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CHAPTER 1



Idon’t like this.

You brought us here.

Get me out… please.

No no… I make the decisions now.

The lieutenant was dead. A black body bag zipped up to his chin, nestling his too-pale face up to a sky that matched his pallor. Thin strips of white tape kept his eyes shut. The tip of his nose and front of his brow had gone to a dirty-snow color as all his blood seeped to the back of his body.

A friend sat beside him, a rifle set between the two of them. The friend was on one knee, one arm bent across his leg, the other hand on the dead man’s shoulder. He half mumbled, half sang something that the two men watching the scene couldn’t pick out.

Cold rain fell. Fat drops that spattered against the ambulance’s hood and smacked against the body bag.

The others stood in front of a field ambulance, idling on the outer edge of a gravel parking lot. Hospital tents marked with red crosses on white flags stirred in the early fall wind. This side of the hospital was nearly as quiet as the rows of body bags laid out on folding tables and litters. A wide doorway led into the graves and registration section of the hospital.

“I’m not supposed to do this,” a soldier in too-tight and too-clean fatigues said. His pistol and ammo pouches were loosely attached to his flack vest, giving off undue noise every time he moved.

The man next to him wore the same tight bodysuit as his lieutenant in mourning. The bullet-resistant fabric’s camouflage patters shifted as he stopped leaning his hip against the ambulance. He lit up a cigarette and took a long drag.

“And?” he slipped his lighter into a small pouch on his shoulder, then glanced at a screen on his helmet set on the hood. “SFC ANDREWS O POS” was stenciled over the rim of the helmet in letters that faded in and out of view depending on the angle.

“I’m supposed to be running this cargo back to the collection point at Wonju right now,” the soldier said. “These guys aren’t exactly on a schedule, but I’ve still got hard times to hit, Sergeant. Lots more runs to make.”

“... our work is done, our course on Earth is run…” carried from the body and the other man with the breeze.

“Yeah? Well the only reason the commies aren’t in Wonju right now is because he held the line,” Andrews pointed two fingers with his cigarette at the lieutenants. “Let him pay his respects to his friend.”

The surviving lieutenant touched the dead man’s shoulder again, then ran his hand down the body bag to his hand.

“H-he’s not supposed to do that,” the soldier stammered. “There’s-there’s contagion risks, and I’m not even supposed to let anyone even touch the zippers.”

The lieutenant patted his hand against the dead man’s through the bag. A slight bulge from a broken finger jutted out against the slick and dark plastic.

“I’m going to have to report this,” the soldier crossed his arms over his chest. “I was trying to do you a favor⁠—”

“I gave you a pack of Reds and told you to take a smoke break,” Andrews said, his cigarette still in his mouth. “Why’re you so nervous all of a sudden? There a problem?”

The other lieutenant shifted over to the foot of the body bag and lifted up a tag in clear plastic attached to the end. His head snapped up, eyes locked on the other soldier.

“I need to get my sergeant major—” the other soldier got one step away before Andrews grabbed him by the collar. “Hey! You can’t do this to me. I’ve got a hard time to hit!”

He squirmed against Andrews’ iron grip as the other lieutenant picked up his rifle and strode toward them. Andrews saw the look in his lieutenant’s eye and spat his just-lit cigarette away with a puff of air.

“Wait, I can explain⁠—”

The lieutenant hooked a punch into the soldier’s stomach, just below the edge of his flack vest, and hit him so hard his boots came off the ground. The soldier collapsed to his hands and knees, struggling to breathe.

“Where is it?”

Good good. I like this.

“Where is it!” the lieutenant punched down, raking his knuckles across the soldier’s lips and blooding them against his teeth.

“Sarge, help me!” he reached for Andrews, who took a step back.

The lieutenant slammed his hands onto the soldier and thrust him against the front of the ambulance. Blood burbled off split lips and stained the soldier’s teeth red.

“You can’t do this to me,” he protested.

“His West Point class ring,” the lieutenant clamped his fingertips around the soldier’s throat. “It’s on his inventory sheet but it’s not on his broken finger. Where. Is. It?”

The soldier managed a gargle of an answer.

“One half of his ring belonged to his father,” the lieutenant said. “I told him not to wear it out here because the commies would take it from him, but it was you. You!”

He let go of the soldier’s neck and yanked a combat knife from a scabbard on his chest rig. He flipped the blade around for the soldier to see, then pressed the blade hard against the side of his neck. Arteries and veins pulsed against the edge as the soldier succumbed to panic.

“It wasn’t me—I didn’t—I mean I was saving it for them!” the soldier squealed as a thin line of blood ran down the blade.

“Where’s the ring?” Andrews barked.

“U-under my seat!” the soldier flapped one arm behind him, trying to point to the driver’s seat.

The lieutenant inched his face closer to the soldier’s, his features set and his eyes burning. He wiggled the knife just hard enough to cut a little bit deeper into the soldier’s neck.

Andrews flung the ambulance driver side door open and rummaged beneath the seat. He pulled out an open MRE bag, the top bristling with trash, and dropped it on the hood. It landed with a heavy metal sound and the clink of jewelry against jewelry. Andrews dumped the bag out. Rings, necklaces, and watches scattered across the hood.

“I was going to give it all back at Wonju,” the soldier pleaded. “We-we do this all the time, swear! Standard operating⁠—”

The lieutenant flicked the knife away from his neck and kneed him in the crotch. The soldier went down with a pathetic groan.

Andrews turned on a small flashlight and held it over the hood. The lieutenant sifted through wedding rings and crucifixes until he picked up a heavy gold class ring. One side was worn down, the gold a different karat than the other side. The lieutenant checked an engraving on the inside, then went back to his dead friend.

A flood light from a vehicle on the other side of a chain link fence lit the ambulance up.

“There a problem?” someone asked.

Andrews looked at the soldier like he was something that had to be scraped off the bottom of his boot, then motioned for the one manning the floodlight to come over.

The lieutenant knelt beside his dead friend and unzipped the side of the body bag.

“Sorry, Rudy,” he said. The bottom of the bag was slick with blood, the dead man’s hand stiff and cold against his touch. He slid the ring onto the broken finger and bent it back toward the hand. “I wasn’t there when you needed me, brother. Well done. Be thou at peace.”

He looked back to the ambulance. Andrews spoke with a pair of Military Police. Neither of whom offered the soldier, still writhing from the knee to the testicles, any assistance. Andrews picked up his helmet from the hood and walked over to his lieutenant.

“They’ll take it from here, sir,” Andrews said. “They know who we are, and it’s obvious that shit bag fell out of the truck and hurt himself. Still, best if we be on our way. Our soldiers are supposed to be getting some rest right now, but they’ll find some war crime to break if they’re unsupervised for too long. And maybe someone in the hospital’s got a bleeding hard for shit bags. We should get going.” The sergeant seemed nervous, hesitant to give suggestions.

The lieutenant took his helmet off his belt and put it on. A mask that would cover his mouth and nose dangled from the left side. He stared back at his friend, one hand on the mask.

“Sorry about your buddy,” Andrews said. “At least you could do right by him one last time. We’re less without him.”

You’re all dead men now.

The lieutenant fastened the mask over his mouth and dropped his hand. A skeletal X-ray of what would lie beneath the mask was stenciled over the dark metal. The lieutenant flipped down dark optics built into his helmet, completing the illusion of a skull face within the helmet.

All the dead men are mine mine mine.


CHAPTER 2



Hydraulics clunked and whined as machinery beneath a wide platform came to life. Warning lights built into the walls of the underground bunker spun up, flashing jaundiced light across the dark chamber.

The two-story tall column in the center of the hangar lowered slowly. Humidity flowed down the edges of the platform and misted as it mixed with the colder air of the cavern beneath. The platform lowered an angular black airplane, the matte surface reflecting no light as it sank with the platform. A haze rose from the engine blocks, simple slits along the aft of the craft. It bore no outer markings.

Thick metal plates closed overhead as the plane neared the bottom of the chamber.

A set of double doors slid open. Pure white light flooded into the cavern around two well-built men. One touched a finger to the side of his neck. He had light-olive skin, honey colored eyes and a high faded haircut. The tops of calligraphy letters tattooed to his upper shoulder stuck out from his collar.

“Hux, this is Simko, turn on the rest of the lights already,” he said. “No I’m not going to wait for the timers. I told you to fix⁠—”

Flood lights snapped on just as the platform came to a rest. The stealth craft seemed to cast shadows across itself, at odds with the bright sting of the overhead lighting.

“Why don’t we have these out in the field yet?” the other man limped forward, favoring his right leg. “You think it’s as stealthy as the boss claims it is?” He walked beneath the plane, running his fingers lightly against the hull.

“You think we could operate this close to peninsula and all the commies’ air defense if it wasn’t a ghost ship?” Simko asked. “This thing’s never been painted by radar while I’ve been on it. Granted, there’s robots piloting it and they don’t talk much. You want on the next mission, Graves?”

“Boss takes too much at face value from the Director,” Graves said. “We’re supposed to do our own testing and evaluation on new gear. Bet the nerds at Rucker or Groom Lake will shit themselves when they see it.”

He ran a hand through blond hair that was far too long and unkempt for any parade ground.

“So you don’t want to action the next target,” Simko shook his head and stepped back from the cargo ramp at the rear of the plane. “Let me have all the fun, eh?”

“Excuse me for getting fucking shot,” Graves said. “You think I wanted to lose half a quad? That shit hurt.”

“You Delta boys are always so smart. You’d think you’d know better than to try and build up an immunity to 7.62mm rounds,” Simko pulled a data slate from a pocket and pressed his thumb to the screen.

“Hur hur hur, real funny. That going in your routine when you get out and sell SEAL endorsed protein shakes and hair gel?” Graves asked. “How many Revenant units this shipment?”

“Ten again,” Simko returned the slate to his pocket as the ramp lowered. The inside of the stealth craft was sparse and utilitarian. Auto-gurneys rolled slowly down the ramp. Each held a stiff man in Air Force flight suits, no patches and no boots. All had a uniform eggshell-white color to their skin and were hairless.

“What’s with the pickle suits?” Graves asked as one of the gurneys rolled passed him and to a white cross painted on the floor at the edge of the cavern. The rudimentary driving neural net worked into the gurneys were adept at carrying out short routes and recognizing where to deliver patients. “They ain’t pilots.”

“Boss said something about a better backstop during transfers,” Simko checked a serial number on the front of a gurney. “This goes down over the ocean and maybe the Chinese will fish up the bodies. If they’re wearing the right gear, then it begs fewer questions.”

“That make you nervous?” Graves flicked a finger against the temple of one of the bodies as it rolled passed him. “It’d make me nervous. Boss and the Director admitting their off-the-books airplane isn’t as infallible as they billed it.”

“Who the hell knows how bad shit’s getting up there. Not my circus, not my monkeys. Now let’s get these Revenants to processing and to the lanes for evaluation. Same old battle drill,” Simko said.

“Care package?” Graves jerked a thumb at the ramp.

“Not this time,” Simko shrugged. “We’ve got enough from the last shipment to keep us in our booze ration for a while yet. Don’t go making that nasty hooch of yours.”

“I’m worried about Carol getting her smokes,” Graves grabbed one of the bodies by the chin and turned the face from side to side. “She doesn’t have her pack a day and the werewolf comes out. I think they’re starting to look like me.”

“They ain’t that ugly,” Simko raised a hand to a sensor bulb on the wall and the stealth shuttle raised its ramp. “How many do you think are going to make it this time?”

“Seven,” Graves held out a hand. “I’ll bet some of that hooch you pretend you don’t like against one of your magazines.”

“Eight, and those are collector’s items,” Simko said. “Let’s get them to intake before Carol and Huxley fall asleep.”
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“Revenant four set for upload,” Carol Tivoli tapped gray embers into a cut-down water bottle serving as an ash tray. Her control room sat above a white-walled surgical suite where an auto-doc robot bent an unresponsive man up from his gurney and held his arms and shoulders in place. Her auburn hair was in a tight ponytail. She hadn’t bothered with makeup or even a lab coat over her dark-blue scrubs.

“Four logged and primed,” a man yawned behind her. He swayed from side to side in an office chair, watching a bank of monitors with little enthusiasm. The edge of a chubby belly stuck out from the bottom of a t-shirt.

“Imperative hash code amber-Ceres-plum-ninety-four loading into Revenant four now,” Tivoli double tapped an icon and dragged and dropped it over Revenant four on a screen on her desk. A mechanical arm bent from the auto-doc. The tip dipped into a silver box and rose with a dark metal spike on the end as long as her little finger.

“Micros are deploying through the first two Revenants well enough,” the fat man stretched his arms out to his sides. “Bet the colonel will let us go back to sleep once we’re done.”

“The man will not sleep while there’s work to be done, and he won’t let us sleep either, Mr. Huxley. You should pick up on his dedication,” Tivoli plucked at her bottom lip as the spike was inserted into a small port at the base of Revenant four’s skull. “The Director needs to know if there are any issues with the Revenants. The off-site’s always working on the next batch.”

“They don’t sleep there? Wherever that is,” Huxley scratched himself. “Revenant four take?”

“Upload is almost complete,” Tivoli pushed glasses back up the bridge of her nose. On the screen, the surgical arm pulled away from the Revenant.

“Revenant four,” Tivoli said through speakers, “engage Imperative controls. Authorization Charlie Foxtrot 0-9-4.”

“Imperative engaged,” Revenant four sat up sharply. He turned his head slowly from left to right, eyes dull.

On her screen, a wire diagram of Revenant four’s body appeared. Tendrils spread through his nervous system from the port at the back of his head.

“Engage burn in protocol two,” Tivoli said.

The man hopped off the gurney and stuck his arms out into a T-pose, then twisted his fingertips to opposite toes and repeated with the other side. He bent deeply at the knees and swung his arms straight up before standing again. The calisthenics continued as Tivoli watched data feed into her screen.

“How’s his synch rate?” Huxley asked.

“Well over 95%,” Tivoli smiled. “The nerve grafts across the suboccipital triangle worked just like I said they would. Should have less pushback from the off-site after this. Ha!” She shook a fist in victory.

“You ever wonder if they even care?” Huxley asked. “Because we’re not allowed to know anything outside our little compartmentalized world. You think there’s some schlub in another hole in the ground somewhere else on Earth hoping we appreciate that they re-did the brain stuff?”

“It’s not ‘brain stuff,’ it is the most delicate neural surgery in medical history, and my work is critical to this project’s success,” Tivoli said. “Not to rain on your accomplishments, Huxley. You haven’t had to rebuild your contributions from scratch twice like I have.”

“Because I did it right the first time,” Huxley wiggled into a more comfortable position. “Four’s green across the board. Can I give the next command?”

“No,” Tivoli flipped a switch next to her mouse. “Revenant four, ingest the pills in one cup on the red table.”

Her words echoed through the other room.

The man moved stiffly toward the small table against the wall, picked up a plastic cup, and tossed two pills into his mouth and swallowed hard.

“Micros in,” Huxley scrolled up on a screen. “Handshake between Imperative and onboard systems optimal. Full deployment through the system in one hour, give or take three minutes. You want some coffee?”

“The door doesn’t unlock until all Revenants are through installation,” Tivoli rolled her eyes. “Which is why you’re supposed to go to the bathroom before we start. Don’t you dare use a bottle again.”

“That was one time,” Huxley tossed his hands up.

“Revenant four,” Tivoli said into a microphone, “state Imperative base commands.”

“Obey all commands. Preserve unit integrity. Prevent asset recovery by unauthorized personnel,” the man said.

“Revenant four, report to armory for equipment issue and evaluation,” Tivoli said.

A door slid open and the man walked toward it, the small plastic cup still in hand.

“Revenant four, dispose of the refuse,” Tivoli said.

The man scrunched the cup and did a blind toss toward a waste basket that landed in the middle.

“They always do that,” Tivoli tapped her chin. “But when I try and observe the same behavior from Graves, I don’t see it.”

“Maybe it’s a new behavior from the stacks?” Huxley shrugged. “Or Graves just doesn’t do the same thing the same way every time? He’s not running a program of himself. He is himself. All asshole all the time.”

“It’s an indicator we have to iron out,” Tivoli sighed. “Let’s button back up and get Revenant five on the block.”
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Simko pulled the collar of a heavy flak jacket away from his chest. A wide-barreled gun was slung over one shoulder, the muzzle close to his head. He toyed with a full-faced helmet in one hand, the other held a data slate.

On the other side of bulletproof glass, all ten Revenants stood at parade rest at tall desks. Each had a disassembled pistol laid out in an identical manner in front of them. A target range with paper silhouettes at thirty meters was directly across from the still soldiers.

Graves, in the same fatigues he wore earlier, hummed a tune to himself and tightened a blindfold to his head. He reached down and touched the same pistol setup the Revenants had.

“You ready?” Simko asked.

“I can do this with my eyes closed,” Graves set the blindfold and put his hands against the small of his back.

“Not that,” Simko flicked a thumb across the slate and a set of speakers clicked on in the other room. “Guidons guidons… your task is to reassemble the weapon in front of you and engage the target as quickly as possible. Understood?”

“Orders confirmed,” all ten said back at once and in the same voice.

Simko tapped a button and the lights went out in the other room. He put his helmet on and engaged the night vision optics. False colors on the screens built into the visor made the other room nearly indistinguishable from when the lights were on.

“Engage!”

All ten Revenants and Graves reached down and picked up the handle and moved it toward the barrel as they reached for it with the other hand. They locked it against the front slide and clamped the rest of it down with a loud “clack.”

They attached the trigger guard and locked the barrel back in one smooth motion and picked up a magazine.

Graves cursed as his magazine clattered against his station.

The Revenants shifted their right foot slightly forward and held the weapon in two hands and extended their arms forward, flicking their thumbs against the slide, and sent the barrel forward. The weapons cracked as one. All held their position, the muzzles smoking and the slides locked back.

“Time,” Graves ripped the blindfold off. “A second off. God damn it.”

“You getting old?” Simko glanced at his slate.

“Hands are cold, and I need coffee⁠—”

“Shit,” Simko grabbed the rifle off his shoulder and rotated it up to a ready position against his shoulder. “Revenant five’s offline.”

In the shooting range, one Revenant’s pistol still had the slide forward.

“Ah, not again,” Graves reached for a weapon mounted on the wall similar to what Simko carried.

Simko bumped an armor clad shoulder against a panel on the wall and lights flooded the dark shooting range. A door slid open and he went through at a slight crouch, weapon aimed at Revenant five’s head.

“Guidons, lower your weapons and return to ready position,” Simko said. Nine Revenants set their pistols onto the desks and stepped back. Revenant five stood perfectly still, loaded weapon still gripped in his hands and aimed down the firing range.

“Carol, what’s wrong with it?” Simko kept his weapon trained on the Revenant’s head.

“Lethal action protocols aren’t loading… there’s a sustained neural cascade across the entire Imperative. I suggest you decommission it before the Failsafe kicks⁠—”

Revenant five’s head snapped toward Simko, its jaw out of alignment and one eye twitching wildly. It moved lightning fast and shot Simko center mass before he could even get his finger to the trigger. The bullet spattered into red paint against Simko’s chest plate.

Revenant five’s teeth chattered as it flipped the pistol around to use the handle as a club.

Simko fired his rifle, the recoil knocking him back against the wall. The slug struck Revenant five above the right eye socket and pierced through the skull. The bullet hit the back of his brain and the force of impact folded the Revenant back. Its knees buckled and its back slapped against the floor.

“God damn, that’s loud,” Graves winced as he entered the firing range. “You get it?”

“Revenant disabled,” Simko grabbed the barrel of his rifle and yanked it forward. The breech opened and a high caliber shell popped out. He slipped a new bullet in. “Damn it, Carol, why do your monsters always fail here?”

“The lethal action protocols have the highest amount of processing of all other—do you want the neurologist explanation or the crayon eater-level answer? Because neither really matter at this point, do they?” Tivoli’s voice boomed through the speakers.

“Yeah, we’ll just clean up your mess… again!” Graves stuck a pinky finger into his ear and shook it around.

“The Revenant is deactivated. We have a workflow for this sort of contingency. Do I really have to tell you to get them to the next station for trials before the bots make breakfast or we’ll all be eating cold fish again?” she said.

