The Game
“This is Delta Squadron. We are taking heavy enemy fire. Repeat. Heavy enemy fire. Requesting immediate evac. Now!” Martin roared into his headset as another blast occurred just yards away, sending earth and rock flying down about him and his unit.

“Anything?” Kat asked from nearby, prone on the ground as she peered through her binoculars over the hill. A lock of her red hair hung out from the side of the olive green helmet. He had to resist reaching out to brush it back behind her ear. Beneath them was a low, empty valley. Very little growth covered the barren, rocky ground. 

So close, Martin thought. The bunker lay just over the next rise. He glanced back however, at what remained of Delta Squadron. Three other grimy faces peered at him from under standard issue Federated Alliance helmets, awaiting his command. Several more bodies lay in the mud further downhill, unmoving, that would never go home. Twelve of his men. Good friends and good soldiers.

The whole mission had seemed foolhardy from the get go. But then again, since the day he’d been selected to join the armed forces, that was his code word. “Delta Squadron commander, come in.” The odd computer voice had come in over his headset. He and Kat had been resting up with the troops in a town near the border between the Alliance and the United People’s territory. When the voice went off in the headset he wore practically around the clock, he motioned to the team lounging about the pub and headed outside for some quiet.

“Go ahead, Delta Squadron Commander here.” He repeated his authorization code. It made him think of his dad each time he did that. So proud of his son for moving up to squadron commander in just eight years. Martin smiled as he kicked a rock and looked down the deserted street.

“This is Command. You and your squadron have been selected for mission alpha delta tango tango Charlie. Mission parameters coming across now. You are to commence immediately. Confirm.”
Martin nodded to himself as the data poured into his comp, data it received flying across the heads up display he had swung down in front of his eye. Maps and enemy troop location overlaid the broken, closed facades of the stores in this virtually dead town that was like so many others these days.

Holy shit. This was unbelievable. A small, balls to the wall mission to take enemy headquarters. There was no coming back from this one. But they would do it. They’d make the war with this.

Another blast rocked him back to the present. That blast had been too close, sending him flying into Kat. “Sorry”. She just shoved his large frame off her and tossed her head side to side.

“You clumsy oaf.” She smiled. Even in the midst of this chaos. It made him smile back.

“Come on. We’re finishing this. Thompson, McKenzie, right flank. Kearin, left flank. Kat and I down the middle. Hard and fast. Flash and run. Got it?” The weary grimy faces all nodded confirmation.

Seamus Kearin unloaded a ‘flasher’ from his pack and set it up to go off in just a few short seconds. They all broke into a run. Energy blast and projectile fire rained down on them for a moment, then the flasher launched and ignited in the air. Fiercely intense white light turned night into day. Enemy positions revealed themselves on the top of the two ridges they ran between. Thompson fired with her typically deadly aim, even running on rough terrain and burned a hole in all three enemy soliders within seconds.

Martin took his more old school semi-automatic pistol from its holster and began unloading, taking out four of the five soldiers. The last one dodged his fire and was bringing the ram gun around to him, when suddenly the soldier’s body went flying down the unseen far side of the ridge. Without even having to look, he knew Kat had fired a single energy blast at the guy. What was it with these women and their aim?
“Sloppy shooting there commander.”

Not responding, Martin continued to run break neck across the rocks and nearly dry creek bed. Night had quickly returned and more troops would be coming soon. Sweat ran down his back, even on this cold night in November. His breath trailed out in front of him, then behind as he ran through it. He thought of the contrails on the fighter jets going overhead back home. Maybe they could take and defend the bunker, calling for backup. He’d been hasty to call for evac, it had even been against orders. But he couldn’t see his unit being slaughtered for nothing. 
This war had been going on for so long, he hoped he could end it tonight. Or at least head it down that path. His great-grandfather told stories of growing up in Deltan, working in the arms factory, hoping to get selected for the military. Hell, even then decades ago the town had been named for the military unit to which it supplied arms and troops. The comp in the library, when it worked, had a few scratchy videos and small blurbs of text recovered from the last disk crash about the history of the war, and conflicting stories of its cause: wealth, fuel, drugs, power. Who knew? Who cared? It was war, plain and simple. The Federated Alliance of Democratic Nations was his home and his people, and they had been at war for centuries, deadlocked, with United Congress of the People’s Free Republics. Martin had no idea what “nation” he was part of, nor what “republic” he was in now. None of that mattered.

