heavy machines inexplicably began to float upwards…right over the wall.
The first few mechs came down on their ‘jump jets’ inside the base, landing awkwardly and stumbling to stay upright. One of them actually fell face forward onto the ground, but it picked itself up just in time to move forward and away from the landing zone as the second wave of jumping mechs came over the wall.  
Meanwhile the leaders ran forward, curving heavily to the west as they ran up behind the tank lines, catching them off guard but not firing on them. Several cannon turrets began to swivel around to track them, but with more and more mechs running up behind them at point blank range they didn’t fire. Looking up at the massive amount of weaponry attached to the walking machines, and the sheer terror the towering constructs elicited, was enough to freeze their trigger fingers, and with Star Force bringing so many mechs to bear so quickly not a single shot was fired.
Sporadically the top hatches on the tanks began to open and a pilot would pop his helmeted head out, hands raised to indicate their surrender. 
Weaponsfire did break out, however, from a number of remote turrets inside the wall that hadn’t been hit by the heavy walkers, having been obscured from view by the wall. Flanking mechs moved off instantly, walking through the edges of the tank formation then firing on the turrets with their lasers, taking a few rounds in the process.
One small mech was knocked completely off its feet, taking a round to the upper left side of its boxy head and tipping it off balance to the right. After its fellow mechs took out the cannon turret that hit it, the mech got back to its feet with a massive dent on the side of its head where the round had hit, but the armor remained mostly intact. Either the round fired had been designed to be kinetic, or the explosive warhead had malfunctioned. 
Six more turrets were taken out quickly enough, four of those being anti-air versions that couldn’t depress to shoot to ground. Another Star Force mech was hit with a salvo of missiles, tearing up its outer layer of armor plating, but it remained operational. 
With the turrets near the west wall disabled, a portion of the mechs met up east of the tanks and began heading further into the base, hunting down more turrets in packs of four or five while the Humanoid mechs were just now climbing over the wall. The jumpless mechs had torn into the concrete retaining wall on the outside and clawed their way into the dirt embankment, creating a steep ramp that they climbed up using their metallic legs and arms which mimicked the precise movements made by the pilot’s body within the interior control pod, offering them a much wider range of available movements than the computer controlled walkers that the other pilots essentially ‘drove’ around.
The first Humanoid stood up on top of the wall then turned and ran across the wide flat top back towards the west end, with the others hopping down off the wall on the inside, half of which fell to the ground on landing. Those that managed to land on their feet took off running towards the west wall, bypassing the captured tanks and their mech guards. Those that fell pulled themselves upright and followed a ways back, eventually rendezvousing with about a dozen others as they waited for the runner on top of the wall to take the long way around the square corner to get to them.
When it did, it immediately blasted away at the concrete retaining wall on the inside with a plume of missiles. Shards of the manmade stone flew out, along with a plume of dirt that rose high into the thin Martian air but the Archon piloting the machine didn’t stop there. He turned his weaponry against the outside retaining wall as well, blowing off the top of it as more Humanoid mechs from the second ground met up with his position.
The mech delivered several more missile blasts into the retaining walls until it ran out of ammunition, then it backed off and hopped down inside the base, letting the others continue the onslaught with round after round of their own missiles, breaking up a good 50 meter section of concrete, after which they walked forward and began digging into the dirt with their robotic hands, pulling it down over top of the rubble.
Both groups worked on tearing down the dirt embankment as the heavy walkers repositioned themselves on a direct line for the breach point. Ryan’s mech was second in line, and he watched curiously as the other pilot moved the machine forward after the smaller bipeds cleared away. It gingerly stepped up on the loose dirt, sinking down into it several meters before finding sufficient leverage. 
It took several micro steps with the other three legs, repositioning for another large step forward up the dirt ramp. One step at a time, it gradually rose up to the top of the wall, then just as slowly walked down the other side into the base as the captured tanks scurried out of its way to holding positions by the gate, as Ryan had instructed them to do earlier.
Back on level ground, the heavy walker moved forward at a decent pace, heading in towards the ‘forts’ and main base defense ring that ran around the four large buried structures, still kilometers away, while Ryan’s heavy walker began to rise up over the wall behind it.