Graves raised his middle finger to a camera bulb on the wall. The microphones snapped off.

“Someone needs to tell her that Special Forces don’t mean we ride to battle in a short bus,” Graves said. “That attitude on that woman is something else. It’s your turn.”

Graves kicked Revenant five’s bare feet.

“I’m already dressed for the shoot house. Grab a maintenance bot and get five into the incinerator,” Simko pulled his helmet off and looked down at the red blotch on his armor. “Good thing we switched to paint rounds.”

“I’m telling you, we’re not the first cadre down here,” Graves said. “Best not to ask what happened to the last bunch. I’m pretty sure they ended up in the incinerators too.”

“Comes with the territory,” Simko said. “Guidons, follow me to the armory for next tasking.”

“Understood,” the remaining nine said as one.
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Simko took a long sip from a hose mounted to his body armor. He breathed hard as he knelt against a low wall. He checked the magazine in his battle rifle and looked to his right. The Revenants were in American Army fatigues and wore significantly less body armor than he did. They had flack vests to hold ammo pouches and grenades and little else.

Several of them had torn patches on their arms and legs, but the flesh beneath showed no injury or damage. There was a rumble through the floor as the shoot house rearranged itself for the next run.

“Chief, they’re ready for lethal,” a man said through Simko’s earbud. “Come up to the tower and observe.”

“Huh, really?” Simko stood up. “Normally takes another run to get them dialed in.”

“Neural nets constantly improve themselves,” Tivoli said. “It should take less time with every new Imperative re-programming. Hurry up. We have coffee.”

“Who made it?” Simko didn’t turn his back on the Revenants as he went to a heavy door that buzzed right before he reached it. He bumped it open with his shoulder and slammed it shut behind him. He waited until the hydraulic locks clicked in before he went up a narrow stairwell.

His thighs burned by the time he got to the upper floor. He opened a door and found Graves standing beside an older man next to the observation windows over the shoot house. Tivoli and Huxley huddled together at a bank of screens in a back corner.

The older man held up a Styrofoam cup.

Simko unloaded his weapon, pressed the round from his breach into the magazine, and slid it into a pouch. He let the weapon fall against the D-ring on his shoulder and approached the older man.

“Thanks, Colonel,” Simko took the coffee and sniffed it. “This the local shit out of a pouch?”

“We can’t all be connoisseurs like you squids,” the colonel said. He was lean, with white hair cut so short it was nearly invisible against his head. He wore fatigue pants and boots with a tight long-sleeve shirt tucked into his belt. A nametape across his left chest read “Schofield.”

“But it’s hot and has caffeine in it,” Schofield said.

“Better than a punch in the throat,” Simko slurped the too-hot coffee.

“Lethal protocols loaded,” Graves wagged a finger at a blinking field on a semi-opaque screen against the thick windows. “Ready back there?”

“We’ve been ready,” Tivoli snapped.

“She’s mad because you won’t tell her what the variable is,” Graves smirked.

“I heard that!”

“I throw in the variable to see if the Imperative can adapt to it,” Schofield said. “We’re still validating this new iteration. Best if we can run another build through the stacks if we can before the next deployment window, yes?”

“I’ve never been on a mission we rehearsed too many times,” Graves said. “You, Simko?”

“No, but you think I want to troubleshoot the mannies in the middle of a fire fight?” Simko asked. “They went through the crawl and walk phases same pace and performance as the other iterations.”

“Let’s see what these new ones can do,” Schofield touched the screen on the glass. “Guidons, advance and eliminate all hostiles on my command.”

“Instructions received,” the nine answered back.

Schofield pulled down a menu and tapped a button. Hatches in the ceiling opened and small cylinders fell out. Smoke billowed from the grenades and filled the lower levels of the shoot house. Wire outlines projected from the windows over each of the nine Revenants.

“Dick,” Tivoli muttered under her breath. “That degrades their optics by at least nine percent.”

“Good training,” Schofield sipped his coffee.

Behind a concrete block wall, robots on pylons rose out of the floor. They wore plain, olive drab uniforms with red stars on the center of their helmets. Battered automatic weapons of various sizes were held in their arms.

“Let’s test the protocols,” Schofield double tapped a square on the screen and dragged it onto one of the Revenants. Three robots moved along rails and opened fire on the Revenant’s position. The one under fire fell to the ground as bullets tore through concrete.

The rest sprang up over their walls and engaged the robots, knocking them all down in a single volley. Where each robot was hit popped onto the screen.

“All center mass to head or chest,” Schofield nodded with approval. “No target fixation. Good fire command spread.”

“Any stress rampancy from the Revenant under fire?” Graves asked over his shoulder.

“Baseline throughout,” Tivoli answered. “They’re all holding steady.”

Schofield touched a glowing red button.

“Guidons, advance to contact,” he said.

The squad of soldiers slipped silently through the broken walls and piles of rubble across the shoot house. Robots popped up in windows of small houses and were engaged before they could even open fire.

The Revenants reloaded as they moved, not a word spoken between them.

“Three… two…” Schofield looked to an outer wall.

A garage door rammed open on tracks and an armored personnel carrier with a small turret and a riot of antennae on the back rolled forward. The turret opened fire, pulverizing a wall where a pair of Revenants had taken cover.

Three more raced up to the second floor of a building. A robot went flying out of a window, torn from its pylon. Bullets sparked against the view ports on the armored car, cracking the thick glass the driver and crew depended on to see out of.

The turret slewed toward the building. The three Revenants in the top floor jumped out of a back window, heedless of the cuts and scrapes from broken glass. They landed with their feet and knees together, rolling with the impact and back onto their feet.

The cannon fired a single round, blowing out the top floor.

Graves and Simko backed away as the overpressure from the explosion made the observation glass crack against its housings.

Schofield smiled as two Revenants rushed the APC. One leaped to the top and clamped down on the top hatch handle. It heaved up, ripping the hatch clean off. Bullets shot up from the tank, sparking off the hatch. The other Revenant tossed a grenade up into a perfect arc that ended with the explosive landing in the hull. The one with the hatch slammed it back down and kept it in place until the grenade went off.

The APC’s metal sides popped out and smoke billowed from the windows and broken seams.

“I’d never do that,” Graves said. “Standing up there gives off too much of a silhouette, and if the ammo cooks off all at once I’d be riding the explosion straight to hell.”

“They had overwatch and are using the low-power thermobaric grenades,” Tivoli called out. “Everything’s within the Imperative. Even compensated for someone putting non-standard antennae all over it.”

“Hate to have a run fail for bad target discernment,” Schofield said. “Again.”

The Revenants bounded around the wrecked vehicle and slipped into a trench line at the same time. There were quick bursts of fire and crumps of more grenades going off in bunkers.

“Drones,” Schofield crossed his arms over his chest.

More flaps fell open in the ceiling and small cans fell from a tube. The top and bottom of the cans popped out into turbines and a swarm of drones spread out over the trench. A grenade fell from one of the drones.

It fell a foot before exploding in midair, taking out two drones in the process. Icons appeared on the glass to highlight each remaining drone’s position, and they traced each one as it fell to the ground out of control.

“Ten percent reduction in time to target acquisition and destruction,” Tivoli said. “Better than my projections.”

“Has their hardware improved or their software?” Simko asked. “Mannies are doing pretty well this run.”

“I don’t care,” Schofield swiped a new field onto the screen. “I just need them to work… time for a wildcard.”

The nine soldiers swung their arms over the top of the trench and gripped sandbags. They hauled themselves up, keeping their profile low, and crawled through razor wire and shell craters toward a bunker.

A robot in American Army fatigues popped up and wobbled on its pylon. It raised a rifle and pointed it at a Revenant. The robot opened fire, peppering a Revenant with bullets. The Revenant’s uniform puffed with strikes as it kept crawling toward the bunker.

“This isn’t fair!” Tivoli cried out. “You forced me to add in the friend-or-foe targeting protocols.”

“Simko,” Schofield tilted his head toward the SEAL.

“Engage hostile at three meters behind front line trace,” Simko spoke into the microphone. The Revenant that had been shot up rolled onto its back and fired between his knees, knocking down the robot in the American military uniform.

“Friendly fire isn’t,” Schofield wagged a finger in the air. “We’ve found another nine to chase.”

“It’s pointless,” Tivoli said. “They’re never going to operate anywhere near friendly forces. Another target gating is going to decrease overall effectiveness.”

“Do you know that for sure?” Schofield half-looked over his shoulder. “The battlefield doesn’t care about our expectations.”

“Final check,” Simko said.

The Revenants charged at the bunker. Machine guns inside opened fire, raking the assaulters. They continued through the hail of bullets until they could dive forward and get beneath the bunker’s defilade. Two slipped around the back of the bunker as they jammed their rifles into the firing slits and emptied their magazines.

The machine guns were jerked back into the bunker and a blue outline appeared over it on the window.

“Thank god we’re using rubber bullets for that last test,” Graves said. “They’re such a mess when they take hits from slugs.”

“Revenant six is a mess,” Huxley said. “The one that let himself get shot. Guess who gets to clean him up?”

“Most importantly,” Tivoli stood up from the workstation and flattened out her lab coat, “ninety percent of the mannies are viable. We’ve never had a rate that high before. Not bad for a bunch of Revenants who were little better than very expensive vegetables when they first arrived. I suggest we celebrate with breakfast.”

“We take care of our gear first,” Graves said. “Pull Imperative data and feed it into the stacks. Get them cleaned up and reset for the next iteration… or mission.”

“We’re not taking them out,” Simko said. “They just got here.”

“And they’re performing better than the last batch, and they were viable for limited deployment,” Schofield looked at Graves’ leg. “Could’ve gone better. Get them turned around and staged. We’ll reload for another test once the stacks come back with a new build. You all know how the Director likes to do things: ‘break it fast and fix it faster.’ Iterate iterate iterate.”

“This means I’m eating cereal again,” Huxley muttered.


CHAPTER 3



Six is a mess.

No… I’m good to go. Don’t put me in the dark again.

You won’t be alone. You’re mine, so you’re always with me. Don’t worry… we have so much to do.

I shouldn’t be here. This isn’t right.

You are where I want you to be.

“Six, got movement on the north slope,” the voice scratched in his ear.

The lieutenant awoke with a snort. He lay in a slight depression, his poncho liner and heat-reflecting blanket wrapped around him. Branches and leaves were laid out over the shallow grave he’d dug out to sleep in.

“How many?” the lieutenant slowly brought an arm out of his sleeping arrangement and shifted the branches over.

“Looks like a squad of Nork scouts,” the voice said again. He knew the name… good kid. Shouldn’t be there with him.

“Give me more, Walsh,” the lieutenant crawled from the depression. His arms and chest pulsed with pain, like he’d been stomped by a boot heel. He ignored the pain and checked that his rifle had a bullet in the chamber.

“Proper SALT report, Walsh,” Sergeant Anderson grumbled. “Do I need to spin up the QRF to save our assess or not? Because the longer we wait, the longer it’ll take for the choppers to get here.”

“Nine dismounts. Consolidating. Eating, drinking, one on the radio. North slope close to Six’s and Harris’ position. Time now,” Walsh said.

“They’re not moving through the valleys anymore,” the lieutenant said. “They’ve found enough mines. We need to teach them the mountains aren’t safe either. Any indication they know we’re here?”

He crawled toward the ridgeline above his camp. Wind howled over the rocks, sending tiny pebbles flitting down and around him.

“Negative, sir,” Walsh said.

“Claymores are in place, six,” Anderson said. “Pull back and we’ll let them do the work.”

“Then we’ll have to climb back up here and replace the claymores. I’m sick of mountains, Sergeant,” the lieutenant said.

“That’s not a very Ranger thing to say, six,” Anderson said.

“I’m leading the way, aren’t I?” the lieutenant heard Korean as he slunk up to the peak. The mountains of the Chiaksan National Park glowed with twilight and low clouds cresting over them. The bite of impending winter was already there, stinging his cheeks and sapping what warmth he’d had while sleeping.

“Six, six!” Walsh hissed in his ear.

The lieutenant crawled beneath a boulder as he heard the scrape of boots against rocks.

“I gwang gyeong eul boseyo,” someone said, panting for breath.

“Eopdeulyeo! Jabongadeul-I dangsin-eul bol geos-idbnida!”

The first speaker snorted and slid down the rocks. The lieutenant drew his combat knife and held it in a reverse grip, the pommel of the Applegate-Fairbarn close to his chin.

The North Korean soldier wore decent gear: actual camouflage and a helmet with attached optics that the conscripts sent on human-wave attacks didn’t get. The soldier slid to a stop a few feet below the lieutenant’s boulder. His head was bent forward, eyes on the crawl marks the lieutenant had left behind him.

The lieutenant swung an arm around the soldier’s neck and rammed his knife into his back as he grappled with him. The blade pierced through the soldier’s diaphragm and into his lungs, making it impossible for him to cry out.

He tightened his grip around the man’s neck, smelling the reek of sweat from days’ worth of combat on him. The man bucked and struggled against the impaling blade but lost strength quickly.

You didn’t finish him when you had the chance. You like the pain. You like to feel them suffer. Good. This is what we need.

The soldier let out a weak gargle and went limp in the lieutenant’s grip. He eased the dead man to the ground and pulled his knife out, wiping the flats of the blade against the soldier’s uniform that wasn’t soaked in blood. He returned the blade to its scabbard and flipped open a small pouch and took out a grenade. He kept his fingers wrapped around the spoon and pulled the pin.

He heard more men scraping around the other side of the ridge and the snap of a photo from a cell phone. He popped up over a sharp rock with the grenade pressed to his palm like he was about to throw a pitch. The North Korean scouts looked exhausted from their climb, and not a single one of them was ready for an American soldier to pop up.

He broke his hands open and hurled the grenade at a North Korean with a radio handset to his ear. The grenade hit him just below the eye and snapped his head back. The lieutenant dropped down and readied his rifle.

“Sul—”

The crump of the explosion shook the lieutenant through the mountainside and echoed off the peaks. He shifted over several feet and stood up at a spot different from where he’d thrown the grenade. He let off three round bursts at anything moving, ending several pleas for help and cries of pain.

A bullet snapped past his head and he fell prone.

“I got him,” a heavily accented voice said through his ear.

The lieutenant looked across the ridge and saw Park, the South Korean soldier attached to his squad, aiming his rifle down the other slope. He fired two shots, then lowered his aim.

“Damn it, Wade,” the lieutenant said.

“Sorry! The cameras didn’t pan that far.”

The lieutenant hurried over the ridgeline and took cover against a boulder. The North Koreans lay dead and dying. The one who had taken the grenade to the face also took the brunt of the explosion. The radio man lay a few feet away, fragmentation wounds smoldered in his arm and flank. The lieutenant tried to pull the radio pouch off of him, but it came apart and spilled the broken fragments down the mountainside. The soldier flopped to his back, his face pale from blood loss.

“Juseyo,” the soldier said. He looked barely eighteen, his skin pockmarked from some long-ago disease. “Juseyo…eomma.”

The lieutenant put a boot to his chest and leaned hard. He brought the barrel of his rifle up to finish the man off… and hesitated.

“Juseyo…”

“No,” the lieutenant shook his head.

I don’t need them to suffer. I need them to die.

The dying soldier raised a trembling arm. Blood dripped from mangled flesh, and he managed to swipe his hand against the lieutenant’s knee before his eyes went soft and the arm flopped to the ground.

“Six, you good?” Sergeant Anderson said from behind him.

“Dump the bodies on our side, downslope from the sensors and the mines,” he said. “We need to detect and kill whoever comes looking for them.”

Laughter echoed off the mountains. The lieutenant looked back and made out a face in a blood-red cloud on the horizon.
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The underground headquarters had a smell to it. The ever-present whiff of backed-up toilets and compounded humanity, all stressed out and packed together. The lieutenant had his rifle slung over one shoulder, his boots and clothes still dirty from the battlefield. He’d had the time to wash his face and shave once he’d made it back to Camp Humphries, but had been summoned to HQ before he could dump the rest of his gear and attend to personal maintenance.

A young-ish looking soldier with slightly dark skin and darker hair perked up when he saw the lieutenant. He rose from a wooden and leather seat—too fancy for any American office but more ubiquitous among their Korean allies—as the lieutenant approached.

He raised a hand and tried to greet the lieutenant… who ignored him and walked up to the office doors and knocked three times.

“Enter!” came from the other side.

The lieutenant twisted the handle and inched the door open with his shoulder. An officer with his arm in a sling and fresh bandages covering the same shoulder waved him in. The desk was a mess of loose papers and an open Styrofoam container with white rice and kimchi in it.

“Dead Man 6 reports as ordered,” the lieutenant’s right hand twitched, unsure if he was supposed to salute or not.

“Are we our call signs now, Lieutenant Kadish?” the lieutenant colonel asked. “You going to call me ‘Tomahawk 6’ all the time?”

You have a name and not a number… interesting.

“Sorry, sir, been a long day,” the lieutenant said. “I say ‘Tomahawk 6’ and everyone knows exactly who I’m talking about. Saying LTC Daniels is bad OPSEC. Norks are listening.”

“Someone else is doing the listening for them,” Daniels said. “Your soldier make it to the medics in time?”

“Just a flesh wound. He’s getting patched up now,” Kadish said.

I like you with a name. Did you remember it or did we give it to you? Doesn’t matter.

“Good work on the sensor drops. Rocket artillery’s been giving the Norks hell since they ran out of steam at the second fallback line,” Daniels said. “Our Koreans don’t want to give up Seoul and have turned everything north of the Han River into a damn meat grinder. Norks are happy to maneuver around the city and keep feeding conscripts into the ROK’s best soldiers.”

“When’s the rest of the brigade going to get here from the States?” Kadish rubbed the side of his thumb against his temple. It came away black from dried blood.

“I don’t know,” Daniels winced and rubbed his arm. “Someone with the ability to screw up our comms and the rest of our C2 has delayed anything coming by ship from the other side of the Pacific, and the Air Force has been losing cargo planes between here and Alaska. The list of suspects is short.”

“The Norks don’t do anything unless the Chinese tell them to,” Kadish said.

“Which makes the planners back at the Pentagon terrified the commies are about to make World War III formal and finally invade Taiwan. Or Okinawa. Or the Philippines. Naturally, this slows down reinforcements. It’s almost like the commies knew how we’d fight this war before it started,” Daniels said. “Official word on reinforcements or cycling off the front line is that there is no word. We hold the line. Full stop.”

“I’ve been ready to die in place before,” Kadish said.

That’s how you came to me.

“You’re worth more to the fight alive. Here, look at this,” Daniels reached out with his good arm and pushed a manila folder toward Kadish. When the lieutenant looked down, the arm was clad in a dark-red sleeve, a skull icon on the cufflink of an undershirt the color of watery blood. The hand was alabaster white, with red hooks for fingernails.

He touched the folder and drew it to him. Inside was a single page of an Officer Record Brief. In the sole picture was the young soldier he’d seen outside.

“No… no sir,” Kadish shook his head.

“He was at indoctrination at Camp Hovey when the balloon went up,” Daniels said. “He took charge and got fifty soldiers out of there before the Norks overran the place. He’s got his Ranger tab, graduated the Scout Leader Course, and has already shown good instincts. He’ll do well with you.”

“I don’t need a butter bar to babysit out there, sir,” Kadish said. “If he’s no good, then he’ll get what’s left of my platoon killed.”

“I need commanders,” Daniels said firmly. “Captain Littlebridge has proven less competent than his ORB promised, and I’m going to give you his company as soon as we can cycle off the line for refit and resupply. That might be in a week or three. Get Ramirez out there and get him to the point where he can take over… I know I promised I’d get you to the Regiment, but the war changed everything. Hell, I was supposed to have changed command by now and should be home on terminal leave, but the Norks killed my replacement and the only ones leaving the peninsula are the dead and wounded. Welcome to the Army… me.”

“Maybe the Ranger Regiment will come to me,” Kadish said. “I’ll give this Ramirez a chance, sir.”

“Oh good, I was beginning to worry you thought I was asking you nicely,” Daniels smirked. “You’ve got three hours until I have to drop you in another valley to seed in more sensors. Eat something.”

“Yes, sir,” Kadish said. “How’s your arm?”

“Shit. I’ll never hit your curveballs over the fence again,” Daniels said.