All five of them, thankfully, cleared the next ridge. A low line of scraggly trees sat off to the right, and they ducked under them for cover as they assessed the situation. Kat’s night vision lens came down and she began scanning the area, patching her audio and video into their systems. “Bunker straight ahead, eighty four point five meters. Two guards at the entrance.”

“Is it there?” He asked, turning to her. She scanned some more, using other techniques. Millimeter wavelength light shot out from her helmet to pass through virtually any matter to her preferred depth. Seconds later, a readout came back, displaying a tunnel under the ground, overlaid on the real world, coming to the surface behind some large rocks to their right. Water gurgled out from them. 

There was no way of knowing what it had taken for Alliance spies to ferret out not just the information on this bunker, but the underground water distribution system for it and the entrance. Subterfuge and subtlety had never been Martin’s strong score. Thankfully, he didn’t need them too much in his line of work.

Hefting his pistol, Martin said, “Ok, let’s do this.” And began running for the sewer entrance. Without hesitation, his team loyally followed him into the viper pit, the headquarters of their enemy.
McKenzie broke out his plasma welder and began quickly melting the bars of the grate covering the large sewer entrance. A fetid stench hung over the area, but they ignored it, gathering close to hide the bright pink light of the welder.

“Got it.” Ian McKenzie yelled, kicking the grate inward. Darkness wrapped its arms about them as they hurried into the tunnel. Night vision screens dropped in front of their eyes, guiding them into the compound.

Rrrrr. Rrrrr. The grinding sound ahead had them dropping to the ground and flinging themselves up against the wall. Martin scanned ahead, zooming in. An old gun from the ceiling attempted to rotate towards them, apparently having detected their motion. Gears slipping in the decrepit weapon, he fired a few quick rounds to put it out of its misery.

“Alright, you’re excused.” Angela shook her head in dismay. Her youngest daughter, with long brown hair to match her mother’s practically leapt out of her chair at the dining table. “But try to eat more of your vegetables next time! Please!” She called out forlornly after the retreating form. “That game!” She decried to her husband, who only grinned and shrugged.

Andrea ran into the game room and sat down in the plush chair, facing the game board. “Resume game” she spoke clearly. The game pieces reappeared quickly.

“Kat?”

“Two guards, on the other side of the door.” Martin motioned to Thompson to set the charge, and they quickly retreated down the tunnel. The blast shook them to their knees. Running up into the smoke and debris, they stepped into the compound over the dead bodies of Congress soldiers.

“Where to now?” The supplied information didn’t have maps of the compound, they’d have to rely on their instincts now. They were in the ground level of the compound, or perhaps one floor down. The building itself had been small. The headquarters would actually be a floor or two further down to protect from aerial attacks. Kat was looking through the walls of the building to search for a staircase.

“Due east. Go!” Martin took off after the woman he loved, wishing she wouldn’t take point like that. A red alarm and klaxon began going off overhead. He hoped this would be quick.

“Daddy?” Andrea asked hesitantly. The ivy fell of its stand a few feet away as the ground shook, the pot crashing and dirt spilling out over the clean floor. Servitors emerged almost instantly from the wall to clean the mess.

A tall man with broad shoulders stepped into the room and came over to Andrea. “It’s alright dear. More of that terrible weather Outside.”

Andrea looked up at the ceiling. “Will we ever be able to go out there?”

“One day. Perhaps.”

A piercing howl began cutting through the air. Andrea screamed and covered her ears. Nathaniel leapt up and out of the room, seeking one of the guards. This had never happened before, not in his lifetime, and never before from the stories his father and grandfather had told him. Something was wrong. “Keep playing the game, sweetheart.” He snapped out tersely as he left. Always play the game grandpa had said.