In the sky above, three boomerang-like medium dropships descended, skirting the high clouds of the storm, keeping clear of the base and the few anti-air turrets still operational as they headed to ground to deliver recovery crews and pick up the surviving American pilots.
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Another electrolaser blast took out a defense turret on the corner of the walled fort, blowing debris high in the air, visibly marking the location of the mini-base inside the large outer perimeter wall. Several other ‘forts’ surrounded isolated buildings, but most of the base’s interior was focused on the center four mounds, around which was a large defensive perimeter housing barricades, trenches, and infantry outposts…as well as additional defense turrets, some of which the mechs had already begun chewing apart.
A second electrolaser blast flew past the lead heavy walker and hit one of the distant turrets on the backside of the four mounds as a quartet of mechs circled around in that direction. It blew apart in an equally large dust cloud, followed by many more as the pair of heavy walkers strode through the inside of the American base, picking off defenses at range from their higher elevation as they slowly approached the inner perimeter defense line.
The first of the heavy walkers avoided the large metallic tank traps, walking around to the south a bit towards one of the large trenches. When it reached the edge the pilot shifted the feet underneath, pulling them in close to one another before reaching out with the front ‘paw’ as the machine lunged forward. The foot pad landed 2 meters past the opposite edge, but smashed down the dirt in that area, creating an imprint/cave in on that side, sinking in a meter but otherwise holding firm. 
Very carefully the walker brought its other front leg across, then hunched down and brought one of its back legs down into the trench, dropping its aft end awkwardly into the gap, but it was shallow enough that it only came up to the machine’s knee. It pulled its last leg in, dragging a good amount of dirt with it, then pulled itself up the far side at a snail’s pace, but it succeeded in crossing the highway-sized gap that would have stopped any of the tanks dead in their tracks.
Several of the mechs used their jump jets and crossed along with it in flanking positions, largely ignoring the infantry outposts that guarded the bridges. Those were left to the Humanoid mechs that followed shortly thereafter, disabling the machine gun nests and anti-infantry turrets that still remained while scaring the infantry themselves back into their underground tunnels that connected to the rest of the base. 
A small explosion underneath one of the outposts kicked up concrete dust through the bunker slits as the troops scuttled the tunnel entrance so Star Force couldn’t backtrack them into the main base. Likewise, the other outposts that came under attack put up a pitiful amount of resistance before succumbing in a similar manner, leaving the heavy walkers unopposed as the first two approached the four main building mounds while the trailing third headed over to the fort surrounding the airfield. 
Ryan’s heavy walker stopped just short of the concrete outcropping that formed the surface entrance for the nearest surface mound, becoming a stationary part of the landscape as entry hatches on the underside slid open and descent lines deployed, spilling out red and white armored troops as they dropped down to the surface and took off running towards the three entry airlocks, two of which were oversized cargo hatches.
Ryan left the cockpit of the heavy walker and moved backwards into the troop pod, then was the last one down the ropes. He jogged across the sandy surface to the entry point, stinger rifle in hand, stun stick attached to his waist, and shield strapped over his back in lieu of an equipment pack. The other Archons were similarly equipped, but the taller Knights carried stun swords and massive, slightly curved shields that stood taller than Ryan’s head. The larger men carried them effortlessly as they jammed themselves into the two cargo airlocks and began to cycle through after one of the Archons worked a little technical magic on the locking devices that intended to prevent their use during a lockdown.
Ryan moved about through the lines and shouldered his way through into the second load of Knights going through the middle airlock, along with one other Archon. When the exterior door lowered down he heard an atmospheric hiss and his armor’s ‘breathing’ mechanism unlocked, drawing in outside air to feed his suit. 
When the inner door rose up they found themselves walking into a huge firefight behind a set of locked shields covering their entry point. Bullets were ricocheting in droves off the large white wall of armor spanning several meters in the squarish, gymnasium-sized room, coming from several connecting hallways making the entire area one big kill box. 