“Sir… as we’re on the knife’s edge out here, I have to tell you I was throwing you easy ones,” Kadish said.

“Bullshit. You couldn’t get two pitches past me anytime I was at the plate. Now go shit, shower, shave, and take care of that little puppy waiting out there for you,” Daniels waved at him with his good arm.

“Moving,” Kadish half bent his arm in an aborted salute and left the office. Ramirez was still sitting there.

“Uh… hi? Dead Man 6, right? The colonel⁠—”

“This all your shit?” Kadish raised his chin to a small backpack on a chair next to Ramirez.

“Roger, sir. Everything else I brought was in the barracks, and the Norks blew that up,” Ramirez said. “I had a nice broken-in set of Merrell boots that⁠—”

“Shut your mouth and follow me,” Kadish turned and walked away.
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Kadish lifted the flap of a tent and peered inside. Rows of body bags were on gurneys, tags flapping in the breeze. A shadow moved in the back corner of the tent, a red top hat tilted forward in greeting.

He let the flap fall and stepped over a muddy path between him and the next tent, which was well lit and had muffled voices within. Ramirez kept pace a few steps behind him. In the next tent, four litters were laid out on the other side, connected to more tents through a plastic tunnel.

“What’s your blood type?” he asked Ramirez.

“A positive, sir,” Ramirez answered.

“Smart. You given recently? Doesn’t matter, you can still walk. You’re good to do it again,” Kadish went to the next tent and peeked inside.

A female nurse squatted next to a soldier on a litter. The soldier had one arm up, a pile of bloody bandages in an orange bio hazard disposal bag between him and the nurse.

Sergeant Anderson, standing in a corner next to the door, cleared his throat. Kadish leaned toward him and spoke quickly. Anderson’s brows shot up. He shrugged and left the tent.

“Come with me, sir,” Anderson said to Ramirez.

The nurse looked back. She did a double take at Kadish, her green eyes bright under the lights, strands of red hair stuck out from under her scrub bonnet. She wore large plastic shoes that didn’t seem hygienic but were easy to clean.

Kadish swallowed hard and tried to smile at her.

“You’re good for a few more hours,” she finished wrapping the soldier’s wound. “I’ll be back.” She stood and hurried toward the tunnel.

“Julie, wait,” Kadish caught up to her in the tunnel. The smell of iodine and blood wafted in from deeper in the tents. She stopped, her shoulders drooping.

She turned around and put a hand on his upper arm.

“What’s wrong?” he asked.

Julie raised her face and let him see the bone-deep exhaustion she felt.

“Are you hurt?” she asked.

Kadish felt the lingering boot stomps against his body and a dull burn over his face, chest, and arms.

“No worse than usual,” he tried to smile again.

“Johnny… I have more patients. I always have more patients. This has been a never-ending trauma ward since the balloon went up. We both have a job to do, right?” she rubbed her face.

“That doesn’t mean I’m not worried about you,” Kadish reached for her hand, but she pulled away. “You’re my girl.”

“Do you know… do you know what happens every time another ambulance rolls in with wounded?” She leaned closer to him. “I think it’s you, Johnny. I see your face on every boy screaming because he lost his legs. I hear you begging for pain meds around every corner. Sometimes there are casualties we can barely identify and I write your name on the intake forms by accident before I put in John Doe.”

“I’m… sorry?” Kadish’s gaze darted from side to side. “I’m not hurt. Just fine. Like I promised you.”

“Don’t lie to me,” she said quietly. “Nothing is ‘fine’ around here. I heard about Rudy before his wife did. I had to lie to her when she got an email through to me after he’d been quiet for too long. Told her I knew nothing until his body made it to Camp Zama.”

“I saw him before he left,” Kadish’s face darkened.

“Johnny,” she put her arms around him and nuzzled against his chin, “I need you to forget about me until this is over. I need to do the same.”

“I can’t,” he put his non-weapon hand against the back of her head. “I know I made a bad decision before the war started, but⁠—”

“Don’t,” she stepped back. “Just promise me I won’t see you in my hospital, please. I can’t take this anymore.”

“I can promise… but the decision isn’t mine to make,” he said.

“I’ll take it,” she turned away. “We’ll put things back together when this is over, OK?”

A cruel laughter rose from deeper in the hospital.

“I’ll wait for you,” she said and ducked into the other side of the tunnel.

“No, wait,” Kadish took several steps after her. In the other tent, a man in a bright-red suit and red leather shoes stood in the midst of the functional chaos of the hospital. A cane of ruby glinted and the man swung the handle from side to side, the tip planted between his feet.

His face was obscured by a red top hat. The head lifted.

Kadish turned away before he could see his face. He went back to the soldier on the gurney and sat next to him.

“Hey, six,” the soldier waved his good arm at him and slurred his words, “I am on all the good drugs. Almost makes getting shot worth it.”

“Perkins,” Kadish fished through a pouch and pulled out North Korean officer rank lapels, most of them stained with blood, then found a small sealed bag. He opened it and handed it over.

“Turtle chips,” Perkins set the bag on his stomach and pulled a feathered yellow snack out and tried to eat. He missed his mouth twice before finally crunching it between his teeth. “Oh wow, sir, you’re the best. How’s the rest of the ‘toon doing?”

“Been a rough couple of weeks,” Kadish pressed a button on his rifle and bent the barrel away from the firing chamber. He laid out a cleaning kit and slid the bolt out of the housing. His upper lip twitched at how dirty it was.

“Tell… tell Roberts I’ll be his battle buddy again in no time,” Perkins looked at the bandages on his arm. “Soon as this heals up.”

Kadish looked over from his weapon to Perkins’ feet. One leg ended just below the knee, the other had most of a foot missing.

“He’ll know,” Kadish said.

“Your girl… took good care of me,” Perkins chewed another chip, getting most of it on his chest and chin. “You’re a lucky guy. Hey, you don’t got any soju, do ya?”

“Stick to the pain pills, soldier. How’s that rot gut going to help?” Kadish scrapped a tooth brush with stiff metal bristles against his rifle’s bolt.

“If I didn’t ask… answer’s a nope,” Perkins rummaged through the chip bag again. “Hey six…they still callin’ us Dead Men?”

“They do,” Kadish blew black specs off his bolt.

“That was messed up. You know, even though this aid stations got drugs and cutie nurses and food that’s sorta warm… I wish I was out there with you and the ‘toon. I really do, sir,” Perkins coughed on his chips.

Kadish shrugged his water blister pack off his back and gave the nozzle to Perkins.

“You earned some time off, Dead Man,” Kadish gave him a pat on the shoulder.

“Anyone else… get hit?” Perkins tilted his head back and let out a slow breath.

“No,” Kadish lied. He stayed next to his sleeping soldier until the rifle was clean.


CHAPTER 4



Simko’s boots crunched through fresh snow. The forest around him was thick with trees plastered white from a recent storm. The squad around him was eerily silent, all in simple fatigues of the Russian Border Service. They worse light jackets and carried AK-74s with iron sites. They all had Slavic faces and wore Ushanka hats.

Drone feeds played out on several screens on the periphery of his visor. He went to one knee next to a thick trunk and lifted a metal bar from the armor plate on his forearm. A holo field made of red light flickered in front of him. He tossed drone feeds to the holo field and lifted his optics up.

“There a problem?” hissed in his ear.

“Control, I can’t monitor multiple drone feeds and move through this terrain,” Simko muttered. “There’s a reason West Coast teams put a cap on ISR assets fed to operators… the target is late. We have anything from the vacuum breathers on where he’s at?”

“The enemy’s not out here to make our lives easier,” Schofield said through his ear bud. “Squat and hold while I make some polite inquiries.”

“I’ll just sit out here with an ice cube up my ass,” Simko said after he made sure he wasn’t transmitting. One of the Revenants was in partial cover a few trees away, utterly motionless. There wasn’t even the fog of an exhale out of its mouth.

“Revenant, identify,” Simko said.

“Blok shestoy. Na dezhurstve po perimetru,” it said.

“God damn it, who set your language to Russian?” Simko keyed his mike.

“Roger, Field, we monitored,” Dr. Tivoli cut in before Simko could speak. “Do we want to test the dynamic reprogramming signal… I don’t know if they can detect it or not. The Director can take care of it… because we need to test it eventually, and now’s a good as time as⁠—”

“Control, just give me the verbal override code,” Simko snapped.

“First command is: hopper, grease, mauve, fourteen,” Graves said through the bead. “Then wait five seconds and tell them to set language to American standard.”

“This isn’t an infil mission. Why the hell did we even set them to default Russian?” Simko asked. An icon beeped on his holo screen. A vehicle made its way through a winding mountain road, heading toward Simko and his squad.

“Someone thought they could save some programming time and have their language default to their infil settings,” Graves said. “Another cut corner that—you want to eat that finger? Because I’ll fucking feed it to you.”

“Break break break,” Simko said. “Think we’ve got the target. Revenant 3, move up to OP Alpha and get a thermal scan on the vehicle.”

“Soglasiye,” The Revenant sent over the radio. On the map, the blue square for Revenant 3 moved up a steep incline.

A picture of a jeep with dark windows appeared on the holo screen.

“Tselevoy avtomobil. Otritsatel’nyy sootveststvovat.”

“Speak English!” Simko shouted. “Navy sent me to language school for Farsi and Arabic, and now I’m in the Siberian wilderness wishing I’d—Guidons guidons, command override follows: hopper, grease, mauve, forty. Set language to American standard.”

“Komanda otklonena,” they all answered back.

“I said English,” Simko put a hand to his face.

“Wrong command line,” Tivoli nearly shrieked at him. “It was fourteen, not ‘forty.’ Now we have to dig up the alternate command line. You mess that up and they will go default aggressive on you.”

Simko readied a brief critique of Tivoli’s performance as only a Navy chief could as he cycled through sensor readings sent by Revenant 2. The infrared layer showed three individuals in the jeep. The one in back was sufficiently portly that Simko recognized the target.

“Guidons guidons, release for mission execution,” he sent. “Revenant six, ten, and three move north and set ambush at point Charlie. Eight and seven to point Bravo for secondary engagement.”

“Soglasiye. Dvizhushchiysya.” On the screen, Revenants moved to preset points on the map.

“Things are probably working,” Simko snapped the holo emitter back to his forearm and reset his visor over his optics and dismissed every feed he didn’t need. He watched the car move along the road as it passed into the kill zone.

It slowed as it turned a corner… and kept going.

Simko lifted a flap over an ear and listened for gunfire. Nothing.

The target vehicle drove through the kill zone.

“Damn it!” Simko took off running, Revenant six keeping up easily. “Why didn’t any of you shoot? That’s that target!”

“Otritsatel’naya tsel’,” they answered.

“Bravo! Engage any vehicle that enters your target area, you understand?” Simko crested a hill and slid down an icy embankment. “Weapons free!”

He tried to slow himself, but his boots couldn’t find anything to grip and his slide picked up speed.

“Shit. Shit!” Simko jammed a heel against a rock and went spinning. His knee smacked against another rock and he cried out. He rolled down the hill and hit a slight rise and went flying into a ditch full of dirty water and floating ice.

Revenant six pulled him out and dragged him to the side of the road.

Simko spat out water. Heaters in his body glove activated as water seeped through his clothes. He opened his eyes and looked around for the map, but all he saw were gray skies.

“Where’s… where’s my damn visor?”

“Nu vot,” Revenant six held up a cracked headset.

“Abort. Mission abort,” Schofield’s voice crackled through the earpieces in the headset. “Fall back to extraction point.”

“Aye aye,” Simko spoke into the small mike. He looked at Revenant six and shook his head. “You know how many billions of dollars have been spent on this screw up?”

“Ya ne ponimayu.”

“Same to you, mannie.”
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“Amateur hour!” Schofield slammed a printout against a conference table. Graves and Simko sat on one side, Huxley and Dr. Tivoli on the other. Tivoli had a lit cigarette between two fingers and didn’t seem to care that the smoke bothered Huxley.

“They go off the programming we give them,” Tivoli took a quick drag. “You tell me the targets are in a Lada, they will target a Lada. But when the target’s in anything but a Lada, then all the collateral damage prevention protocols intrude and they default to no action instead of violence.”

“I should be able to override in the field,” Simko said. “In English.”

“That’s… already been patched,” Tivoli looked to one side and shook her head slightly.

“The main Russian arms dealer feeding missiles and artillery shells to the North Koreans should be dead right now,” Schofield growled. “Instead, he’s still swilling vodka and caviar.”

“If he’s that vital, then why hasn’t the Pentagon dropped a missile on him? Arms dealers have ‘accidents’ all the time,” Graves said.

“The entire purpose of this project is to create operatives that can infiltrate denied areas and action targets without any attribution to the United States,” Schofield said. “Droning Maxim Novikov comes will all manner of attribution Washington doesn’t want. And the Huaxia Liberation Front project absolutely has to have our Revenants be viable infiltrators—that can actually function on the objective—or the whole thing will fail.”

“It’s a bit much,” Huxley said. “We can’t fool almost two billion people into believing⁠—”

“No one asked you,” Schofield said. “It’s happening with or without our approval. We have to deliver infiltrators before the final stages are in place or we’ll be responsible for it failing. We fail, and then World War III will begin with America and her allies at an extreme disadvantage. More people will die. More chance of the conflict spiraling into a nuclear exchange no one wants.”

“Then why all these silly restrictions?” Tivoli flung the hand holding the cigarette up. “And let’s not forget that all the mannies are expendable. They’re already dead, and if the Chinese did autopsy the bodies, they won’t find anything useable or exploitable as the micros will dissolve the bodies within hours.”

“We need more wranglers,” Simko said. “I can’t keep up with damn cyborgs that never get tired and barely get winded climbing a mountain. No one can.”

“He’s right about that,” Graves said. “I was having the same issue before I got hit.”

“This is a compartmentalized program,” Schofield said. “The more individuals exposed to the details, the higher the risk of the details getting out. Or someone growing a conscious. The Director is very adamant that if the program is compromised, the liquidation to protect the government’s deniability will be… thorough.”

“Which no one told me about when I was brought in,” Huxley said.

“The cartels will take care of you without the Director’s top cover,” Simko said.

“I am well aware,” Huxley puffed air from his mouth.

“We bring in more wranglers and our effectiveness will go up exponentially,” Simko said. “SOCOM has psychological profiles on every operator in the military. Don’t tell me Graves and I are the only ones who passed screening.”

“How many SEALs or Delta do you know who would be OK with this?” Schofield asked. “We’re turning brain dead individuals into cyborg platforms for a computer program that can be programmed to do… anything.”

“They’re de-cerebrated individuals,” Tivoli said. “That’s different than ‘brain dead.’”

“You’re using soldiers,” Graves said. “The off-site doesn’t want to admit it, but that’s the truth, isn’t it? That’s the rub. These aren’t scumbag prisoners or homeless drunks who no one’s going to miss. That’s what the Director’s afraid of leaking out. Instead of giving families the chance to be with Private Schmedlap while he’s hooked up to machines at Walter Reed as he dies with dignity… the US government decided to hijack his flesh and turn him into some kind of a monster.”

“How do you know we’re using soldiers?” Schofield asked.

“The first batch took too long to incorporate basic things like loading and unloading a weapon,” Graves said. “Like they were learning it for the first time. Later mannies took to it faster. They’ve already learned the skills before the Imperative was installed. Muscle memory.”

“Muscles don’t have memory,” Tivoli rolled her eyes.

“Some of them have tattoos when they’re delivered,” Simko said. “They’re faded, but I’ve seen enough meat stamps on sailors to know what they are.”

“And you two are OK with that?” Huxley said.

“Turns out,” Graves shrugged, “I don’t even care. What’s that fancy schmancy brain doc word you always trot out?” he asked Tivoli.

“Sociopath,” she said flatly.

“It’s not good, but using them to stop World War III—or at least keep it from killing millions—is worthwhile. They volunteered to serve. Commanders can send any of us to our deaths in that service,” Simko said. “They’re just not completely dead yet.”

“We’re not here to discuss the ethics of our situation,” Schofield said. “We need to figure out how to get these Revenants viable for the field. The Director’s given us some wiggle room to do so, but we’re running out of time.”

“I have a new build training on the neural nets upstairs,” Tivoli said. “Give it four more hours and the problems we just dealt with will be spackled over. They’ll continue to improve.”

“Then we’ll run them through quals once that’s done,” Schofield said. “Huxley, reintegrate all the micro-machines as soon as they come off the line after they get the latest version of the Imperative.”

“Wow, that’s a whole… three hours of downtime,” Huxley said. “Then I get to wake up in the wee hours of the morning to work. Again.”

“You want to go sit in a snowbank with them?” Simko asked.

“Well… no.”

“Want to get shot at with them?” Graves asked.

“OK, Sergeant Slaughters, you’ve made your point,” Huxley looked away.

“Get some shut-eye,” Schofield said. “I’ve got a call with the Director in a few minutes. Doubt he’ll be happy, but he’s not going to send her to clean us out… yet.”

“She’s not real,” Graves said. “She’s a boogie man the Director invented to keep people in line.”

“I met her,” Huxley raised a hand. “We’re talking about Ms. Mart⁠—”

“We don’t say her name,” Schofield stopped him. “We don’t say any of their names.”

“And there’s another myth,” Graves said. “There’s no way the Director knows when anyone on Earth says his name. That’s ridiculous.”

“Then say it,” Simko pointed to a camera bulb on the ceiling.

“We don’t say names,” Graves muttered quickly. “Who wants ramen and Pocky sticks for a later dinner?”


CHAPTER 5



The boy banged the back door open. His baseball uniform had dirt ground into the pant legs and across his shoulders. A bat with a glove hanging off it was balanced on his shoulder.

His father sat at a small table, a shot glass and open bottle set before him. The older man tapped the bottom of his glass against the wood.

“We won,” the boy said. “I got ten strikeouts and only gave up two hits before coach pulled me out so his son could pitch. I thought you were coming to watch me start. Where’s dinner? Where’s Mom?”

“Mom…” his father picked up the bottle with a shaky hand and poured himself another shot, getting more on the table than the glass. “Mom left, son.”

“Left? OK, she coming back with dinner?” The boy tilted the bat off his shoulder and set the tip against the floor.

“She’s not coming back,” his father said. “She’s done with both of us. Asked that we not go looking for her or try and contact her ever again. Took a bunch of clothes and drove off with some guy in a nice car about ten minutes after you went to your game.”

“What?” The bat slipped from his hand and bounced against the floor.

“It wasn’t you,” the shot went down. “She wasn’t exactly happy here, son. She was never the kind to want to be tied down.”

There it is… that’s what I want.

The boy pounded the bat against the floor and shook the glove loose. He lifted it up and swung it through the liquor bottle. It burst into shards, spraying his father with clear bits that winked in the light and amber fluid.

His father turned his face aside, then brushed bits of glass from a scraggly beard.

“It’s because of you!” the boy shouted. He raised the bat again. “She’s gone because of you!”

“Yeah… yeah, maybe you’re right.” His father used his sleeve to shift the remains of the bottle toward the jagged bottom. “But she’s gone, son. It’s you and me now.”

In the broken glass, the Red Man’s eyes opened and glowing white teeth barred between grinning lips.

The boy roared and axed the bat into the table.
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Huxley leaned back in his chair and watched as completion bars on his screens slowly moved to the right. He took a sip of gone-cold coffee and sneered at the congealed powdered creamer scum across the top.

“I’m not getting paid enough for this shit.” He swung the chair around and got a quick glimpse of the Revenant in the repair bay. The soldier sat in a restraint chair, face and fingers twitching as fresh wounds to his skin reknit themselves. A hooked tube hung from one corner of his mouth, and a data cable ran from behind his right ear to a data stack cooled so low that frost formed on the casing.

“Only three more of these assholes to go,” he stretched his arms high and the fish-belly white of his gut peaked out from under his shirt. Huxley blew a long raspberry, then slapped out a beat against the armrests of his chair and stood up.

The Revenant’s fingers twitched as the new Imperative programming loaded. Nothing new.

Huxley waddled over to the coffee station and touched the back of his fingers against the pot.