“Go! Go!” The sound of heavy footsteps could be heard down the hall. They leapt over the banisters as they ran into the stairwell and flew into the next level. Bursting through another door, Delta Squadron nearly fell over each other as they came to a halt, trying to do a reality check. They had just left a grey, institutional hallway one would expect to find in the headquarters of the military, somewhere that had money to spend on good lighting, tile, along with a mind-numbingly neutral décor. 
But here, they had seemingly been transported into a lavishly decorated home. Wood paneling on the walls, ornate plush carpets over hardwoods absorbed their heavy black boots. For a moment, Martin felt guilty for tracking in the mud on his shoes into this nice place. Paintings and potted plants lined the walls. 

Thompson recovered quicker than them all, and drew her piece to quickly take out three guards who had just turned a corner into the room. That snapped them all back to reality, and they began taking off further into the compound. It disgusted Martin. His people lived in squalor, and the enemy’s leader lived in decadent comfort like this. He knew the chancellor of the alliance would never waste precious money and materials on such a lifestyle when his people needed those resources…would he?

Martin kneeled and grabbed the headset from a dead soldier, hoping to hear something on their internal chatter that would lead his team to the enemy general. He knew they had only minutes before they were surrounded and cut down. They were so close to fail now. 

“All units retreat to central command chamber. Last known location south wing, private residence. Fall back to east wing. Repeat, fall back to east wing.” The neutral computer voice reminded him of the commands he received in his own headset. Some poor schmuck had probably sold the same command software to both armies, some time in the distant past. 

“East wing. Go!” He jerked his arm to the right, and they ran. These people he cared so much for, these people who would die for him, do his every bidding. God, this better be worth it.

Five people ran into the room. Dirty, grimy. Nathaniel sneered at them. He had no idea what they were doing here, but the guards would take care of them. “What business do you have here?” He realized two were women. Were they thieves? They had awfully large weapons for such a task.
“Federated Alliance. You command the Republic?” One asked. His eyes were weary, but intense. Anger bristled from him.

“I have no idea what you’re talking about. Guards! Kill them!” Shots rang out quickly, both projectile and energy. Nathaniel fired off one round at the red headed woman, then ducked behind a guard as an energy blast grazed him. He’d always wondered why gramps had taught him to use a gun, and now he knew.

Martin looked up from his prone position on the ground and quickly assessed the situation. McKenzie was down, dammit. Seamus slumped against the wall, but caught his eye. He might make it. Thompson had survived thanks to a large sofa that was now riddled with holes, but she clutched her side tightly. Dark liquid seeped around her fingers. Kat? He glanced around, only to stop in shock. She lay just feet from him on her back. Blood ran down her cheek, her eyes open to the sky. No! Nooo! 

Quickly, he sat up and evaluated who was left that he could send to hell. Every one of the enemy guards lay dying on the floor. A hint of motion behind a large wooden end table caught his eye. 

“Out. Now!” Martin leveled his gun at the head of the general as he stood up. “Enough of your games, you bastard. This ends now.” 

“No! Please!” The coward stood and raised his hands. Had he no dignity? Martin didn’t care. “I just live here!” 

Phhhtttt. The bullet flew straight to its target, piercing the man’s forehead. His body slumped to the floor.

Martin collapsed back to the ground. It was done.

“All units. All units. Retreat to coordinates Alpha Tango Three Niner. Repeat. Retreat. HQ under attack.” The voice hummed from the headset. For a moment, Martin panicked that his own military’s headquarters were under attack. Then, he realized the voice came from the headset he held in his hand. The enemy headset. Commands? Someone had stepped in so quickly?
“This is HQ. We are under attack. Repeat, under attack.”

Martin then realized that across the room were two heavy double wooden doors. Doors that the guards were strategically placed in front of. Picking himself up, he stepped over Kat’s unmoving form. There was no time for grief. Not now. Only rage. 

He stepped to the doors, and flung them open. He paused, in confusion.

In the room, sat a young girl with wide, panicked eyes. “Is everything ok? I don’t know you!” Before her sat a large game board, holographic pieces floating above it in various colors, slowly moving. “Command?” The game asked.

Glancing between him and the game, the girl responded. “Repeat last command! HQ’s under attack! Now quit bugging me you stupid game!” She turned to him. “Is my daddy ok?”

The world began to spin for Martin. Before he blacked out, he heard the enemy’s headset one last time chirp “Repeat last command. All units fall back. HQ under attack. Repeat, HQ under attack.”