Ryan couldn’t see much from his position, but once the additional Knights arrived a group of five of them turtled up into a wedge and left the others. They walked briskly across the empty loading dock towards one of the doorways, ducking their helmeted heads down below the rim of the shields while keeping their bases an inch or two off the floor, giving the enemy no body shots at them. 
A pair of grenades flew out towards the Knights grouped near the airlocks and exploded, cracking one of their shields down the midline, but otherwise not penetrating it…though little pieces of debris had imbedded themselves into the normally shiny exterior, emblazoned with the Star Force logo. Ryan poked around the edge of the formation and fired off three shots into the nearest targets, seeing one hit before he had to duck back behind cover. 
As he did something clanked down behind him. He glanced back and saw a stun sword on the ground as a massive black blur leapt over his head, as well as the Knights and their shield wall. The man landed in the middle of the free fire zone as the Knight wedge made it to the first entryway, providing something of a distraction for him, but most of the American troops turned their fire on the hulking black armored figured as he ran with amazing speed across gap, holding his equally massive shield up as a block as he got hammered with rifle fire.
Ryan ducked out of cover again and sprayed stingers across the distracted enemy along with a few other Archons that had come through behind him. They downed several Americans with stun-laced paint splatters before the Black Knight got to the doublewide entryway directly across from the airlocks and threw his shield into the soldiers stationed there behind low barricades, knocking them down as he effortlessly hopped over into their lines and began punching the dozen or so of them into submission. 
With additional reinforcements coming in behind them, the Knights began escorting Archons up towards the enemy and soon they had all the entryways secured, but the intensity of the fight hadn’t slowed. The hallways leading out from the loading dock were long and well guarded, making for a gauntlet to pass through, but at least Ryan’s troops had managed to secure the entrance to the base. From there, he knew, they could work their way through the rest of the base.
He walked back over to the airlocks and picked up the all too familiar black stun sword from the ground and carried it back over to the owner, who was now back inside the main room and around a corner, examining the few bullet wounds his armor had taken, none of which appeared serious. With a flick of his wrist Ryan tossed the extra-long sword through the air and Vermaire caught it between two fingers as if it were a twig, twisting it around and reattaching it to his belt.
“Team two, report?” Ryan asked over his suit’s comm. 
“We’re in,” Mark-099’s voice responded. “Moderate resistance.”
“Same here,” Ryan acknowledged. “Team 3?”
“Airfield is ours,” Rex said, with audible gunfire in the background. “We’re pushing through the underground connection tunnel to the main base.”
“Cora, where are we at with the anti-air?”
“All clear, Ryan,” she reported from her mech. “We can bring the dropships down now.”
“Make the call, my armor doesn’t have the range.”
“Will do,” she acknowledged, transferring comm frequencies and contacting the dropships waiting in low orbit carrying addition ground troops and supplies. With their foothold secure, the reserves would come down and assist the breach teams with securing the base and evacuating the high number of captured American soldiers, which were even now beginning to stack up as three of the Archons began pulling the stunned bodies across the docking area and lining them up against the wall that contained the airlocks next to the supply bundles that some of the Archons had carried in from the heavy walkers. 
Ryan helped them with the last few and policing their weapons as the rest of the breach force pushed on down two of the hallways and broke the American barricade lines, giving them access to the base interior as mobile base troops began to reposition to counter their advance. One Knight remained on guard with the prisoners while others began to take up holding positions at the entryways and further down the hallways where they had gained ground, locking down a perimeter while the Archons and a few other Knights flew off in hunter teams, running around the base taking down everyone they could find rather than trying to secure key areas, which was impossible considering the size of the base and the few dozen troops they currently had deployed.
Ryan joined the hunters, breaking up into a foursome with Archons 374, 285, and 603 as they headed around the perimeter of the docking area, hitting the backside of the barricade positions on the hallways they hadn’t cleared and eliminating those positions so the Knight guards could move up and take their place, establishing a double defense line for the docking area.