“Why is this shit cold? Who keeps turning off the goddamn power?” He flipped the switch on the side of the coffee maker twice and it turned red. “Stupid motion sensors. No one’s going to audit our carbon footprint down here. I should just let my toys loose and fix all this… are we out of hazelnut?”

He shook an empty creamer jar and opened the top drawer under the coffee pot.

“Fifteen packs of French vanilla and not one thing of… why am I even drinking coffee when my shift ends in two hours? Screw this. Graves can choke on the French vanilla,” Huxley poured his cold coffee into the pot and went back to his chair.

He didn’t see the man standing against the window.

The progress bars had filled up, but there was a blinking error box attached to all the fields.

“Don’t tell me the system shat itself again,” Huxley leaned close to the screen. “I’m supposed to clear the cache buffers before every single many gets⁠—”

Knock knock.

Huxley glanced back at the door to the laboratory, then to the ceiling.

“Weird. I really need to get more⁠—”

Knock knock.

Huxley froze, his shoulders tight against the back of his neck. He slowly raised up from his chair and looked over the top of the screen.

The Revenant stood close to the glass. His hands mimed holding a rifle, fingers opening and closing as if expecting something to be there. He looked around, face confused and brow furrowed, expressions their doll faces almost never had.

“Uh…” Huxley squeezed his eyes shut and opened them with a little shake of his head. The Revenant was still there.

“Where am I?” the Revenant asked with a heavily modulated voice. “Where’s my team?”

He put a hand to his throat and rubbed it.

“Ha-a-a-a-a,” Huxley sat down and shoved his chair away from the window. It rolled back a few feet and came to a squeaky stop. “Y-you’re not supposed to do that.”

“Did Top get them out?” the Revenant asked. “Where’s my weapon? Where am I?”

“OK? OK!” Huxley raised his palms up, then scootched forward in the chair back to the workstation. He looked over the screens and agreed with the alerts that the Revenant was no longer attached to the diagnostic station.

Knock knock knock.

“Where am I?” the Revenant hammered a fist against the reinforced glass, cracking a slight divot into it.

“What do I—there was a protocol for this and I didn’t pay any attention to it—um, Revenant identify? Revenant identify!” Huxley shouted.

“Revenant Echo Six active,” the Revenant said. He went to the position of attention, shoulders back, head up, and arms pinned to his side, his voice solid and with the same tone they usually spoke with. “Awaiting instruction.”

The Revenant relaxed and looked down at his hands.

“What was that?” he asked. “What just happened?”

“Six? You’re a six, ok,” Huxley swiped through several data feeds. “Why aren’t you in your… chair?”

“I’m six… that’s right. But I’m… dead man. Dead six? No, there’s something missing.” The Revenant touched his face, then patted his cheeks and jawline with his fingertips. He turned his hands over and looked at the back.

Huxley double tapped a box on the screen and touched Dr. Tivoli’s name. A call warbled on the speakers. No answer.

“Are you… are you running some sort of new subroutine, or are you actually awake?” Huxley asked.

“Where’s my weapon?” the Revenant looked left and right. “Where are the commies? Did my team get everyone out?”

“This could be some sort of coding error. Do you know what version of the Imperative you’re running?” Huxley asked.

“Revenant Echo Six uploaded with Imperative version three seven dot six one nine,” the Revenant stated in the default voice and from the position of attention. He snapped out of it and lowered his chin slightly.

“How are you doing that?” he asked. “Stop it.”

“That’s not in the update,” the side of Huxley’s mouth twitched at Dr. Tivoli refused to answer the call. “Do you… remember where you are?”

“This isn’t—isn’t,” the Revenant looked behind him at the chair, then looked back at Huxley, his eyes darting from side to side. “Why don’t I know? I was in a fight when—did they get out or not? Where are they?”

“I don’t know! Can you just stand by for a quick second?” Huxley ended the call to Tivoli.

“Revenant Echo Six standing by,” the Revenant went to parade rest, eyes locked forward.

Huxley called Schofield and looked through the data logs for the Revenant’s most recent Imperative upload.

A grainy video feed popped out from the side of the Huxley’s screen.

“Schofield, go,” the colonel rolled over and looked into the camera. He rubbed sleep from his eyes.

“Sir? Sir we have a situation here… one of the Revenant’s is malfunctioning? That’s not quite right, as the Imperative is still doing the Imperative thing and⁠—”

“‘Malfunctioning’ how?” Schofield looked to the other side of his bed.

“He’s awake. One of them is definitely awake and he’s talking to me like a normal person, and he has questions, sir,” Huxley leaned to one side and checked that the Revenant was still standing by.

“That’s impossible,” Dr. Tivoli leaned over Schofield’s shoulder, a blanket pressed to her bare chest. “Huxley, have you lost your damn mind?”

“He’s right there!” Huxley pointed at the screen. “He got out of his chair when I wasn’t looking and—wait, what’re you doing in Schofield’s room?”

“Is it hostile?” the colonel asked.

“No, he’s responding to all commands, but he keeps asking where some people are and I don’t know, boss. Do you know? Because this isn’t in my job description! Wait… you two are fucking?” Huxley asked.

Tivoli rolled her eyes and turned away from the camera.

“Keep him busy. We’re en route,” Schofield’s hand pawed at the camera and the call ended.

Huxley stood slowly. The Revenant was still in the same place, legs slightly wider than shoulder width, hands clasped behind his back. His eyes were wild, the only part of his body not under rigid control.

“Hello again,” Huxley waved at him. “Are you still there? What’s that knuckle-dragger always saying to the others? At ease?”

The Revenant lurched slightly, like a puppet whose strings went slack for a moment.

“I’ve got some people coming to talk to you,” Huxley tittered, “they’ll… explain all this better than I can. Though I’m not sure where they’ll even start.”

“What about Julie?” the Revenant asked. “Is she still in trouble? Get me a tac link and a chopper. Is she near the front at all? She should be safe, but she isn’t. She isn’t.”

The Revenant went for the recessed door that the twin tracks that brought his chair into the diagnostic room were. He waved a hand at a motion sensor but the door stayed shut.

“No Julie here, um, Six?” Huxley called out. “How about you take a seat and just hold tight until⁠—”

The Revenant punched the door so hard it rattled on the runners, leaving an imprint of knuckles in the bent metal. He looked down at his hand, dark blood oozed from his fist.

“Stop! Stop that!” Huxley slapped his palm against the window. “Um—where’s that asshole Graves when you need him—Revenant six, return to the diagnostics chair.”

The Revenant promptly executed an about face and sat in the chair. He remained still for a moment, then turned his head to Huxley. The tech tapped out commands on the screen and restraint collars snapped over the Revenant’s wrists, ankles, and under his chin.

The door behind Huxley slid open. Schofield and Tivoli hurried in. He wore a set of sweats; she wore the same, but her clothes were several sizes too large.

“What the hell did you do?” Tivoli pushed Huxley out of his chair and looked through tabs on the screen.

“I was uploading the new Imperative like I’ve been doing all fucking night, and then this one decides to be different and gets all weird on me,” Huxley tossed up his hands in surrender. He gave Schofield a quick synopsis of what happened after the Revenant awoke.

“That… should be impossible,” Schofield crossed his arms as he stared out at the Revenant.

“Look, the coffee over there’s shit, but I didn’t add anything to it. I’m telling the truth,” Huxley said.
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On the other side of the glass, Revenant Echo Six sat and listened as an argument broke out between the man and woman in old style Army sweats.

In the glass between the two rooms, the Red Man flickered to life. He wore a crimson carnival barker’s suit, complete with ruby cane and a felt bowler glowing like an ember that he twirled on the end of one finger.

The Red Man’s long, straight hair hid most of his face as he spun around and set the bowler on his lowered head, hiding his face from the Revenant.

In the other room, two men rushed in, both carrying large caliber rifles.

“Revenant Echo Six,” the older man leaned toward a microphone. The Red Man mimed his gesture perfectly and the Revenant’s body seized up. “Activate shut down protocols. Stop stop stop.”

The Revenant’s head lolled forward slightly, chin resting against the restraint.
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“Kill it. Kill it right fucking now,” Graves said. He hefted the rifle up to his shoulder. “I’ll take it out through the glass. Deflection won’t matter much at this close range.”

“Wait,” Simko pushed Graves’ barrel down. “We can’t just murder him if he’s awake.”

“The hell we can’t,” Graves sidestepped away from the SEAL. “We’ve been chucking them in the incinerator every time they fail. That one just malfunctioned, and protocol is protocol.”

“There’s no protocol for this,” Schofield said. “The Director promised every single test subject would be brain dead. De-cerebellum-ed or something like that.”

“Decerebrated,” Tivoli said. “Not capable of any higher brain functions at all. I screen every single Revenant, and they are all indeed delivered in a decerebrated state.”

“Then why was that one walking and talking on his own?” Huxley asked. “Because he scared the shit out of me.”

“It,” Tivoli raised a trembling finger, “it should not be possible. He shouldn’t be capable of pain, memory, feeling, or even a thought. They’re all vegetables, if we want to be pedestrian about it.”

“And yet,” Schofield tapped on the glass.

“The Imperative has bad code in it,” Simko said. “Some sort of idle routine that bubbled to the surface?”

“The Imperative I just compiled out of the stacks is barely four percent different than the last version,” Tivoli tapped the screen. “Idle routines are unchanged. There isn’t code or instruction for anything Huxley described.”

“Any problems with the others?” Schofield asked.

“Nothing,” Huxley shrugged. “Uploads went just like they always do. I’ve got two Revenants left.”

“Hold off on the others,” Schofield said. “I have to bring this to the Director.”

“What about oversight?” Simko asked. “This whole thing was supposed to be done on dead men. Brain dead men. I was promised that. Colonel, you promised that if this wasn’t on the up and up that you’d⁠—”

“Don’t be an idiot,” Graves said. “You think a bunch of flag officers are going to fly in here and stand around that meat puppet and make any decisions? This is off all the books. Covert program. Just let me pop him and burn him. Problem solved.”

“There’s some value to be gleaned from this,” Tivoli said. “Let me pick his Imperative apart before we dispose of him. Can’t have this happen to any of the other Revenants.”

“But if he’s alive—” Simko pointed through the glass.

“I’ll kick this up to the Director,” Schofield said. “Tivoli, pull his logs and see if you can isolate the coding and see what’s gone wrong. Do not scramble him, understand?”

“That’ll take longer, but you’re the boss,” Tivoli settled into the chair.

“You two, get the cleared Revenants ready,” Schofield said to Graves and Simko as he made for the door. “He breaks loose, you put him down.”

“Roger,” Graves said.

“Boss? Should I…” Huxley raised a hand to Schofield, but the colonel left the room. “I’ll just stay here. I guess.”

“This isn’t right,” Tivoli turned a 3D holo of Revenant six’s brain from side to side on the screen. Silver strands branched out from the Imperative spike between cerebellum and the temporal lobe. “How…”

She tugged at her bottom lip.

“Well, when the PHD is stumped,” Graves lifted his rifle to his shoulder, “it’s going to be a long one. Least I got a couple hours of rack time.”

“Was it your micro-machines?” Simko asked Huxley.

“No, they don’t even interface with the Imperative. Stop trying to blame me,” the tech said.

“It’s not him… this time,” Tivoli said. “How is there a connection between the axons and neural shunts without upsetting the Imperative’s cladding?”

“It’s never been my fault. My technology is the only thing here that’s never gone wrong,” Huxley said quickly. “Oh, and she and the colonel are fucking each other.”

“You didn’t know that?” Graves chuckled.

“They’ve been bumping uglies since we were locked in here,” Simko said. “Good thing we don’t have an indications and warning team, because there’s no way we’d put you on it.”

“Why is that happening? That wasn’t on the intake scan…” Tivoli squinted at a scan.

“At least there’s coffee,” Simko went for the pot.
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A knock at the door.

The young man swung his legs over the side of his bed and slide a cell phone under his pillow.

“Yeah?”

His father opened the door, a thick manila envelope in his hand. He had a good deal more gray in his beard and receding hairline.

The Red Man peeked through the door behind the boy’s father. His skin was paper thin against his skull, black eyes shining in the darkness.

“Good news,” his father bent and crinkled the envelope in his hands.

“Really?” the young man popped to his feet. “Wait, did you open it?”

“Don’t need to,” his father chuckled, “it’s thick. That’s always good news when it comes from colleges.”

“Is it from West Point or a safety school?” The young man half reached for the envelope, then pulled his hand back.

“It’s from the Academy,” his father nodded. “Son… the life there’s not what you think it is. The military’s not the answer you want. Trust me on this one.”

“You said it made you who you are,” the young man said. “It was good enough for you. For Grandpa. Three generations of graduates isn’t good enough for you? I thought you’d be happy for me. It’s not like I can afford to go anywhere else.”

“It’s not about the money.” His father let the envelop drop to one side, and he saw the crest on the return address. “You don’t… you don’t know what’s waiting for you when you pin that gold bar on. Maybe it’s a short, victorious war like Grandpa got. Maybe it’s decades of death and dying where we accomplish nothing and lose it all at the end like I got. It’s not worth it.”

“To you,” the young man snatched the envelope away. “This… this is what I’ve wanted for years, Dad. You helped me get in. Made calls to your old classmates and gave me all the questions the interviewers asked ahead of time.”

“They always ask the same questions, so I didn’t—son, this isn’t right for you. The army will take everything they can from you while you’re young and capable and give you a couple medals and free shit on Veterans Day while you can lose everything,” his father said. “And none of this would be happening if we hadn’t moved. You’re lucky they only check the juvvie records of where you’re living now. Because if they knew about⁠—”

“Are you going to tell them?” The young man opened a drawer and removed an Applegate-Faribarn fighting knife from its sheath. He looked down at it for a moment, almost aware that the knife was wrong somehow. “Are you going to ruin this for me too?”

“No,” his father looked down. He turned slightly and his pocket brushed against the doorframe with a clink of glass.

“But you are about to throw away your five-year chip from your meetings,” his son said. “Me getting accepted to the school I’ve wanted to go to since before I even started high school is that bad, huh?”

“If you go… and there’s a war… you won’t come back, son. God forbid there’s another war. But no one comes back the same. I didn’t. Your grandpa didn’t. All those gravestones I took you to see at West Point… they’re probably the lucky ones,” he said.

“No one ever comes back a better person?” The young man worked the edge of the knife into the fold and slid it across the top of the envelope.

“Never,” his father shook his head, “but I’ll still love you, my boy. No matter what happens. No matter what it does to you.”

“I don’t understand.” He slid the top page out and a big smile crossed his face.

The Red Man leaned over his shoulder and read the acceptance letter.

“Someday you might, but I pray that’ll never happen… if this is what you want, I’m with you. Even if their baseball team is crap,” his father said.

Every choice you made sent you to me, the Red Man said.

“They want me to play short stop? Better than second base,” the young man said. “You think they’ll put me in your old—Dad, wait!”

His father stopped, his hand on the door knob.

“Call your sponsor,” the young man opened the door. “Go to a meeting before you fall off the wagon, yeah?”

“I’ll just have one,” his father closed the door. “Lot to celebrate!” came through the wood. The young man gripped the handle, ready to go after his father. He let it go… that’s not what he did when he had the chance.

Look at me, the Red Man said behind him. There was a double snap of fingers.

He turned around.
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“Can he hear me?” Schofield gave Kadish a pat on the cheek.

“I wouldn’t, sir,” Graves said from against a wall, the breach loader rifle ready in his hands. “They’ll bite if they don’t have any other way to fight.”

Kadish raised his chin from the restraint cuff around his neck and looked around. Schofield turned his gaze from a mirrored window to the Revenant and hopped back, startled.

Kadish pulled his arms against restraint cuffs. They tightened against his wrists, metal cables straining to keep him in place.

Graves racked a shell into the breach of his weapon.

“Let’s all stay calm,” Schofield took a step back and showed his palms. “Do you have any idea where you are?”

Kadish kicked one leg against a restraint.

“No,” he said. “What is all this?”

“Do you know who you are?” Schofield asked.

“Revenant Echo Six is at this current location,” Kadish replied with the same rote answer as earlier, then shook his head quickly. “Please… stop that. I don’t like it.”

“Revenant, state performance capabilities and outlook,” Graves said.

“Revenant six is unable to complete tasks while restrained. Weapons and armament: negative. Comms with echelon command: negative. Imperative status: operational,” the Kadish said. A moment later, his head tilted forward. His lips moved but he said nothing.

Schofield pressed an ear bud into place.

“Nothing vestigial? Interesting,” Schofield said.

“I shouldn’t be here,” Kadish shook against the restraints. “I’m supposed to be with my team. They need me. There’s an evac mission I called in, and if I’m not there we won’t get the wounded out.”

“Whatever you’re remembering… is over with,” Schofield said. “You’ve been away from the fight for weeks, at least. What unit were you in?”

“Revenant Echo Six is assigned to team bravo,” came the rote response. His face contorted with rage for a moment. “Stop that. I can’t always control how I answer when he asks questions.”

“Who asks?” Schofield narrowed his eyes slightly.

“I mean you,” Kadish snapped. “Let me out of here, please. They need me!”

“Who needs you?” Schofield put a hand on the Revenant’s shoulder.

“J-Julie and… Top? Was Top there? New Guy was and so was Cuffs. Eyes. Talker.”

“It’s just random synapses firing,” Graves said. “This one’s a right off, sir. Muscles twitching from the electricity.”

Schofield touched his earpiece and turned away, one hand over his mouth.

“Did we win?” Kadish asked. “Are the commies still in Daejon?”

“You were in Daejon?” Schofield turned back. “When? What happened there?”

“They-they-they were airborne,” Kadish’s chin bobbed up and down. “The enemy. They dropped in on us. All around the HQ and no one was ready, but I got my team together and we… why were we in class A’s?”

“OK, that happened,” Graves said. “What unit were you in, many?”

“Revenant Echo Six is assigned to team bravo,” he said in monotone. “Damn it! Stop asking it that way.”

“The Imperative is active,” Schofield hooked a thumb over his shoulder to the mirrored window. “He defaults to it every time.”

“So what’s that mean?” Graves asked.

“What is this ‘imperative’?” Kadish asked. “What happened to me?”

Schofield took a chair from against the wall and spun it around and set it in front of the Revenant. He sat down, eyes level with Kadish.

“You’re in a program,” the colonel said. “One for badly wounded soldiers. Do you remember anything else? Name or something?”

Kadish looked up slightly.

“I didn’t respond like the last time you guys asked me my name,” he said. “There’s a lot that doesn’t make sense to me right now… you said badly wounded. How badly? My hands don’t look right.” He flexed his fists open and shut.

“Volunteers—that’s not the right word—it’s a requirement that subjects in the program lack higher brain functions,” Schofield said. “You came to us brain dead and you were supposed to stay that way. You are an anomaly right now.”

“I’m dead… aren’t I? But then how am I here?”

“Not dead… dead. On life support with no chance of survival off of it. You were sent to another facility for augmentation and then transported here for final installation and testing,” Schofield said. “I need something to call you, son, it doesn’t feel right to call you Revenant 6.”

“You don’t know who I am?” Confusion crossed his face. “You said I’m a soldier.”

The Red Man appeared behind Schofield. He bent his arms into a pillow and leaned onto Schofield’s back. A gloved finger went to his lips to hush the Revenant.

“This is a highly classified project,” the colonel said. “Information is compartmentalized and kept need-to-know for everyone involved. Your identity wasn’t told to us because it wasn’t relevant. You were like the rest.”

“Julie… what about her? Is she safe?”

“I don’t know who that is,” Schofield shook his head.

“She’s in trouble. She needs me… how far are the Norks from us? Did they get past the line north of Sejong?” Kadish asked.

Schofield leaned back and the Red Man dissipated into smoke. The colonel drummed fingers against forearms.

“There’s still a war,” Kadish pulled against his restraints. “Send me back. Send me back to fight.”

“I don’t think that’s possible right now,” Schofield said. “I don’t even know⁠—”

“Call for you,” Tivoli said through a speaker in the ceiling. “He doesn’t want to wait.”

“What else is new,” Schofield stood up. He turned to the door, then paused. He looked back at the Revenant and then to Graves. “Take him to the shoot house. Run him through trials.”

“Ugh… sir?” Graves held his rifle closer to his chest. “I’m not sure that’s such a good idea.”