From there they made several forays deeper into the base, but never getting too far from their entry point. The Americans obliged by sending more and more combat troops their way to repulse the invaders, so they never had to go far to find additional targets. By the time they exhausted their rifle ammo and fell back to friendly territory to pick up reloads, the dropships that had come down to pick up the American pilots had already shifted over to the base to pick up the tank crews and deliver initial relief supplies, including additional restraints for the prisoners which were in danger of running out.
As it were, the docking area floor was half covered with bound, unconscious prisoners that had been dragged back by some of the auxiliary Archon teams trailing the hunters. The dropships took on as many of them as they could, then lifted up from the sandy soil in front of the airlocks and slowly rose up into the sky as the troop reinforcements began to come down in a long string of identical dropships landing at the airfield. 
The prisoner-laden dropships made their first run up to orbit and offloaded their haul, refueled, then began making repetitive runs along with two dozen others, clearing American personnel off the base as quickly and efficiently as possible, though the Archons managed to keep ahead of them, insuring a backlog of prisoners every time one of the dropships landed. 
It took a long time to clear out the base, but before they were even a quarter of the way through the structures Ryan and a team of 8 forced their way down into the underground labyrinth of reinforced tunnels, searching for the command bunker. Initially they’d thought it was towards the top of one of the mounds, but based off the layered defenses and a few incomplete base schematics that they came across, it became evident that there were secure levels well beneath ground level that the common soldier didn’t have access to. 
It took several hours of searching, along with a lot of cutting through security doors, but eventually Ryan’s forward team broke through into the deepest structure they could find. The door was also the thickest, but when they finished cutting through with a portable torch apparatus they found the command center…but it was completely deserted.
Ryan and the other Archons ducked through the still glowing metal rim around the cut in the door, alert for trouble or booby-traps. What they found were four small escape tunnels headed off in various directions. He ducked his head into one of them, but could see no one down the long, straight passage.
The others couldn’t see anything either, meaning the command staff was long gone. 
“Two man teams,” he ordered. “Go.”
Without any unnecessary chatter his team split up and ran off down the tunnels, chasing General Marvin, wherever he had ran off to. There was no way he was getting off this base, but Ryan knew it could take a long time to ferret him out. 
A full base schematic would be helpful, but it looked like the Americans had done a good job of securing their data center. As Ryan tried to access their computer systems he didn’t come across any security measures…only blank hard drives. The map table showed a generic visual of the base from orbit, taken months or years ago, but when Ryan tapped on any particular building the files came up empty, as did the scrolling options for the underground caverns. They’d wiped the files clean, making the Archon wonder just what else was buried underneath the base.
“Carter, I need a guard unit down low. We’ve found the base command center, but the data has been erased and there appears to be a considerable amount of underground tunnels. We’re going to have to flush them out one by one, and I want this position secured. The General and his staff are also unaccounted for.”
“Copy that,” the Archon replied. 
  
Two and a half hours later Ryan was helping clear out the third of the four mound-covered structures when he got a report from a search team that the General had been found, holed up on top of a catwalk in a maintenance shaft that connected the various buildings with power, water, and communications lines. He had him taken to a different holding area reserved for the high ranking officers to break down their chain of command during the evacuation back to Earth, as well as to keep them from giving the pilots flack for having surrendered.
Ryan finished his current sweep them headed over to the captive officers, finding the General with twenty or so others confined to a conference room. He nodded to the Knight guarding the one and only door and walked in, drawing attention of all those assembled, with most of them standing up upon his arrival. The man with the highest rank insignia stayed seated, with a gruff expression on his face.
Ryan pulled his helmet off and tucked it underneath his arm. “General, I think this is the appropriate moment to say…I told you so,” the Archon said with a satisfied grin.
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February 9, 2109
  
The last of six inter-planetary starships began thrusting away from Mars, carrying the last of the American and German colonists being returned to Earth. Over the past five months Star Force had washed the surface of the planet clean of the seven nations involved in the war. Each and every one of their territorial zones had been confiscated. Their bases claimed and their civilian populations relocated, the banned nations’ militaries were returned to the escalating war zone around Earth, but so far no Star Force facilities had been attacked, despite the events on Mars, and the returning prisoner-laden ships were able to dock with the Star Force starports and transfer the captives down to the planet via dropship.