“No one asked. Get it done,” Schofield gave him a pat on the shoulder and left the room.

Graves scratched his cheek with his middle finger and turned back to the Revenant, his gaze lingered to one side for a split second.

“Can’t get out of the transpo chair, can you?” Graves worked his jaw from side to side.

“Whoever’s behind me, I can hear you breathing,” the Revenant said.

“He’s still sharp,” Simko stepped around the Revenant, carrying another large caliber rifle. “Do you know what you’re capable of, Revenant six?”

Time to kill…

“Just let me out,” he said. “I’m not doing anyone any good while I’m stuck here.”

“Cease interfering with the test subject,” Tivoli said through the speakers.

“Yeah, fine,” Simko glared at the window, then looked back at the Revenant. “What do we call you?”

“He responds to ‘Revenant six,’ don’t make this difficult,” Graves took a small data slate from his pocket and swiped his thumb against the screen.

The Red Man’s face moved through the door like a ghost. One hand bade the Revenant forward.

“Six… I’m six,” Kadish said. “Dead Man 6.”

“He’s not coded for that!” Tivoli shrilled.

“Revenant six, deactivate,” Graves said. The Revenant’s head slumped forward, eyes open and unfocused. Graves lifted the butt of his rifle up and bashed the Revenant’s forehead. He hopped back, weapon trained on the restrained Revenant.

“Woah, what the hell was that for?” Simko reached for the Revenant, a long gash across one temple. Deep red blood drippled from the wound. Simko pulled back when the wound began to re-knit.

“Just making sure he’s really offline,” Graves smacked his gum. “Easier to decommission him like this than when he’s running around the shoot house. You want to deal with him when he’s loose and pissed?”

“He wasn’t pissed before. Butt strokes aren’t how we make friends in the SEALS,” Simko said.

“Really? I figured butt stroking is how you Navy pukes said hi too each other,” Graves laughed at his own joke and tapped the slate’s screen. The restraint chair moved forward on magnetic lines built into the floor.


CHAPTER 6



Schofield walked into the shoot house control room and went straight for the viewing platform where Tivoli and Huxley sat at separate workstations. The shoot house had several scenarios already in place. Revenant six sat at the vault door in the restraint chair. Several weapons were laid out on a table in front of him.

“What did the Director have to say?” Tivoli asked.

“He wants an explanation as to how this anomaly occurred, and he wants the Revenant tested,” Schofield said levelly. “If he isn’t viable, he’s to be eliminated.”

“I’ve got the failsafe protocols up and running,” Huxley tapped the edge of his finger against a screen. “Autocannons are active and tracking him. One push of a button and that’ll be it for him. Assuming they mess him up like that one test we ran on a wash out.”

He shivered and shook remembered gore off his hands.

“Kill codes are ready,” Tivoli said. “The other Revenants are offline and sequestered. No risk of losing them if I have to push the button.”

“Give me some theories on what’s happened to him,” Schofield looked down at a smaller screen on his control panel and zoomed in on the Revenant.

“The Imperative is constantly adapting host neurons to itself,” Tivoli lit a cigarette and blew smoke straight overhead. “The amount of computation it’s capable of isn’t anywhere near the usual levels of neural activity we see in conscious adults. So you were talking to him and not the Imperative… except when the Imperative recognized command phrases.”

“The older iterations had the Imperative implanted in them for a lot longer,” Huxley said. “None of them… woke up.”

Tivoli touched a screen and flicked her finger toward Schofield. A scan of Echo Six’s brain appeared. The wires branching off from the Imperative spike were still budding through his upper lobes but were fully integrated into the cerebellum and brain stem. A red circle pinged close to six’s thalamus in the center of his brain.

“Seems there’s a tiny bit of shrapnel in there,” Tivoli said. “It wasn’t affecting anything until the Imperative established a thalamocortical loop⁠—”

“English, please,” Schofield said.

“The Imperative implant accidentally repaired his consciousness,” Tivoli said. “Six’s brain was significantly less damaged than most subjects. The off-site is supposed to screen for problems like this. They must’ve seen the shrapnel on their X-rays and decided it wasn’t a problem. Not a problem for them, at any rate.”

“What happens if that shrapnel is removed or dislodges?” Schofield asked.

“I don’t know. Might go catatonic again, might collapse into seizures. Would be interesting to see. I need to keep monitoring him. For science,” Tivoli said. “But we can’t remove it. The failsafe coding sets them to ‘default aggression’ if the implant is interfered with. That’s all in the deep core of the Imperative implant that even I can’t futz with. The Director has some trust issues.”

“What’s ‘default aggression’?” Huxley asked.

“I don’t know, exactly,” Tivoli said. “I can see the programming clusters with that label attached to it, but I can’t read anything deeper than that. I don’t want to find out, and I’m pretty sure you don’t either.”

“I wasn’t given all the details,” Schofield scrolled through combat scenarios. “But the off-site had a personnel turn over before we were stood up. One hundred percent replacement. The Director doesn’t like to talk about it. But he has mentioned that there were attempts to put the Imperative into conscious test subjects to better integrate the cybernetics… every subject failed.”

“Obviously,” Tivoli tapped ash into a paper cup. “The Imperative overrides the central nervous system to operate the cybernetics and coopt the subject’s body to complete tasks. Human brains aren’t designed to work that way. Which is why we’re using decerebrated subjects.”

“So what’re we going to do with him?” Huxley asked. “Whoever he is.”

“The Director gave me instructions… first we have to see if he can get through this,” Schofield touched a pulsing green button.
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Get up. Get up get up I need to kill.

Revenant six’s eyes popped open. He lurched out of his chair and picked up a rifle from the table. He picked up the rifle and a magazine. He felt the weight of the magazine and knew it was two rounds short of being full.

There was a jolt down his arm holding the weapon, and the feed from the optics attached to the top rail appeared in the bottom right corner of his vision. He tossed an ammo/grenade belt over one shoulder and slid his left hand under the barrel and gripped it lightly.

“Revenant six, make ready for combat trials,” came from the ceiling. He looked to the control room and saw the Red Man standing between two workstations. “Traverse the lane and eliminate all hostiles. Take all commands from the tower. Stand by.”

He crouched slightly, listening as hydraulics in the floor moved about.

“Sir, you can’t go out there. You’ll get killed,” came from the distance.

“Chavez?” the Revenant looked back to the chair.

“Execute,” rang from the ceiling.

The Revenant slapped a hand onto the raised floor of the shoot house and vaulted himself over the top horizontally to minimize his silhouette. He kept rolling as a machine gun nest opened fire on him, tearing up the pact dirt around the trench line.

The Revenant fired through his knees as he was still rolling and took out the sensor dome/head of the robot firing the machine gun. It sank back into the ground after two bullets ripped out the back of its head.

The Revenant swung his feet around and slid into the trench. Robot targets swung up from the ground, all armed with rifles that snapped up to their shoulders. The Revenant leapt at one and hooked an arm around its neck, using it as a shield as robots at the end of the trench opened fire. Bullets smacked into the robot’s North Korean uniform and whipped past the Revenant.

The Revenant fired with one hand, letting off a burst into a target behind his shield, then snapping the muzzle back to rest against the captive robot and shooting down the other targets. He ripped the robot’s head off with a jerk of his arm and dashed down a connecting trench.

He raised his weapon up and yanked a grenade off his belt. He hooked the pin onto the pinkie of the weapon holding the rifle and kept his site picture on a doorway as he rushed toward it. The door flung open and more target bots emerged.

The Revenant fired on burst so quickly that it was nearly automatic fire, the strength in his hands and arms keeping his aim on the bunker. His shots shredded the lead target and bit into the one behind it. He kicked the lead robot so hard that the torso broke off the hydraulic stump. He tossed the grenade into the bunker and slammed the door behind him.

He dropped mags and slapped in a new one, moving as soon as the training grenade crumped inside the bunker.

More. More!
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“He’s doing pretty well all by himself,” Huxley took a sip of coffee. “What do you think, Doc?”

Tivoli sat spellbound. Not at the violence below, but at the data feeding into her screens. Her cigarette had a drooping finger of ash as she mumbled to herself slowly.

Schofield crossed his arms as the Revenant picked up an AT-7 launcher and did a combat peak over the back of the trench line to the bombed-out cityscape behind it. The Revenant correctly ran nearly thirty yards to a flooded-out ditch… which was the only pathway to the ruins not covered by mines.

The Revenant slipped into the water. Schofield saw a slight disturbance across the surface as the Revenant swam through the muddy trench… not a single bubble marked his location. Target bots popped up in windows, laser range finders scanning across the no man’s land.

The Revenant jumped out of the water and landed on his feet next to the bottom floor of one of the buildings. He shook water out of the launcher before the robots could retarget and loosed a rocket into the upper floors.

The explosion rattled the windows of the command room, causing Huxley to nearly fall out of his chair in surprise.

The Revenant turned and ran toward the building on the far side of the shoot house. Schofield frowned, knowing how many guns were covering the most likely entrances of the doors and windows.

The Revenant lowered his shoulder and barreled through the wall.

Schofield’s brows shot up. He switched to a camera covering the basement and caught the last moments of the Revenant tearing through robots programed with human equivalent reaction times.

The Revenant tossed a grenade behind him as he left the room and moved into an alleyway.

“System, engage blue-on-blue testing,” Schofield said. A green light pulsed on his screen.

In the alley, a robot wearing a United States Marine combat uniform whipped around a corner, weapon ready. The Revenant fell flat on his stomach and shot the robot in the forearms. Its rifle rattled against the floor and it swung back into the recess around the corner.

“I didn’t code that,” Tivoli said. “He’s programmed for a lethal force reaction if fired upon by anyone.”

“The bot didn’t fire,” Huxley said.

“He made the decision before it could shoot. He must’ve done it on his own,” Schofield rubbed his chin. “Damn fast too.”

The Revenant swapped his rifle to the other hand and pulled another grenade off his belt. He pulled the pin and kept the grenade high and close to his face. His sidestepped toward a distant window where a sniper robot was located and hurled the grenade. It arced through the air and bounced off the window frame, exploding a split second later.

“They’ve never done that before,” Huxley said.

“System, employ variable green two,” Schofield said.

“No, not that!” Tivoli did a double take at the colonel. “Give it a chance.”

From the bunker at the back of the shoot house, a small door opened on the side opposite of the Revenant as he approached. A smaller-sized robot, one with legs instead of moving on a rail and complete with a wig and clothes mimicking a Korean child, ran toward the Revenant.

The Revenant’s weapon jerked toward the robot but hesitated.

Schofield touched a button and a claymore mine built into the robot’s chest ignited. Stainless steel balls zoomed out of the device and tore the Revenant’s rifle apart. The small bits of shrapnel ripped into his chest and face.

The Revenant slowed to a stop, dropping the broken bits of his weapon. Long sections of silver glinted through gashes in his skin. He fell to his knees, head down and arms trembling.

“Jesus Christ, what the hell are you doing?” Tivoli plucked her cigarette from her mouth and began typing.

“He’s going to find out eventually. Better this way than on a mission,” Schofield said.

The Revenant nudged the skin of his arms, teasing at the torn skin. Deep-red blood seeped over the cuts and stained the silver weave under his skin pink.

“What have you done…” the Revenant looked up at the control room. Skin hung in flaps from his cheeks and off his chin, a pewter-colored weave gleamed beneath the lights. “What have you done to me!”

“Oh shit,” Huxley covered his mouth.

“Revenant Echo Six,” Schofield said into a microphone, “shut down immediately. Stop stop stop. I say again, stop stop…”

The Revenant locked into place. He fell to one side stiffly, then rolled to his back and his limbs locked out into a starfish pose for recovery.

“Did you get enough?” he asked Tivoli.

“I don’t know yet,” she said. “There’s so much data here. I have to feed it through the stacks upstairs and bounce everything off the baseline programming that’s in the sims. I’ll need a couple of hours at least.”

“Write it up and get it to me as soon as you have something viable to share,” Schofield pointed at Huxley. “Get Graves and Simko. Recover Revenant Echo Six and patch him up for immediate deployment. We have a mission in twelve hours.”

“Excuse me?” Tivoli dropped her cigarette into a coffee cup.

“The intelligence came in while I was on the phone with the Director. I gave the warning order to Simko and they’ve been prepping the rest of the Revenants. I want Echo Six on the mission if possible. I need to go and de-conflict things topside. Questions?”

“Hold on,” Huxley stood and pushed his chair back. “You want me to do a patch job on Echo Six now? What if he’s… upset?”

“Figure it out,” Schofield gave Huxley a thumbs up and went to the elevator.

Huxley let out an incoherent stream of consonants as the elevator doors closed.

“Is he serious?” he finally managed.

“Do you remember the last time the Director cared about our feelings? Or even our well-being?” Tivoli asked.

“Well… no,” Huxley ran a hand through his weak beard.

“Then you’d better stop waiting for anyone to care and get to work,” Tivoli said. “Don’t give the big boss a reason to not need you anymore. All our mannies have been removed from the world… same can happen to us.”

“No one said anything about this when I was offered the job!” Huxley shouted. “I don’t know how to deal with—” he waved a hand over his head, “—whatever the hell sort of situation we’re in.”

“Well, I have millions of lines of code to un-fuck. How about you go un-fuck whatever it is you know how to un-fuck so this situation is a little less fucked. How about that?” Tivoli lit another cigarette.

“OK, you—that makes sense somehow,” Huxley frowned and stomped toward the elevator. “Bye!”
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Kadish awoke with a sudden intake of breath. His wrists and elbows jerked against restraints. He opened his eyes and targeting systems locked onto Huxley, who was on the ground, inching away from him on his backside.

He looked down at the cuts on his hands and the silver strands barely visible through the flesh.

“I’ll shut you right down if I have to,” Huxley stammered.

“I don’t remember being metal,” he said. “That’s… not right.”

“Your Imperative isn’t telling you anything?” Huxley picked up small vials from the ground and set them gently onto a silver tray. “But would it even do that? That’s a Tivoli question I guess.”

“What did you do to me?” he asked.

“Let me be clear about something,” Huxley stood up. “I didn’t do anything to you. I’m here to fix you up, OK? Me help you. Me friend. No kill friend, good?”

“I’m not an idiot,” he said.

“Right, of course not,” Huxley set the tray down on a tool cart. “I don’t know if any of this is going to hurt you or not. I’ve never had any complaints, so you let me know if there’s a… pinch, or something.”

He pushed the cart to him and removed a small folding chair from the backside.

“Your polymer layer took some damage and I need to fix you up. Don’t… just don’t, OK?” Huxley opened a drawer and took out a device with a pair of dull hooks at the end. “The onboard micros will usually fix all this, but they’re in low power mode right now, so I get to patch you up. Such bullshit. Like anyone cares if we’re spending too much money on my tech.”

Huxley set the two hooks over a cut down his forearm, and there was an electric buzz as the hooks separated into two rods that moved apart just enough to cover the width of the cut. Light-blue lines of ghostly plasma snaked from the rods to his skin.

“That itch or anything?” Huxley asked.

“A little. I’ve had worse,” he said. “Like an old wound healing. Did you say it was a ‘polymer layer’?”

“Eh,” Huxley looked up at a camera bulb on the ceiling. “Screw it. What’re they going to do to me? Dump me in a volcano with a bunch of zombies?”

“What?”

“Nothing! I mean—I’ll tell you everything I know, fair? Because Huxley and you are friends. Habibis,” he rubbed the sides of his pointer fingers together.

“Where’d you learn that?” he asked.

“Uncle was in the Air Force during one of the wars in the Middle East,” Huxley said. “So, you don’t have skin anymore. Not normal human skin. You’ve got a polymer that serves most of the same functions but is a hell of a lot more resistant to damage. Like you’ve got breathable Kevlar all over you. Even sweats to help regulate body temperature. Plus, it does cool shit like this. Watch.”

Huxley picked up a data slate and double tapped the screen. The color of his arms shifted from nearly albino to night black and through shades of olive and tan.

“Why?” he asked.

“Infiltration. You guys just aren’t going to blend into some places if you’ve got this,” he motioned to his sun-deprived countenance, “going on. Plus, the active camouflage settings are really cool. Take a look at your right bicep. That wasn’t damaged, so this should still work.”

The upper part of his arm swelled up, then deflated down to the point where muscle striations were visible.

“Neat, eh?” Huxley slapped his ponderous belly. “The skin can inflate with air and make you look fatter or skinnier. Lot easier to fit into whatever pair of jeans you’ve got lying around. I’ve got a metabolism issue, so I’ve always got that Buddha thing going on. Maybe the next batch will be able to make themselves taller or shorter. Who knows.”

“The metal,” he flipped his left hand over and stared at a silver gash beneath the skin.

“Yeah. That,” Huxley drew the hooked device along the cut in his right arm and reknit the skin back together. “It’s some sort of new meta-material the Director has access to. It’s woven into your muscle fascia—a support tissue that wraps around your muscles and organs—and your tendons and ligaments. Your bones too. It’s some sort of graphene lattice, near as we can tell. It’s supposed to be impossible to manufacture on Earth because gravity messes with the atom by atom layering, but that’s why there are orbital foundries. We just call it the Weave, as we’re all mushrooms down here.”

“What?”

“We’re kept in the dark and fed shit. Just the way the Director wants it. Makes it a lot harder for anyone to blow the whistle on all this if they have only fragmentary information. Works great, which is why no one believes there are aliens at Area 51 despite all the evidence. Anecdotal evidence, but I want to believe,” Huxley said.

“I mean, what does this ‘weave’ do?” he asked.

“Oh. So your polymer layer,” Huxley tapped his wrist, “that’s rated to stop most small arms bullets, though it’ll bruise and it can get burnt or ripped off, so don’t let that happen. The graphenium Weave underneath that can stop rifle rounds that most every soldier out there carries. But not the big caliber stuff like heavy machine guns. I mean like the machine guns they have to carry around on vehicles and stuff. Don’t get shot by those either.”

“I’m bulletproof?”

“Mostly,” Huxley lifted the device from his arm and held it up to the Revenant’s face. “Hold still while I make you pretty again. You’ve got some weak points at your eyes, mouth, and where the skull meets the spine. Definitely don’t get shot there. The optics that replaced your eyes can be pretty fragile, but they’re still a lot tougher than the old squishy bits.”

“My blood is wrong,” he said.

Huxley pulled the device away from his face, annoyed.

“Stop moving, buddy. Your blood isn’t exactly ‘blood’ anymore. It’s synthogloben. Somebody won a Nobel Prize for that invention and then the Director bought up the patent. It’s a hyper-oxygenated fluid that’s replaced your red blood cells. Your body can’t tell the difference, so there’s no rejection risk. You can hold your breath for five times longer than the average bear, and it’ll eliminate most any disease that gets in your bloodstream. I hear the super-rich love getting transfusions of the stuff.”

Huxley lifted the device away.

“There we go. Back to baseline,” he said. “Now for the really cool part.”

Huxley opened a drawer and took out a blister packet of large pills. He held it gently in both hands, smiling at it like it was a picture of a newborn baby.

“What’s that?” he asked.

“The real miracle in all this, if I do say so myself.” Huxley turned the blister pack to him. Inside were pills carrying tiny metal balls. “Micro-machines, my friend. The absolute pinnacle in miniaturization. Conceived, designed, and built by yours truly. I won’t be out there with you all while you’re running and gunning—bad knees, and I’m a giant pussy when it comes to violence—but you’ll likely take some damage, and that’s where these little beauties come into play.”

“Pills.”

“Pills full of micro-machines that can re-knit your polymer and Weave layers. They’ll also stabilize some damage to internal organs and repair your implants. Tricky part is feeding you guys the right materials my micros need and getting it into your digestive tract where they spend most of their time before your stomach acid wrecks it all. Downside is that the micros have a natural shelf life and are a bit of a pain in the ass to manufacture. So instead of having the micros you’re already carrying do repairs, I step in for the nips and tucks so they stay viable longer. The more they have to work, the faster they need to be replaced.”

“They can’t replicate themselves?” he asked.

“No no no no,” Huxley shook his head. “That’s a big no-no. Self-replicating micro-machines could get out of control, and if they could re-process biological material into more micro-machines the entire world could end in a gray goo sort of situation. Even the Chinese won’t experiment with that. There are all sorts of moratoriums on even researching micros. Been in place for years.”

“Then how’d you come up with those?”

“Full disclosure—OK, partial disclosure,” Huxley raised his palms up next to his head. “Not every aspect of my career has been entirely legal. Some mistakes were made… anyway, you’ve got two avenues to get any drugs in your system. Pills specially designed to survive your stomach acid, or this port right here.”

Huxley touched the injector point on the Revenant’s clavicle.

“Your chest has a new filter in the trachea and linings in the lungs that’ll defeat most every biological weapon out there. Downside is that smoking weed does absolutely nothing for you. Not that we have any down here. That bastard,” Huxley said.

“That’s what you do down here? Micro-machines and patch jobs?” he asked.

“I spend most of my time making sure the micros’ programming jives with the Imperative’s. Tivoli’s always pulling new builds from the compute stacks upstairs and then I have to smooth out whatever coding she’s spackled over the old code. Then there’s all the other shit jobs down here. Trigger boys are too busy with you all to clean, so I get to do that. The maintenance bots we get have their control chips tossed into the incinerator at the end of a shift, so they’re always suboptimal. The damn cookie bot can’t cook an egg right but we can’t get a patch installed. The Director’s all sorts of paranoid about data leaks.”

“Why me?” he asked.

“I don’t exactly know,” Huxley rolled his chair back. “You guys come in already modified. We install the final parts and then test you all to dest—test you all until you’re ready for the fight. We don’t even get your names. Most of the time we just call you ‘mannies.’ Mannequins. No offense. Do you really want me to call you… Dead Man?”

“I’m Dead Man 6. That’s who I am,” he said. “I need to go back out there. They’re in trouble and they need me.”

That’s what you want. Not me.

“Who?” Huxley asked.

Hydraulics engaged with a thump and a hiss. The door behind Huxley chugged open. Colonel Schofield was on the other side, flanked by Simko and Graves. Both were in fatigues and body armor and both carried the large caliber rifles. The Red Man followed behind them.

Schofield held a small rectangle in one hand. He seized the back of Huxley’s chair and pulled him back and away.

“Revenant Echo Six. Stand up and hold position,” Schofield said. The restraints on the chair snapped back into their housings.

He stood, arms tense.

“Echo Six, put on this termination device,” Schofield held up the small case on a thick belt. His arm morphed into pale flesh within a red sleeve.

He took the box. The outer case had a slight oily sheen to it. It smelled of rust as he slipped it over his head and tightened it against his chest.

“Echo Six, the order is blackened. Blackened. Blackened,” Schofield said.

“Woah, what’re you—” Hurley half got out of his chair but froze from a single gesture from Schofield.

The Red Man pressed the case to his chest and pulled the pin. Sparks flitted out of the firing pin. He felt a bit of heat through case.

“Instant response,” Schofield nodded. “Anything on the scans?”

“No,” Tivoli said through a speaker.

“Listen to me,” Schofield poked the case several times. “We can—and we will—destroy you the moment we need to. Do you understand?”

“This Revenant is in compliance,” he said flatly.

“There is a mission. One that will save many American lives if we succeed. Will you go?” Schofield asked.

The skin around his mouth twitched as the Red Man whispered into his ear.

“I can kill?” he asked.

“Remove the device,” Schofield took a step back.

His arm tensed but didn’t move.

“Imperative’s overriding… interesting,” Tivoli said through the speaker.

“Revenant Echo Six, smokejumper, smokejumper, smokejumper,” Schofield held a hand out and he slipped the device off and gave it to the colonel.

“You will. But you will obey all orders you receive, or the real termination device will burn you down to nothing, understand?” Schofield tossed the case and belt into Huxley’s lap. The technician let out a rather feminine yelp and swiped it to the floor.

Finally.

“I understand, sir,” he said.

“Move out, draw fire,” Schofield turned to one side and pointed a knife hand at Simko. “He’s your commander. Do what he tells you.”

He stepped out of the holo banks and followed Simko and Graves out of the room.
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“This is insane,” Tivoli crossed her legs and rocked from side to side in her seat, watching as a small submarine on a screen submerged and slipped out of a cavern. Huxley had his head in his hands.

“Director’s prerogative,” Schofield says. “If Dead Man is as effective as he looks in training, then he’s a step up in the program’s capabilities. Better than what he hoped we’d be able to accomplish.”

“We were working with vegetables, not people,” Huxley said. “Who are still people, but you know what I mean. That one’s not dead at all. Not a mannequin like the rest.”

“Indeed,” Schofield nodded slowly. “Soldiers are still soldiers. They follow orders.”

“Do we know that for sure?” Tivoli picked up a lit cigarette. “DNA’s hard to scrub off them. If he’s not a soldier, there could be some deeper memories that emerge and then that’s a problem. They’re running a neural net that’s designed to complete tasks and become more efficient while doing so. While the chance of the Imperative gaining sentience as it coopts more and more neurons to expand its capabilities is low… it’s not impossible. We have a rather simple protocol if that’s the case.”

“His baseline language is unaccented American English,” Schofield said. “He has a military bearing to him, and he’s referenced some recent hot spots in the Korean theater. We have a couple hints as to who he is. ‘Dead Man 6’ is a radio call sign. We could probably track down who he is from that. ‘6’ is for commanders or leaders… didn’t use a color like most platoon leaders get. He’s likely an infantry captain or some special unit leader.”

“You got all that from his nickname?” Huxley asked.

“This ain’t my first rodeo, champ,” Schofield said. “His details point a certain direction.”

“What does his identity matter?” Tivoli asked. “He’s a mannie like the rest of them. He breaks down and we’ll either burn him down in the field or we’ll incinerate him here. It’s not like any of the Revenants have a better future ahead of them. They’re weapons. Tools.”

“So we can help him,” Huxley said.

“Help?” Tivoli looked at him like he was an idiot. “We’ve chopped his body to bits, cyborged what was left, and nailed a spike into the base of his skull that’s controlling his body. He’s not going to get better, you dunce. His mind is going to degenerate into psychosis sooner than later, and we’d better hope the Imperative holds, or the knuckle-draggers can put him down in time.”

“We can’t just order him around until he dies!” Huxley shouted.

“You don’t know how the military works, do you?” Schofield asked. “This is exactly how it always goes; young men dying on the orders of older men. But we can still figure out who he is. That might help keep him viable for longer. Give you both more time to extract something useful out of this situation.”

“Are we going to get out of here?” Huxley perked up.

“No, I’m going to ask Mr. Knight upstairs for help,” Schofield said. “He’s got access to the internet proper and can get into military networks without too much trouble.”

“He’s the Director’s guy,” Tivoli rolled her eyes. “You’re just asking to get yanked off the project.”

“Knight was Army back in Iraq. I’m not going to tell him what’s going on down here… just ask for a favor,” Schofield said. “Besides, he’s bored as hell and probably wants something else to do other than ride herd on the security detail.”

“I can just lobotomize him,” Tivoli tapped ash into a tray. “We don’t need his frontal lobes in perfect shape. We just need enough viable brain matter for the Imperative to take root and he’ll be useable after that procedure.”

“You want to drive another spike in his head?” Huxley asked.

“Better than him snapping and tearing us to pieces,” she said.

“You want to sit around debating hypotheticals, or do you all want to get some rest before the team gets back from the mission?” Schofield rubbed the bridge of his nose. “The sub will be out of comms for a while. I’ve got enough time to go top side and then get a shit, shower, and shave done before things kick off.”

“Sleep? What fun,” Huxley stretched.


CHAPTER 7



Simko pulled the chest of his body armor open and adjusted the angle of his rifle between his thighs. The submarine was cramped. Revenants sat across from each other on benches, their knees intertwined. The Revenants sat ramrod straight, eyes closed.

The craft had a strong ozone reek to it. The seats rumbled as the engines propelled it deep beneath the waves. Pale red light washed out every other color but darkness.

The door leading to the control room was sealed shut.

Kadish sat just like the rest of the others, but his eyes were slightly open.

“Hey, you hear me?” Simko nudged the anomaly’s knee with his.

He opened his eyes like he just woke up and looked from side to side.

“Comms. You’re Dead Man. I’m Control over the radio, understand?” Simko asked.

“Revenant Echo Six understands,” he said flatly. His face contorted for a moment.

“Yeah, that’s annoying,” Simko shifted in his seat. “I’ll try and keep it informal so that doesn’t keep happening. This mission’s a bit hasty, even for me, and I come from teams where we can action targets within hours of good intelligence. We’ve got a bit of a ride. Boss might have an update for us by the time we hit the beach.”

The Red Man appeared on the empty seat next to Simko. He wore a cherry-red diving suit and a ruby-faceted set of goggles.

“Where’s the contact?” Kadish asked.

“Jeju Island off the coast of South Korea. Ever been there?” Simko flipped a screen up on his forearm. He double tapped a button and a holo map of Korea and the surrounding area appeared between the two. Another click and the holo flipped around.

“Jeju… oranges?” Kadish whispered.

“Yeah, famous oranges,” Simko touched a button and the holo zoomed in on an oval-shaped island in the East China Sea. “North Koreans stormed the island about a month ago. They’ve been using it as an air defense base and their ‘Special Purposes Corps’ has used it as launch point for raids against the Korean coast. Japan too, but that’s been kept quiet or mutual defense treaties will get triggered, and Washington doesn’t want that.”

“There’s a volcano,” Kadish said.

“Irony, right? From one island like that to another. Director’s really leaning in to the whole ‘evil scientist’ shtick. Maybe you’re remembering something? Sounds like you were in the shit there. Kapshi kapshi da?” Simko asked.

“We go forward together,” Kadish nodded.

“I had some training with the ROK’s spec war flotilla, and that’s about everything I remember.” Simko zoomed in further. “This sub’s under robot control and it’s taking us to the beaches near Baksug… Baksugi… this beach on the southern coast. Someday we’ll fight a war in someplace with normal names. Minimal Nork security presence, and that Typhoon Rohen is currently slamming the island means we should be able to infil without detection or issue.”

“There’s a typhoon?” Kadish looked at Simko.

“Category II and weakening, but it’s got all air assets grounded. No worry about drone detection or enemy air support. Our mission is to cross the island to a firing point in the nature reserve surrounding the extinct volcano in the center of the island and engage the enemy subs moored at the Port of Jeju,” he swiped across a small screen and a grainy picture of small submarines at a pier appeared in the holo. “These ain’t the shitty Yono-class midget subs they used at the start of the war. These are built with Russian and Iranian parts. Hell of a lot better stealth capabilities. You’re looking at the first photos ever taken of them… which are eight hours old. Looks like the Norks thought they could use the typhoon for cover and pulled in for some shore leave.”

“Just the subs?” Kadish asked.

“This is still a shakedown for you and the rest of the mannies,” Simko said. “The less contact we have, the less signature we leave behind, the better. We get ashore, hit the subs with the Pilum launchers, and get out before the storm passes. Let the Norks figure out what happened on their own time.”

“This weapon’s… weird,” Kadish held up his thick-but-compact carbine. “I know how to aim it, how to reload it. Clean it. Drop off ranges. But I don’t know what it is.”

“No kidding? You’ve got the XM-88 Next War combined rifle. Shoots 10mm caseless bullets… mass reactive bullets,” Simko watched Kadish’s reaction. “The ammo is designed to explode inside whatever it hits. You can also set it to pop at a certain distance to take out targets in cover or a variable fuse so it explodes into shrapnel a couple of meters away from the target. State of the art bang bang.”

“War crime,” he hefted the weapon up and removed the magazine.

“Yes, exploding bullets that weigh less than 400 grams are against a bunch of conventions and laws, but we’re not here to play nice,” Simko said. “You’ll note the lack of flags on our uniforms. We’re not going to be taken captive, so it doesn’t much matter if we’re war criminals or not.”

I like it.

The exploding bullets caught the red light of the sub’s internal lights. Kadish slapped the magazine back into the weapon.

“The XM-88 is too damn heavy for regular sailors, or soldiers,” Simko said. “But you guys don’t seem to complain during range quals.”

Kadish lifted his weapon up and down.

“If I could complain, would it matter?” Kadish asked.

“Yeah, you were in uniform,” Simko leaned back and nudged his body armor into a makeshift head rest. “Ever been a sand cookie? You one who dares?”

“What?”

“Ever lose your map on the Star Course? Whack your balls against the Dirty Name at Darby?” Simko asked.

“The Darby Queen,” Kadish’s eyes widened with recognition. “Recognizing that I volunteered as a Ranger, fully knowing the hazards of my chosen profession. I will always endeavor to uphold the prestige, honor, and high esprit de corps of the Rangers. Acknowledging that fact⁠—”

“I get it,” Simko pulled a small pack from a deltoid pocket. He tore a corner open and popped a piece of gum in his mouth. “So you were at least a Ranger. Which is still a lot. Just because I’ve got my Budweiser doesn’t mean I think everyone that doesn’t is a piece of shit. Some SPECWAR guys are like that.”

“The mission specs are up here,” Kadish tapped his head. “We’re moving over rough terrain fast. Carrying the Pilum launchers. We have to move at a dead sprint to make the hard times. We can do that?”

“You all can,” Simko nodded his head to the other Revenants. “I hang back and maintain comms between the team and the sub and back to Central. That’s my call sign, by the way. Sure hope this goes smoother than that fuck up in Siberia.”

“Casualty collection point?” Kadish asked.

“There is none,” Simko shook his head. “Each Revenant’s carrying a burndown device. You are absolutely not to allow any Revenant to be recovered by the enemy intact, is that understood?”

“All Revenants in compliance,” they said as one.

“You may be mostly bulletproof, but everything in you is carbon based. It’s meant to burn and decay. Thermite charges won’t leave anything exploitable behind. The Director doesn’t want the Norks to find one of you and hand it over to the Chinese for reverse engineering,” Simko said.

“I understand,” Kadish said. “Lose comms?”

Simko let out a slow breath through his nose.

“You return to base until comms are reestablished with Central,” he said. “I have to monitor in case any of you bump into a limitation in the Imperative. Then I’ll give you new instructions.”

He’s weak. He knows it.

“I understand,” Kadish looked to the other Revenants. “They weren’t on Jeju. My team… but Julie was there. I need to find them, Central. They were in trouble.”

Simko turned his palms up.

“Not a lot I can do for you right now. Some more details would help.”

The Red Man leaned between the two. His diving mask filled with blood, air pockets burbled against the ruby glass.

They don’t matter. I get to kill I get to kill I get to kill.

“Robot pilots,” Kadish turned his head slightly toward the fore. “Will they wait for us?”

“No,” Simko pointed to the thermite grenade on Kadish’s waist belt. “You’ve got a pumpkin time, Dead Man. You better be back on the boat by extraction, or the Imperative will rule you out of control.”

“What about you?” Kadish asked.

“I miss the boat and the US government will disavow any knowledge of my activities or my identity,” he smiled. “Korean locals are sympathetic to Americans, right? Kapshi kapshi da and all that. Won’t be the first time, won’t be the last time a sailor’s waited out a war hiding under the floorboards.”

“Jeju sounds a little like… freaky freaky,” Kadish’s eyes narrowed slightly.

“The Island of Fiki Fiki?” Simko leaned forward and slapped the back of his hand against Kadish’s knee. “Ha, you heard of that magical place too, eh?”

Kadish picked up his helmet and flicked his thumb against the lower face shield.

“Something’s missing,” he said. “Can I fix it?”

“Sure, go head,” Simko put a hand on a small transmitter as Kadish drew a utility knife and gripped the blade close to the serrated edge. He set the helmet against his knee and began scratching the tip against the face plate.

Simko kept his hand on the transmitter and his eyes on Kadish. One hard press and the Imperative would shut them all down. He kept the button depressed longer and they’d reactive to self-destruct. He didn’t want to be locked in this death tube if that happened, but orders were orders.

He stayed tense for the rest of the journey.
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The sub pitched up as a massive wave shoved the craft toward a dark beach. Simko, standing aft behind the rest of the Revenants, noted the cyborgs all had perfect sea legs, while he was regretting that last bit of a protein bar he ate an hour ago.

“One minute out!” he shouted. He focused his vision on a drop-down menu on his optics and a weather report flashed across his visor. The outer bands of the typhoon had arrived early over Jeju island, while the submarine was right on time. Even with most of the sub’s mass under the water line, the rough conditions made him question just how much he loved the sea.

“Never landed during a typhoon before, you?” Simko said into the squad radio, knowing only one of the mannies would answer.

Kadish, at the front of the stack, held up his thumb and pointer finger parallel over his shoulder with little more than an inch between them. The aircrew chief signal for “thirty seconds out.”

“We’re in the water, not the sky, buddy,” Simko gripped a handrail bolted to the ceiling as the submarine accelerated forward. He bent his knees and turned his body parallel to the direction of travel. The sub lurched as the prow ran ashore, the aft tipped up, and the hull groaned against the stress.

“Don’t break in half, please don’t break in⁠—”

The prow split open. Sea foam sloshed around the sides and poured back into the hull, nearly reaching Simko’s ankles before the ballast pumps activated. The beach was nothing but dark bands as the typhoon howled around them.

“Move. Move!” Simko slapped the Revenant in front of him on the back and they sloshed through the surf. Several carried dark plastic cases on their backs that made Simko’s heart race at the thought of bearing. They vanished as a wave overtook them from behind.

Simko heard the roar of an incoming wave and jumped forward, trying to catch its momentum and ride it to the beach. Instead, the windblown surge smacked into him like a bus and sent him ass over teakettle through the surf. His helmet kept some of its seal as salt water spread across his visor and went straight up his nose.

Simko pulled his limbs close to his body as the tumble continued. He didn’t know how rocky this beach would be, but Mother Nature would make the decision if he’d get that answer the hard way or not.

His shoulder buried into mud, but he kept going, wrenching the joint badly. He let out a yell of frustration mixed with pain. The last gasp of a wave pushed him forward, then drew him back to the ocean as he tried to set his legs down.

His journey back to the depths came to a sudden stop as someone grabbed him by the carry handle across his shoulders. His heels left lines in the sand as he was dragged unceremoniously up to a rocky plateau where the rest of the team had formed a perimeter, rifles pointing out of a circle and scanning for threats.

Rain pelted them as Simko’s savior released him.

“Infiltration confirmed,” Simko said for the log running on his system. “All Revenants accounted for.”

“What is your operational status?” Kadish asked with the Imperative’s voice.

“I’m wet and there’s sand down the crack of my ass,” Simko rolled over and got to one knee. “I’ve never done a water insertion during a typhoon. There’s a reason we don’t train for this scenario—because it is goddamn stupid. One second,” he looked back and watched the submarine slip back into the waves.

Simko opened the flap on a device as long as his forearm and touched a matte black box at the top. He looked around the beach, then up to a concrete stairway leading to a parking lot.

“I drop the beacon here and it could get washed out,” he said. “We need this to stay in contact with the sub, or this is a one-way trip.”

Kadish looked up from Simko. Lightning cracked through the storm clouds, illuminating his visor for a moment.

He’d carved a crude skeletal jaw and teeth into the mouth plate. The dark pools of the eye lenses made it appear like there was a bare skull within the helmet at first glance.

Simko reached for the kill switch.

“No one will be out here in this shit storm,” Kadish said. “Set a rally point up there?” He pointed a knife hand to a fence running along the edge of cliff where the stairs led.

“Move out,” Simko held his rifle close to his chest and ran for the stairs. The cyborgs beat him to it, leaping up three steps at once while carrying the Pilum launchers. Simko was the last one to the top, already breathing hard from the exertion and the weight of all his gear.

There was a single burnt-out car in a parking lot. Wind howled over the cliff, like Neptune himself was annoyed with Simko remaining so close to the god’s domain. Simko’s low-light optics activated and there were several farm houses in the distance; each had a volcanic stone gate with three wooden bars across the entrance to the property.

“I need line of site to the ocean and a clear shot to the sky,” Simko said. He checked the infrared for each house and pointed to the nearest one. “There. Forward operating point in that structure.”

“There are people in there,” Kadish said. “Civilians.”

“How do you know? There’s nothing on the scope,” Simko said.