Without interference, the various personnel were returned to their native countries via their deactivated spaceports. Closed to the public for the duration of each country’s ban, most of the staff had been relocated to other facilities, but a skeleton work crew maintained each Star Force facility and oversaw a few isolated projects, but for the most part the spaceports in the US, UK, Germany, Japan, West Africa, South Africa, and India were shut down, forcing all of their citizens wishing to get into space to go through rival corporations or transfer through the Star Force spaceports in nearby countries, thereby increasing economic activity for those who had played by the rules and penalizing those nations that had not.
Unlike China, which suffered a permanent ban, it was understood that the closed spaceports would one day reopen, so Star Force didn’t dismantle anything, and it used that existing infrastructure to process and transfer the incoming colonists and soldiers from Mars back over to their host nations in private and potentially humiliating ceremonies that were kept away from the media. 
The loss of Mars couldn’t be suppressed, but it was rendered to a footnote as the fighting in Earth orbit became bloodier and bloodier. Still, a number of other nations that looked to be poised to jump into the fighting on one side or another wisely chose to stay on the sidelines after seeing what Star Force had done to the warring factions on Mars…and saw the potential for opportunity as they announced that the captured territories would made available for lease and/or purchase by the other nations.
Interested in their long term strategy, the other nations began moving additional assets and ships to Mars to fill the void left by the disposed countries while those seven nations seemed to double down, tearing into each other’s forces with reckless abandon, dwarfing the naval conflicts of the previous two World Wars combined while opening up a massive ground campaign on Luna. 
Meanwhile, with the surface of Mars secured and all orbital habitats reclaimed, the Star Force fleet massed in orbit to deal with the renegade American war fleet that was still clustered together and holding out on minimal supplies and low fuel. Slowly, more and more Star Force ships arrived within viewing range of the Americans in a display of how inevitable their victory would be that, by the time Liam made contact with the American fleet commander, there was little resistance left in them.
“Admiral Harrison,” Liam greeted amicably across the video link from the Aquarius, the third of three command ships built to date by Star Force, “I believe it’s time we ended this stalemate.”
The silver haired man, leaned by recent supply rationing, looked ghostly thin but held his poise well. “I see no stalemate, Archon. Only a total rout of our forces.”
Liam acknowledged that fact with a nod. “How then do you plan for this to end, aside from starvation?”
“In truth, I would have capitulated months ago for my crew’s sake, but I have my orders.”
“And what orders are those?”
The Admiral stood a bit straighter and crossed his arms behind his back. “To deny you the capture of this fleet.”
Liam frowned. “Short of suicide, how do they expect you to accomplish that?”
“I was told that burden fell on me. To date, I have not discovered a way to comply.  We obviously can’t survive forever on the supplies we have, but neither can we surrender. I see no resolution to this, the pity being that my crews have to suffer for it.”
“The solution is rather simple, Admiral. Disobey orders.”
“Betraying one’s country is not an easy thing to do, Archon.”
“Admiral, to be blunt, we already possess your ships. The decision before you is about yourself and your crew.”
Harrison glared slightly at what he detected as arrogance in Liam’s voice. “Perhaps there is truth in what you say, for we cannot escape, but our weapons have not been affected by the supply shortage.”
“You can’t run,” Liam said, ticking off the points on his fingers, “you can’t beat us, and you can’t get resupplied. Other than waiting and hoping for another solution to present itself, what options have you?”
Harrison sighed. “None, I’m afraid.”
“So let’s end this now, before the toll on your crew begins to snowball.”
“I have my orders.”
Liam stared at him for a long moment. He’d already had Davis contact the US President to try and get him to order his ships to stand down, but he’d been met with a polite refusal. It appeared the American leader was skimming the line between declaring Star Force either an enemy or an ally, neither capitulating nor negotiating…and leaving his soldiers to suffer for it, as if they were expendable commodities.
“Disobey orders,” Liam reiterated.
Harrison sighed again, his fatigue evident. “Aside from the obvious contradiction of duty, my career as a naval officer would be over. They’d probably ax my senior commanders as well.”