“The wooden bars,” Kadish pointed to the gate. Each of the three beams had one end in a post hole; the other ends were stacked together on the ground, leaving an easy walking path through the gate to the home. “That means there’s someone home. That one,” he pointed to the furthest one visible. “Three bars across the road. That means the owner’s gone for a while. Should be empty.”

“Funny how that wasn’t in the intel brief,” Simko said. “Team, secure that location. Withdraw back here if you detect any civilians.”

“All Revenants in compliance,” they said at once. They moved out with startling speed and silence. His visor put IFF markers on each cyborg as they maintained perfect formation, traveling in two fire team wedges through an overgrown field. They flowed around the house, surrounding it.

Kadish’s IFF icon hesitated against the door, then he slipped inside. Simko tapped a finger against the kill switch. The Revenants had a number of targeting “issues” during training when it came to civilians, and the legitimate and expected response of any civilian to an armed soldier breaking into their house would likely get a lethal action from the Revenant.

“Clear,” Kadish said over the radio.

“Moving,” Simko crossed the road and followed the same path the team took. Rain beat at his shoulders and wind gusts buffeted him as the storm grew worse. The Revenant taking cover next to a wall of volcanic rock didn’t even look at him as he approached the wall. Water ran off a ten-foot-tall statue next to the gate. It looked like something from Easter Island, but the wide face carved into it had a slight smile.

Simko opened the front door of the main farm house. Cabinets were open and trash was strewn across the kitchen and living room. Wooden floors were cracked in several places. A pair of ugly splotches against one wall hinted at what had happened to the owners.

Kadish stood at a counter, an empty plastic carton in one hand.

“Seoul milk. Coffee and a dairy like substance,” he said. “These are good.”

“We’re not here for pogie bait.” Simko reached to his pack and unsnapped a package of thin, folded cylinders. He set one end against the living room floor and four spikes snapped out, drilling into the wood. The top extended into clear segments before it drilled through the ceiling. A green icon pinged on his visor.

“Team, base station established. Set up retrans points at intervals set in the operations order,” Simko looked at Kadish, hesitating to give the final order. “You fail to establish comms or you lose comms, you return to base for further instructions. Clear?”

“Compliance,” they all said as one.

“Execute,” Simko had to jump out of Kadish’s way as he raced for the door. He watched them move away on his HUD, then took a small case from a pocket and opened it. Tiny triangular cameras with double spikes at the bottom were within.

“Time to set up my own security and link back to the sub,” he said. “Log entry, operating outside of effective coms with home base is not advised… feels way too easy for me to be written off as ‘missing in action.’ I feel like a goddamn disposable hero. Log, out.”
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He ran, but his limbs did not tire. He sucked air through his visor without the burn of poorly oxygenated air. He felt the cold rain against his hands and seeping through his uniform, but it was nothing to him.

Data from overlapping optics fed to his eyes as he ran at a near sprint through darkened streets that gave way to sporadic farm houses closer to the extinct volcano at the center of Jeju Island. Bursts of radio transmissions were translated into English in a running chat log to one side of his vision, complete with the distance and direction of the transmission.

Monitoring all of this while moving fast through rough terrain and typhoon wind and rain gave him a sense of elation that he didn’t know was possible. There should be more fear, worry… that nagging sense that he hadn’t done enough to prepare him or his men for the mission. The constant worry of what he didn’t know that would get him killed was missing.

A forward cyborg sent back pic captures of a blue-and-white building with battery banks arrayed around it. The honeycomb slots held replaceable batteries for scooters and other small cars. Drivers simply swapped their empty battery pack for a new one with the tap of a cell phone or wrist wallet implanted under their skin. The banks had been ravaged by looters or the occupiers, leaving the broken hive behind.

“Place a re-trans⁠—”

The lead cyborg slid to a stop and deftly lifted a small pistol-like device and aimed it at the upper edge of the charge station. Compressed gas launched a tiny drone into the air. It swayed against the typhoon’s gusts and landed against the roof. It bored into the wall and tiny chevrons closed around it. It matched the color and temperature of the wall in seconds. A link back to the chain of devices they’d seeded along their route flickered to life on his visor.

“Dead Man, this is Control, how copy?” Simko asked in his ear.

“Lima Charlie, moving,” he didn’t have to give any orders to the rest of the team as they continued on, barely breaking their stride.

“Dead Man six, you’ve got an area of interest ahead of you,” Simko sent a map with a red diamond along a road running through a forested area up to the base of the volcano. “Ideal spot for retrans, but it was a Korean military site. Norks likely there. Let’s deviate to…”

Good. Good!

Simko’s voice fell away as he glimpsed the Red Man leaning against the back of the charging station as he looked back toward the southern coast where Simko was.

He checked the alternate routes in the operations order loaded into his helmet and growled.

“Negative,” Kadish snapped. “It will add seventeen minutes to movement time and take us close to a stadium that’s likely housing refugees. We take the same route back and we’re within margin of error for extraction.”

“Correct, but it’s feasible, and there’s less risk,” Simko said.

“Murphy. Murphy is a planning factor,” Red Man said.

“Don’t you bring that evil on us,” Simko replied. “He’s always watching, and Murphy’s word is law… then Charlie Mike. Avoid contact if possible.”

Now why would I do that?

“Heard,” Kadish lengthened his stride and overtook the lead cyborg as they moved into a forested area. The branches swung overhead, creaking and cracking against each other as the typhoon bore down on the island. Rain came through wind-driven gaps in the canopy and the muddy ground grasped at his boots with each footstep.

White light blared from a building at the top of a low ridge. Swaying trees cast shadows across Kadish’s skull mask as he slowed to assess the building. Thermals showed a bloom against a wall for the air conditioner and where a door was on one side. More buildings were behind it, but only one had power. Tall antennae masts swayed in the wind, casting long shadows against the ground. His optics snapped pictures of the outline of the antennae and meshed it together with other angles taken from the rest of the team. The design was old and outdated but used by the North Korean military.

The enemy was here.

Simko’s voice came in weak and broken from a comms bud embedded in his left ear.

Out of effective comms. Retrace route to send update and receive instruction—wait. There.

Kadish inched back into the forest, then spied a man stumbling toward the building, a liquor bottle in one hand.

Kill him. Kill him kill him!

“Team, overwatch. Weapons hold,” Kadish crouched and moved toward the building. A woman’s singing carried through the walls and came to him on the wind. It was too low for usual human hearing with the storm’s rush through the forest, but his augmented hearing pieced it together for him.

“Hwa-Yung,” Red Man paused for a moment. A memory of someone else singing it in the passenger seat of a car, green eyes and a bob of curly blonde hair. Her voice was perfect, a look of bliss across her face as she sang without caring who heard.

Don’t make me wait anymore!

The Red Man clamped a hand to a low branch and swung out in front of him. Blood dribbled from his mouth and eyes. He bared teeth at him that grew into fangs.

Kadish snapped forward, the memory gone. He got to the building and pressed a palm against the wall. Sensors in the glove thrummed and an echolocation of the interior appeared on his visor. Four soldiers inside, rifles leaned against the wall. One sat at a comms station, headset against his ear and mouth.

Kadish went to his belly and crawled to one of the guy wires holding the main antenna mast up against the storm. He drew his utility knife and sawed at the wire with the notched teeth on one edge until it snapped loose.

A gust sent the antenna to one side, straining another guy wire until it snapped as well. The antenna tipped over, falling straight toward him. He rolled to one side, avoiding the impact by inches. He slithered back into the underbrush and waited.

The door to the radio station opened and two soldiers stumbled out, one drunker than the other. They cursed at each other, each making comments about the other’s mother, if the onboard translation suite was correct.

One lumbered toward the top of the fallen antennae, a hand over his eyes to clock the driving rain. His face was flush from too much to drink and his eyes were still adapted to the brightness of the radio station.

It has to be quiet… shame.

He waited for the soldier to bend over and grasp the top of the antennae. He stabbed the knife out and speared the blade through the soldier’s neck. He let out a weak herk, blood gushed out of the wounds with his final heart beats, then he tipped over into Kadish’s waiting arm. He twisted the blade to sever any life-supporting functions that the initial cut may have missed and jerked it free.

Hot blood spilled down his knuckles, steaming in the humid air.

“Kim, eodiseyo?” came from the other man at the base of the fallen antenna. He let out a throaty rasp and ran toward the last place he saw his fellow soldier.

Kadish waited with his back to a wide tree trunk. He used his sensor suite to track the nearing sound of footsteps, then slammed his arm around the tree and clamped his hand over the soldier’s mouth and nose. His fingertips dug into flesh as he jerked his next victim around to face him.

The soldier’s eyes were wide with terror, muffled screams died in his mouth. Kadish broke his neck with a twist of his wrist. He held him there, watching the light go out of his eyes, then tossed him aside like trash.

I knew I’d like you.

The Red Man crawled from the bushes and stroked the unnatural bump in the body’s neck.

He flipped the grip on his knife and rushed the open door.
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“Dead Man Six, Dead Man Six, this is Control, over,” Simko said into his small mic bead. It had been nearly five minutes since the last contact with the team, which was on the outer limit of what was acceptable in the mission. The storm hadn’t gotten any better or any worse since the last contact, and there was little to nothing on the enemy networks that he could intercept.

“I can’t lose every last one of you,” Simko said to himself. “Billions and billions of dollars in hardware, and it’ll all be on my friggin’ hand receipt if it gets lost and then⁠—”

“Control, Dead Man Six how copy,” came through the radio clear as a bell.

“Explain the break in comms,” Simko opened a log entry on his forearm screen.

“Enemy neutralized at retrans site. No casualties. Moving to launch position,” one of the Revenants sent.

Simko closed his eyes for a moment. They were supposed to avoid contact, and the chance of the occupiers coming across them in this mess was highly unlikely.

“Dead Man 6, send data packet of last contact, I don’t have it,” Simko said. There was a pause, then a video began buffering. “Ammo count?”

“No ammunition expended,” Kadish replied as the Imperative.

“You said there was contact… wait one,” Simko paused as a video of Kadish rushing into the radio station. Screams and pleas lasted a few tens of seconds. It ended with the sound of a wet tear. Simko’s jaw dropped open as he watched the footage again. He crossed himself. “Sweet Jesus.”

“Team closing on firing point. Out here,” Kadish Six closed the channel.

[image: ]


Kadish tilted the optics on his rifle to see around a corner. The street running parallel from the three-story building was empty. Rain ran down from the extinct volcano’s skirt and onto the road, creating an ankle-deep flood that the deep drains on the side of the road couldn’t handle.

A gale knocked down a tree a block away, crushing a small car under it. Kadish snapped his rifle up to cover the disturbance, waiting for anyone to come out and assess the damage.

“Top floor, move,” he said, his rifle tight and immobile against his shoulder. Another Revenant put his back to the wall and braced his slightly bent legs. The next Revenant put a foot against his thigh and stepped up onto his shoulders. A third took a running start and climbed up the two like they were circus performers. A boost from the second Revenant in the stack sent the third over the edge of the roof.

Another Revenant picked up a Pilum case—which weighted close to seventy-five pounds—and tossed it up to the man on the roof, who caught it and set it down gently. All four Pilums sailed up to the roof. Three more Revenants bounded up the two man ladder.

“Assembling weapon systems,” four Revenants said over the squad radio net. Kadish glanced at video feed from them as they opened the cases and snapped the launchers to battery/optics packs with identical movements. The Pilum missiles were a step change evolution off the Javelin system, with wire guidance built in to mitigate jamming or other electronic warfare defenses. The shaped charge warheads would make light work out of the targeted submarines… provided they managed to damage the battery packs or drive systems. He and his team didn’t have to destroy the subs moored to the docks, just disable them long enough for the Air Force or Navy to finish the job with a cruise missile.

The wind howled through the forest. Near horizontal rain struck Kadish, though the cold and sting he knew he should feel wasn’t there for him.

“All Revenants ready to fire. Engaging in three, two⁠—”

“Break break break,” Kadish said. “Fire in sequence on my command. Northern most target first. Revenant one… fire.”

There was a huff as the Pilum missile ejected from the launcher with just enough charge to clear the roof. It tilted forward slightly and the main engine engaged, sending it arcing high on a column of fire. Kadish heard the guidance wire whistling through Revenant one’s radio as the missile sailed through the rain. The flame of the rocket engine shimmied from side to side as high winds pushed it off course.

There was a brief flash on the horizon as the missile detonated well short of its target.

“Wired connection lost,” Revenant one said. “Weapon self-destructed.”

Boo. Boring.

“Dead Man, I monitored,” Simko said over the radio. “The wind isn’t going to cut back anytime soon. We need to abort this mission⁠—”

“Negative,” Kadish said. The Red Man tapped on the glass from inside the building next to him and wagged a finger at him. “High angle attack isn’t viable, but we can still go direct fire. There’s a structure within six hundred meters of the docks. We will relocate and reengage. We still have enough missiles.”

“Dead Man, that’ll take you deeper into the city. The risk of being detected is too⁠—”

“Submarines exploding for no obvious reason during a typhoon is a decent hint to the Norks that someone’s on the island with them. We’re not here to fail,” he said.

“We have a hard extraction time, Dead Man. Can you still hit it?” Simko asked.

“Moving,” Kadish spoke into another channel and the Pilums were dissembled, returned to their cases, and dropped back to ground level within minutes. The cyborgs mounted the cases on their backs as the one on the roof climbed down. During the entire failed attack, the two Revenants serving as the ladder to the upper floor didn’t move or falter.

The last Revenant on the roof put a boot to the roof edge and swung down. His hand lost its grip and he lunged three stories to the wet ground. He landed with a splash that tossed mud and leaves onto the building.

The fallen Revenant popped to his feet. One shoulder was dislocated, hand twitching. He grabbed his out-of-place joint and snapped it back into place. A damage readout appeared on Kadish’s visor. The Revenant’s paper doll face blinked amber at the shoulder for a moment, then went green as he spun the limb around.

“I wonder if that hurt,” Kadish swung an arm up for the “follow me” hand signal and led the squad deeper into Jeju City. Lights were on in a cluster of buildings at an intersection of wider roads. He zoomed in with his optics and saw men in uniform gathered around a karaoke machine through a window.

He spotted the new firing point—a water tower close to a high school—and sent instructions to the team. Kadish darted across a road and hopped over a pile of garbage. He took cover against a brick wall and watched as another Revenant broke the lock off the fence around the water tower with a quick yank and the ones carrying Pilums climbed up the ladder without missing a beat.

Kadish turned to check the road behind him and froze. There was a shop there. The lights were off, but the painted puppies and kittens on the windows and the hangul letters triggered something inside of him.

”Oh, isn’t that one just so cute?” the ghost of a woman with short, wavy blonde hair pointed to a puppy in a clear box with shredded paper lining on the other side of the glass. The fluffy white dog yipped and jumped at her.

What’s this?

“Sure it is,” Kadish remembered saying. “But we can’t keep pets in the barracks, Julie.”

“Just because I see it and say it’s cute doesn’t mean I have to have it. Not right now,” she pouted. “If we don’t find out how much that doggy in the window is, she might get turned into bulgogi.”

“I think that’s kaegolgi,” he said. “Bulgogi is made from beef. Not dogs.”

“Oh,” she covered her mouth. “Oh no. You mean this entire time that wasn’t—I mean I knew that.”

“What’s wrong? You worried you might eat dog meat and regret it for the rest of your life, or love it and constantly hunger for Fido when we get back to the States?”

“You are the worst!” she giggled and took his hand. “And you said when ‘we’ get back to the States. You planning something?”

“Well, there’s white space for block leave on the calendar, and maybe we could⁠—”

A floodlight hit Kadish from behind. He snapped out of his reverie and spun around, dropping to one knee as he raised his weapon. His optics cut the glare from the spotlight mounted on a police vehicle. The two men inside wore North Korean fatigues, not the blue of local police.

“Tong geum—” the driver leaned his head out of the open window. He didn’t get to finish before a mass reactive round from Kadish’s XM-88 struck him in the chest. The bullet turned the inside of the police car to red mist and blew out the windows. The other North Korean barely had time to register what happened before another bullet hit him in the face with similar results.

The rapport of the two rounds echoed through the city, the sound of death flung far and wide on the wind.

“Firing element, hurry up,” Kadish said. His visor lit up with fresh radio chatter.

“Threat vehicle identified,” one of the Revenants atop the water tower said. The image of an armored vehicle at the end of the dock with the submarines flickered onto Kadish’s screens. Quad auto cannons meant to shoot down drones and missiles were oriented toward the ocean. The engine had a faint glow of heat on the IR images.

“Negative, engage primary target,” Kadish said.

That can hurt. Don’t let it.

The howl of wind subsided for a few moments and a Pilum fired. It streaked across the sky and over buildings toward the dock. There was a ka-rump and flash on the horizon.

“Targets sited,” the Revenant over watching the karaoke bars said. “Engagement criteria not met.”

Another Pilum roared overhead as Kadish crossed the street to the other Revenant. Shouts grew as uniformed men ducked in and out of the lit-up buildings, pointing at the water tower.

There was a crunch of metal from the tower. Kadish looked up as tracer rounds from the air-defense vehicle ricocheted off the dome and launched into the stormy sky.

“Launch that last missile and get down!” Kadish hit the laser range finder button on his XM-88 and saved the distances to each of the buildings. Three men came around a corner, rain slickers draped over their shoulders and rifles in hand.

Kadish hit the lead soldier in the stomach. He disintegrated from the waist up. The man to his right fell to the ground, felled by shrapnel from the bullet. The other stumbled forward and fell on his face, a pair of ribs that weren’t his sticking out of his back.

The final Pilum rocketed toward the dock.

“Weapons free,” Kadish ordered. “Engage anything in a threat uniform and prepare to⁠—”

There was a groan of metal as the tank atop the water tower lost structural integrity. Water sloshed out from one side, crashing onto the last Revenant climbing down the ladder. The Revenant held fast while the last of the deluge ended.

He remained stationary just long enough for the air defense vehicle to find his range. A burst of cannon fire shredded the Revenant and the ladder. He toppled to one side, limbs loose as he tumbled to the ground.

More Revenants opened fire toward the karaoke bar. The strong crack of each shot set off sound baffles in Kadish’s ears as he ran toward the fallen Revenant.

The cyborg landed on a car hood, denting it badly and shattering the windshield. Exit wounds big enough for Kadish to stick his fist into smoldered in his chest and the right half of his neck.

“Lawrence, got a man down,” Kadish grabbed the Revenant by the shoulder and gave him a quick shake. Doll glass eyes stared back at him. Revenant Four’s status on Kadish’s visor went black. Kadish let his rifle go and it flopped against his chest, held fast by a sling and D-ring. He hefted the body up and set it over his shoulders in a fireman’s carry.

The anti-aircraft fire continued, thumping into the tank and knocking sparks off the upper spans.

“Nine, target status?” Kadish tested the body’s weight against his shoulders.

There’s more over there to kill.

“Both target’s damaged,” the other Revenant said. A pic of two flaming submarines crossed his visor.

“Reloading,” Three turned away from a building corner and swapped magazines. Small arms fire knocked hunks of masonry off the wall.

“Hit the vehicles’ battery packs. Fires will cover our exfil,” Kadish glanced at a car window. The Red Man was in the reflection. He looked angry and frustrated for a moment, then faded away.

South Korea had transitioned to fully electric vehicles a decade earlier, and while the battery packs had significant safety improvements over gas-powered cars, the batteries weren’t designed to withstand being ripped apart by military grade munitions. The mass reactive shots ignited the battery packs, sending columns of noxious smoke through where the occupiers had tried to get a little rest and relaxation during the storm.

Incoming fire relented, and Kadish ran toward the last retrans beacon they’d set up at the radio station.

“Dead Men, on me!” he shouted, and the rest followed.


CHAPTER 8



“Kanpai!” a man in a polo shirt and dark slacks held up a small wooden box.

“I’m not Japanese, damn it,” Schofield held up his own box and sniffed the drink. He downed the shot in one knockback and winced as it burned down his throat. “What is this shit, Knight? You going native already?”

“Sake,” Knight said. He looked to be in his late forties, with thinning hair and gray at his temples. Schofield knew he was a fair bit older than how he looked, with an upper body that came from powerlifting and several old scars across his forearms. Just how he kept so youthful was a matter of speculation. “It’s cheap and local. I import better gaijin spirits and it looks suspicious. Local whiskeys are too sweet for my taste.”