“Isn’t that preferable to starving?”
“For my crew, I would agree. As for me, at least I’d die at my post.”
Liam knew the lie for what it was. The man was arguing as much with himself as he was his opposite. 
“But when you die, I still get your ships. How then does your country benefit from your death?”
“At the least, you won’t be able to turn them around to use against us immediately.”
“Ah,” Liam scoffed, “Admiral, I can honestly say I don’t want your crappy ships for use in combat. Ours are superior, and we have no trouble building more of them.”
“Then allow us to return home.”
Liam considered that. Actually, he’d considered that and many other options for weeks, but the final decision would depend on the Admiral’s compliance.
“You want me to give you fuel to get back to Earth so you can join in the fighting there? I don’t think so.”
“Even if I offer you my word that this fleet won’t take part in the fighting?”
“What happens when you’re relieved of your command and replaced by someone who won’t honor that agreement?”
The Admiral’s head sagged, as if he hadn’t considered that possibility. The lack of adequate nutrition must have been diminishing his mental processes. “Is there no way you will allow me to keep my ships? I have no interest in fighting you.”
“What are you interested in?”
“Excuse me?”
“Do you wish to continue as a naval commander?”
“Of course.”
“Then might I suggest a change of sides, because with the ships we’ve already seized, your shipyards nuked, and a high level of attrition from the fighting in Earth orbit, the American fleet is going to be greatly downsized for years to come, if we decide to let you keep a military at all. Unless you’re willing to go rogue, your career is at an end no matter how you slice it.”
Harrison looked shocked. “You intend to disarm us the way you disarmed the Chinese? You attacked us, we didn’t attack you.”
“And that is why, currently, the American ban is a temporary one. China suffers from a permanent ban.”
“Is the military ban you suggest equally temporary?”
“That decision hasn’t been made yet,” Liam admitted. “A lot depends on what happens at Earth, but I can tell you for certain that your country, along with the others involved in this war, will be banned from any and all activity in the Mars micro-system. That included territories, habitats, and economic interaction. Your ships won’t even be allowed transit passes. Mars is now off limits, and reserved for those countries that have learned to play well with others.”
“Star Force’s arrogance knows no bounds,” Harrison complained, but there wasn’t much energy behind his anger.
“We’re the peacekeepers, Admiral. Your country is the aggressor.”
“We defended ourselves against British aggression, if you remember back to how this war got started.”
“That’s debatable,” Liam said neutrally. “And even if it was true, your country was advised to let us handle the situation. Given our strength and neutrality, I doubt this war would have begun if you’d taken our advice. You wanted a war, and now you have to face the consequences of it.”
“I never wanted this war,” Harrison said honestly.
“Then quit it.”
The Admiral’s face scrunched up. “Resign? I can’t while I have a duty to acquit.”
“And you’ll have a duty to acquit until you resign. Circular logic, Admiral. If you don’t approve of this war, then get out of it. Here. Now.”
“Were it that easy, Archon.”
Liam sensed the man was looking for a way out. “Is this transmission secure, Admiral?”
“Meaning what?”
“I’d like to talk to you in private. No recordings, no crew overhearing. Just you and me.”
“For what purpose?”
“So we can drop ranks and talk as men.”
“I trust my crew.”
“What I have to say is for your ears alone. Fleet commander to fleet commander.”
“I thought you wanted to drop ranks? Very well. I have nothing else to do at the moment. I’ll have this line transferred to my private cabin.”
Liam nodded, then waited for the transfer. A few minutes later the Admiral reappeared behind what looked like a small computer screen. He removed his hat and ran his thin fingers through his hair.
“We have our private line. What is it you wanted to discuss?”
“Define your loyalties to your country,” Liam prompted.
“Alright, I’ll play. I support and defend the Constitution of the United States of America and I will obey the orders of those appointed over me. I represent the fighting spirit of the Space Navy and those who have gone before me to defend freedom and democracy. I serve my country's Space Navy with Honor, Courage and Commitment and I am committed to excellence and the fair treatment of all.”
Liam recognized the memorized nature of his recitation, but knew he could work his point from there. “So, Constitution, Freedom, Democracy, and fair treatment of all?”
“And orders,” Harrison reminded him.
“And orders,” Liam echoed. “Define democracy.”
“Democracy is our system of government…which Star Force absconds, by the way…where the people take control of their own destiny and are not bound to a king or other hereditary ruler or dictator. Where exactly your Director Davis fits in I’m not sure, though it has been suggested his son took his name and position some time ago.”
Liam smiled. “He doesn’t have a son, and no, the old guy is still in charge. That has never changed.”
“He would be too old by now,” Harrison argued, curious now that he had an inside track to the subject matter.
“I’m 87 years old, Admiral.”
Harrison frowned. “Bull shit.”
“Physical training, when applied properly, can do wonders for the body. Davis isn’t nearly as fit as I am, but he’s progressed far enough that old age no longer threatens him. It may shock you to learn, but most of the troops we assaulted your ground bases with are more than 50 years old, with decades of military experience under their belt. Your seasoned troops are green compared to ours.”
“I find that hard to believe,” the Admiral said, his eyes widening a bit. 
“It takes a lot of work, but one thing above all that Star Force emphasizes is the pursuit of excellence.”
“Is that your excuse for abandoning democracy?”
“Democracy asks those who know nothing about the subject matter what to do, and values their massed opinion higher than those that do know. How anyone can see that as a workable system is beyond me.”
“Elections are the only way to insure a dictator can’t rise to power. Without that check, anyone can go awry. Even your Davis. What do you do then?”
“He’s too good of a man to go bad,” Liam assured him. “But, for the sake of argument, if he did turn to the darkside the Archons would step in to set things straight.”
“Would you now? And what if the Archons went bad as well?”
“At the end of the day you must place your trust in someone, else you will have nothing. We place our trust in those that have proven themselves elite. You trust in the public. Is that a fair assessment?”
“It’ll do.”
“Elites can perform specific tasks, the public cannot, so democracies still have to rely on individuals, on leaders to safeguard and care for the public wellbeing. In this way, your protestations are a bit hypocritical.”
“Not really. The people choose those leaders, who are then responsible to the people. At the end of the day the people, as a group, are still in charge.”
“What do you do, if what the people want isn’t what they need? Do you obey their orders and assist in their self destruction, or do you disobey them to acquit your duty to protect them?”
“I sense a trick question here, Archon.”
“No trick about it. It’s a pointed question.”
“You’re asking if I’m serving the American people or serving the American people?”
“Exactly.”
“I would say I am responsible to do both.”
“How many thousands of your people are in your fleet, slowly starving to death? Are you acquitting your duty to them? They may be soldiers, but they’re no less American than the civilians back on Earth. Are you truly serving the people, or the orders of men who truly do not care?”
When Harrison hesitated Liam pushed further.
“Perhaps you’ll recognize these words,” he offered, reading off a nearby computer screen. 
“When in the course of human events, it becomes necessary for one people to dissolve the political bands which have connected them with another, and to assume among the powers of the earth, the separate and equal station to which the laws of nature and of nature’s god entitle them, a decent respect to the opinions of mankind requires that they should declare the causes which impel them to the separation.”
“The Declaration of Independence,” Harrison immediately identified.
“A bit wordy for me, but the root point is sound. Political bonds are not absolute. Following orders is not the highest duty you possess.”
“And what cause, pre tell, do I have for separation?”
Liam read on. “’We hold these truths to be self-evident, that all men are created equal, that they are endowed by the creator with certain unalienable rights, that among these are life, liberty, and the pursuit of happiness’…which I would suggest means that neither the people nor the President have the authority to order you to your deaths. Furthermore, if they do have that power over you, then you do not have liberty, and I really don’t think starving to death fits into your pursuit of happiness either.”
Liam held up a finger to stop Harrison from speaking as he continued to read.
“That to secure these rights, governments are instituted among men, deriving their just powers from the consent of the governed, that whenever any form of government becomes destructive of these ends, it is the right of the people to alter or to abolish it,” Liam paused for emphasis, “and to institute new government, laying its foundation on such principles and organizing its powers in such form, as to them shall seem most likely to effect their safety and happiness. Prudence, indeed, will dictate that governments long established should not be changed for light and transient causes; and accordingly all experience hath shown, that mankind are more disposed to suffer, while evils are sufferable, than to right themselves by abolishing the forms to which they are accustomed. But when a long train of abuses and usurpations, pursuing invariably the same object evinces a design to reduce them under absolute despotism, it is their right, it is their duty,” Liam emphasized again, “to throw off such government, and to provide new guards for their future security.”
Harrison waited to see if he was finished before he finally replied. “So you wish me to lead a revolution to overthrow the United States?” he asked sarcastically.
“Nothing that drastic,” Liam assured him. “I’m simply asking you to break ties with them in order to safeguard your people. It is your duty to make sure their lives are not wasted. If you betray one, you betray them all. Each are equal and separate, and do not bow in significance or value to the masses.”
The Admiral closed his eyes for a moment, thinking hard. “You’ve done your homework.”
“I read a lot. And when you have the fate of millions in your hands, it helps to be well versed on philosophical aspects of past and present societies, for reference, if nothing else.”
“You argue that if I follow orders and my people suffer for it, I am betraying the public trust that put the President and myself into positions of power. If I do so, then whatever orders handed down to me become irrelevant because I’m already a traitor?”
“Pretty much,” Liam agreed lightheartedly.
“You said my men would be returned to Earth?”
“If they wish, yes.”
“You won’t be taking any prisoners? The officers, perhaps?”
“Not unless you want me to. Our object is to remove the American fleet and personnel from the Mars micro-system. “We have no desire to keep prisoners.”
“Very well, Archon. You have my surrender. May I ask for relief supplies for my men? Many are more ill than I.”
“Within the hour, Admiral,” Liam promised. 
“Thank you,” he said genuinely. “At least I know my last order given was in acquittal of my duty.”
“You don’t figure your superiors will see it the same way?” Liam guessed.
“I doubt it. And I don’t think reading them the Declaration will make much of a difference.”
“I pointed out the part about separation for a reason, Admiral. You don’t have to go back to Earth in disgrace.”
Harrison’s head came up. “What do you mean?”
“Not all of your people wanted to return to Earth. About 20% of your troops opted not to go back, and more than half of the colonists elected to stay as well. We have them split up into various facilities for processing, some of them will join Star Force, others have asked for asylum in other countries, both back on Earth and here on Mars, but we’re offering them a third option. The same option we’re offering the holdouts from the other six countries.”
“We’re creating a separate colony,” Liam explained. “An independent nation here on Mars. It will have strong ties with Star Force, but it will also achieve its sovereignty after certain measures have been met. As I said, I have no use for your ships…but this new nation might.”
“I could retain my fleet?”
“It would have to be reorganized, and you’d have to go through retraining, using a Star Force model, same as everyone else, but within a year’s time you could be back on your flagship…though it’d be flying a different flag.”
“Breaking political bonds,” the Admiral repeated, “to secure the same duty.”
“Your crew will have the same options, and a few days, at least, to think it through before the first of them are sent back to Earth.”
“This new nation…will it be a democracy?” Harrison asked in a tone that suggested he was going to accept regardless.
“It will be a Republic, as the United States was originally intended to be. We haven’t picked a name yet.”
The Admiral visibly straightened. “Archon, on behalf of my fleet I surrender it to you as the American commander. I also, hereby, resign my commission with the Unites States Space Navy, effective immediately, and request enlistment in your new nation’s space forces.”
“Surrender accepted, Admiral,” Liam said, matching his formal tone. “Request for enlistment, granted. I’ll send over a choice of nondescript uniforms for you to change into along with the supply shuttles and medics.”
“Thank you,” Harrison said, bowing his head respectively. 
“Do you expect trouble from your crew?”
“No need to fear, Archon. Your shuttles will not be fired upon.”
“I hope not,” Liam said sarcastically. “I’d hate to have to kill you now that we’ve become friends.”
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