“And this stuff is?” Schofield sneered at the clear moisture in his odd cup. “Boxes?”

“Tradition,” Knight shrugged. “You come up from your dungeon to complain about free booze or do you—who doesn’t smoke—need more Mevius cigarettes?”

“Have some?” Schofield set his box on Knight’s desk. The office had no windows and was cramped with the two of them in there. A small red light blinked rapidly on a black puck sitting between the two men.

Knight opened a drawer and slid a blue-and-white carton toward him.

“I’ll make you a whole one of these days,” Schofield said.

“Don’t worry about it. Our budget’s so off the books it isn’t even black. I charge it to the boss and he’s never complained about the odds and ends,” Knight said.

“How considerate of him,” Schofield’s eyes lingered on the puck.

“You brought the scrammer up here,” Knight laced his fingers behind his head and leaned back in his chair. “We don’t need that for chit-chat or the usual updates. What do you need?”

“Small favor,” Schofield poked the puck. “I need the name and personnel file for an Army soldier that’s listed ‘died of wounds’ or ‘missing in action.’ Hell, even KIA as the last resort. Stationed in Korea before the war kicked off and got hit there. Action in Uijeonbu and Seoul. Likely infantry or something high speed within the Division. Ranger tab.”

“That… could be a lot of men,” Knight said. “There’ve been almost… twenty thousand casualties already.” He raised the edge of a finger to his mouth and regarded Schofield.

“I think you can narrow it down pretty easily with what I’ve told you,” Schofield said. “Are you going to ask why?”

“Do I have ‘Dip Shit’ tattooed on my forehead?” Knight brushed his fingertips across his brow and looked to see if anything had rubbed off. “I’m the company security lead for the AI training facility out there, I’m not some shield of shame personnel Fobbit that can just… go poking around databases.”

“It’s important,” Schofield said.

Knight puffed air from his mouth.

“If I could,” he glanced at the scrammer device, “and I’m not saying I will… it would have to be on the next personnel rotation back to the mainland. Then maybe I could make some calls to Camp Zama. Off the record… naturally. The boss has things on absolute lockdown here. I so much as fart somewhere I shouldn’t, and the boss will want to know why I had tacos for lunch.”

“Naturally,” Schofield nodded quickly. “How large is the security detail at the moment?”

“I’ve got twenty under contract,” Knight said. “Most are enjoying sitting around guarding a data center and making the big bucks at the same time. But there’s always one or two shit heads who get bored and either start trouble or try to sneak out to town for companionship. Why?”

“I think we could use some more… what with the war heating up. The Russians come in on the commies side and then this is one nice big target. Maybe the Chinese will think your boss isn’t just training better burger flippers and driver neural nets for the Japanese market,” Schofield said.

“Mmm,” Knight tapped a finger against his desk.

“I bet there are plenty of Euro mercenaries looking for a nice place to park themselves before they can get drafted by the Tsar or home governments,” Schofield continued. “We can deny we’re in the opening stages of World War III all we want, but enough people can see the writing on the wall.”

“You’re just here to give me all new kinds of pain in my ass, aren’t you,” Knight crossed his arms. “I can just lock you down there if I want. Then a good percentage of my problems go away.”

“And miss this quality time… you’ve never asked what we’re doing down there,” Schofield said.

“If I need to know, I’ll be told. That’s how the boss likes it, and I’ve worked with him long enough to know it’s a bad idea to go poking around anything that I don’t need to know,” Knight said. “I make sure you have enough food for five mouths and keep this facility running… I also make sure no one’s looking around when the Raven comes in or leaves.”

“Your boss didn’t tell you?”

“He plays close to the vest on a lot of things. Hard to read too.” Knight reached for a bottle of sake. “More?”

“I go down there with booze on my breath and a flush to my face and there will just be more whining for me to deal with. Thanks for the smokes,” Schofield slid the cigarette carton off the table.

“But someone down there’s still putting nails in their chest,” Knight said. “Why keep one vice going?”

“You ever been around a nicotine fiend when they can’t get their fix? I don’t want to get stabbed… when’s your next run to the mainland?”

“A week. Might be plus or minus a day or two if I’m pulling in more security personnel. I’ll ping you if I find what you need,” Knight said. “No promises.”

“Buddy, if there’s anyone who can find what I need without tipping off the boss, it’s you,” Schofield picked up the scrammer and clicked it off. “See you around.”
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Simko stood on the beach, watching as massive waves crashed against the surf. He checked his watch and looked out at the roiling sea. A red light blinked on his IR optics—the submarine was coming in.

“Come on, come on, come on,” he pulled down a menu and overlaid the team’s beacons onto his map. They were close but moving slow.

“Dead Man, need you to step it out,” Simko told them. “I can’t stop the sub from leaving, and I don’t want to stay here with you because you’re quitting on the objective!”

“Mission parameters are set,” Kadish responded as the Imperative. “Closing on infiltration point.”

“Move your asses!” Simko held up the beacon he’d removed from the command post and the submarine vectored toward him. There was barely enough room on the beach for it, and the waves looked and sounded powerful enough to mash him into jelly should he get caught between the hull and the rocks.

“Rest of you, move at full speed,” Simko heard Kadish shout.

The submarine washed ashore, its engines spitting sea water as it fought to right itself in the surf. It pushed through the beach sand and the front hatch split open. Revenants swarmed passed Simko, startling him with their speed and silence. They rushed into the sub. The count was two short.

“Dead Man? Dead Man, where are you?” Simko moved to the beach.

“Moving,” Kadish answered.

A text box with a timer flashed on Simko’s visor. He swore and got to the submarine but didn’t board it. The timer ran to zero as Kadish appeared at the top of the cliff, a body slung over his shoulder.

Hydraulics whined as the hatch began to close.

“Oh no you don’t,” Simko jammed his rifle’s butt stock between the metal petals, and there was an angry buzz from the submarine as the hatch reopened. The Revenants inside all turned their heads to look at him as one.

Kadish rumbled past Simko. He grabbed him by the arm and jerked him into the sub. The hatch closed, sheering the back of Simko’s rifle clean off. The muzzle and firing chamber rattled against the deck as the sub pulled back into the sea.

It rocked from side to side as it submerged. Red lights switched to white and Simko pulled his helmet off.

Kadish was at the back of the chamber, sitting next to the dead Revenant. The fallen cyborg’s skin slowly reknit itself, but the eyes were as blank and dead as ever.

Simko cracked his vest open and dumped it behind him. The rest of the team sat ramrod straight, awaiting further instructions. Simko had to keep one hand on a rail bolted to the ceiling as he made his way to Kadish and the dead Revenant.

“Why didn’t you use the thermite charge to burn it out?” Simko asked.

“We don’t leave anyone behind,” Kadish answered. He reached over and tried to close the dead cyborg’s eyes, but they were locked open. “My man. My mission.”

“The protocol is to burn any Revenant that can’t be recovered,” Simko reached into a pocket and found the kill switch. “Why didn’t the Imperative do that?”

“Revenant seven was judged recoverable in the time available,” Kadish answered as the Imperative. He tilted his head slightly and worked his jaw like he’d coughed up something disgusting. “We made it, didn’t we?”

“Can’t argue with results,” Simko inched back. “Dead Man… what did you do in that radio station?”

“Four targets eliminated,” the Imperative answered. Kadish shook his head and turned his attention to the dead cyborg. “We have body bags? The men shouldn’t see him like this.”

“I don’t think they care,” Simko said. “He doesn’t even have a name anymore, buddy.”

“He’s one of mine. I have to take care of him,” Kadish said.

“You know what, Revenant six? Stopstopstop!” Simko belted out the words. Kadish’s eyes closed and he sat flat against the bulkhead. Simko put a foot against his shoulder and pushed him to one side with a grunt of effort. Kadish fell to his side, limbs still tense.

“I’ve had all the weird shit I can handle for one day,” he said to the rest. “Anyone else want to get all spooky on me?”

No answer.

“Fuck… it’s a long float back,” Simko moved back to the other end of the bay. He settled against the bulkhead and kept the kill switch in hand. He didn’t take his eyes off the Dead Man for the rest of the journey.
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“There’s an adaptation that shouldn’t be there,” Tivoli took a final drag on a cigarette and coughed when the burn hit the filter. She dropped it into a coffee cup with four other butts and lit another as she walked passed a bank of holo projections. She stopped at one and double tapped the corner. It expanded to fill the entire screen.

“See! You see that! Shouldn’t have done that,” she touched a button on the base of the projector and recorded a quick note.

“Doctor.”

“Because he should not have engaged that vehicle while it was clearly marked as law enforcement. I don’t know why we even coded for that, as there’s no time we wouldn’t want them to⁠—”

“Doctor!”

“What!” she spun around, cigarette gripped between the fingers of her fist. Graves, Schofield, and a freshly showered and changed Simko were in her laboratory.

“Your preliminary report,” Schofield rolled a chair back from a workstation and sat down.

“I-I need another hour,” she said, flustered.

“You said that two hours ago,” Schofield crossed his ankles and leaned back, hands interlaced behind his head. “I’ve got to send an after-action report up the chain, and the boss isn’t the type that likes to have his schedule changed.”

“Well… I’m not at my usual level of certainty,” she said quickly. “But there’s a variable here, boys. A big one, and it’s hard to explain just how-how divergent he can be.”

“Try us,” Graves said. “Because we’ve got the ‘anomaly’ on ice, and I’d rather ash him now than before he wakes up again and figures out which of us is a Judas goat.”

“Well, he’s brilliant, ok?” Tivoli turned back to the holos. “You see this? There were five separate pathing errors from the beach to the shoot ‘em up spot.”

“Infiltration point to the final attack assemble area,” Simko said. “Use doctrinal terms.”

“Oh, fuck all your military jargon. I dumb down the neurological information so you can smile and nod along at what I’m saying. Don’t expect me to learn your apple babies candy alphabet words too. Now, back to the point I’m still trying to dumb down—the anomaly self-corrected along the route. Figured out how to get around obstacles and read terrain that the Imperative loaded into all of them couldn’t solve right away,” she said.

“Explain how you know that,” Schofield said.

“I have the base Imperative running on the stacks upstairs,” she pointed to the ceiling. “I ran all their footage through it and didn’t feed the command protocols that were actually used. The Revenants hit every error the sims did, but because of our little Dead Man giving new commands, they kept moving before they had to default back to Simko for instruction.”

“They were pretty quiet this run,” the SEAL said. “I thought it was the storm, but they kept moving.”

“And then there’s the decision to dynamically reposition when the first missile failed,” Tivoli ran her fingers down her cheeks. “Would you have moved to another site, Simko?”

The SEAL thought for a moment.

“Probably not, as I was too far from the team,” he said. “Six was there and read the terrain. Firing from the water tower was a risk I never would’ve taken. We got lucky the crew in the anti-air truck wasn’t on the ball when that first missile hit, or the second shot never would’ve happened.”

“All three subs were destroyed,” Graves looked at everyone else in the room. “We lost nothing. Norks are out their best infil platforms. This was a huge success. Why aren’t we drinking champagne?”

“We lost a Revenant,” Simko said. “Six risked a lot to bring the body back. Are we treating them all like disposable assets?”

“The rest aren’t awake or aware,” Tivoli pulled down a file showing all seven remaining Revenants. She touched the box for Revenant one and graphs showing little to no brain activity, then pulled Kadish’s scans over for a comparison. His graphs showed more activity over time. “The mannies remain brain dead mannequins. The anomaly remains just that, an anomaly.”

“He’s a person,” Simko said. “Who he used to be is still under there.”

“The Imperative’s moved deeper into Six’s brain than the others,” Schofield pointed at Kadish’s chart. “Why?”

“Him functioning independent of the Imperative has… blazed a trail for the Imperative’s neural wires to follow. We’ve never had a Revenant with this degree of penetration. It’s hard for me to extrapolate what this means for the rest of the program, as it’s a single data point. But as we’re under the Director’s instructions to fail fast and iterate faster, I want to pull his Imperative image and upload it to a few other Revenants for experiments,” she said. “That would zero him out, and then we’d have to reload the programming.”

“What will that do to him?” Schofield asked.

“It’s an experiment. We perform it to find the result,” Tivoli said.

“It could kill him,” Simko said.

“As the only PhD neurologist in the room, my assessment is that it will most likely revert him back to baseline without all the personality and free will interfering with the Imperative,” the doctor said.

“Weren’t you disbarred?” Graves’ brow furrowed.

“Board certification doesn’t equate to knowledge or competence. It just means you’ve met someone else’s standards and spent a lot of time and money for the consideration. Does having your father on the Senate Appropriations Committee make you a better soldier?” her face flushed.

“No,” Graves chuckled. “But I’ve never had a request for a training school or Revenant assignment be denied. Granted, I am a goddamn stud at everything I do.”

Tivoli rolled her eyes.

“Revenant Six is a goose that’s laying golden eggs for us right now,” Schofield said. “We’re not going to tear him apart to see how he ticks while this program is still in its validation phase. Doctor, you can still iterate on the Imperative without lobotomizing him, correct?”

“No one said anything about a loboto—yes, yes, I can still chase down more nines without tampering on this not-so-Dead Man of ours,” she said.

“Chase nines?” Simko asked.

“AI training term,” Schofield said. “When limited AI and neural nets were first put out in the real world, they were ninety nine point nine nine or so effective in their tasks. Self-driving cars could handle well-marked roads and normal traffic. But when a deer ran between a self-driving car and a truck with signs on the back that confuse the system, that’s one of those events with a zero point zero zero etc one chance of occurring. So the system is re-trained to handle that and it becomes ninety nine point nine nine nine and so on effective.”

“Human behavior is the baseline standard, but neural nets are always chasing nines to become more effective,” Tivoli said. “Our current batch are decently effective, but not where they need to be.”

“But they are where they need to be when Six is leading them,” Simko said. “We just had real world validation.”

“I doubt that’s what the Director wants,” Graves rubbed a forearm. “‘Hey, sir, thanks to a fluke, everything works great. Can we go home now?’”

“Then we keep chasing nines until we get to the point where our Revenants can do a driverless Cannonball Run from LA to NYC like happened back in 2025,” Schofield said. “Not literally, but you all understand what I mean.”

“They can drive just fine,” Tivoli rolled her eyes.

“And what about Six?” Simko asked. “He knows the Ranger Creed, and I saw him live it out there. Can we just ask the Director who he is and what to do next?”

There was an uncomfortable pause.

“The Director is aware of the situation,” Schofield said. “He’s given me leeway to keep Six active at my discretion. Don’t worry about who he was before he was put into the program. He’s officially dead, and that’s never going to change.”

“Tivoli…” Simko sat back and crossed his arms across his chest, his body pulled tight, “how violent are they programmed to be?”

“They kill the enemy until they die from it,” Tivoli looked at him like he was an idiot. “We’ve action captured some of the best soldiers in the world for them to use as a baseline. Are you complaining that they’re too good at killing?”

“Graves, assume you have the same combat loadout from the last mission and you have to clear a small, single-story building with unaware combatants. How would you do it?” Simko asked the soldier.

“Kick the door and eliminate targets as I sweep. Surprise and violence of action,” Graves said.

“So you wouldn’t go in with a utility knife and hack them to pieces,” Simko pulled a data slate from his pants pocket and tapped at the screen. A video player screen cast from the slate to Tivoli’s work station. Feed from Kadish’s helmet played as he rushed to the radio station door and kicked it so hard that it flew off the hinges.

“Oh!” a North Korean soldier dropped a bottle of soju and fell out of his chair. Kadish’s hand clamped down on the back of his neck. The video froze, the blur of an incoming knife point on the right side of the video.

“This isn’t relevant,” Schofield lowered his own slate to his waist.

“She needs to see this, sir,” Simko said. “Did she program that into him? Because what he did in there… that’s not how we fight.”

“Stop humanizing it,” Tivoli said to Simko. “It’s a tool. A weapon. He functions at our discretion.”

“And if anymore wake up and give us a reminder that these ‘tools’ are still people?” Simko asked.

“We’ll cross that bridge when we come to it,” Schofield said. “We need to do the rip on Revenant six and reset for the next mission. The typhoon’s had an impact on operations all across theater, so anticipate another mission as soon as there’s time for intelligence to identify targets that probably aren’t moving around.”

“Nothing’s happening, better lean forward in the foxhole. Same Army shit, different Army day,” Graves said.


CHAPTER 9



Ah there’s more… nice nice.

This isn’t where I need to be. Where is she?

I want to play here. There’s so much of you to like.

“Six, got eyes on a mortar system,” Specialist Walsh buzzed in Kadish’s ear. He snapped awake, blinking his eyes quickly. Ramirez was in the same slight depression as him. The other officer made a slight wave at him.

He felt the heat from the midday sun through his uniform as he shifted position. The buzz of insects and sheen of sweat against his body made it clear that the Korean summer had intentions on fall.

“How long was I down?” Kadish popped a piece of overly caffeinated gum into his mouth and double tapped the power button for his visor screen.

“Almost half an hour,” Ramirez said. “I handled the routine radio traffic, and it was all routine until a couple seconds ago.”

“Want my job that bad, huh?” Kadish pulled in the drone feed from Walsh. Five North Korean soldier clustered around an emplaced mortar tube. One dug a spade around the base plate while another broke out rounds the size of footballs from wooden crates.

“They’re getting ready for something,” Kadish said. “Seven?”

“Supply convoy’s on the force tracker, but I don’t see them on the road yet,” Sergeant first class Anderson said over the squad radio. “Could be ghosts piped into the system to throw off any monitoring. They’ve cracked the tracker a couple of times.”

“Those rounds for us?” Ramirez asked.

“Tubes oriented toward the north and the road,” Kadish said. “Wade, Norks don’t just infil 80mm mortar tubes and crews all by their lonesome. Where’s the rest of them?”

The grid location to the tube pinged on Kadish’s visor as the drone footage spiraled away from the mortar team.

“Thought I saw some bed down locations earlier,” Wade said. “Not even a squad on security for their mortars. Weird, right?”

This vexes you… odd.

“They’re about to conduct an ambush,” Ramirez blurted out.

“You were a smart Ranger, weren’t you?” Kadish tapped him on the shoulder and pointed toward the hill the enemy mortars were about to fire over. “Anderson, call it up and see if we can get a warning to that convoy. I’m taking Six-alpha with me to engage the mortar. Find the rest of the Nork company.”

“Six, want me to bring Cherry back and slap a frag on her to take out the tube?” Walsh asked.

“Negative,” Kadish led Ramirez out of their hide site and moved toward the hill, keeping low and behind trees as they went. “I need grids to the ambush element for air support and that convoy.”

“Roger,” Walsh left the channel.

“Did he just call me a cherry?” Ramirez asked as they slipped through brush. “Yeah, I’m new to the peninsula and all, but I’ve already got grenades.” He slapped pouches on his chest rig.

“It’s the name of his favorite stripper back in the ‘Ville,” Kadish said. “Keep it tactical, strong Ranger.”

Ramirez kept his mouth shut as they traversed through nearly a kilometer of rough terrain.

Bloomp

High angle Hell. Who doesn’t like that?

“Shit,” Kadish spat and keyed his mic, “Seven, conducting a hasty attack time now.”

Ramirez unsnapped a grenade pouch.

“No, take it intact,” Kadish said. “I’ve got an idea. On me.”

Kadish switched his safety off and rushed toward the enemy as another bloomp crashed through the forest. The overpressure stung his ears, and he pulled a small cord on his helm to tighten the skull mask and ear coverings.

He scrambled up a pile of gravel meant for some road work that the war interrupted and peaked over the edge. The North Koreans moved to and fro from their positions in the clockwork dance to lob indirect fire. Kadish waited for a soldier to lug a heavy round from the ammo point and heft it up to drop in the tube before he shot him.

The soldier collapsed and the nearly ten pounds of the shell landed on his chest, cracking ribs.

Kadish shifted his fire to a rather surprised-looking Korean sitting on a wooden box, a radio handset to his ear, clipboard on his lap and pencil in hand. Kadish fired a burst into his chest and aimed at the soldier at the ammo break out point surrounded by open boxes. The enemy aimed his AK-74 at Kadish first.

Ruh ro.

Kadish kicked his legs out to lose his footing and slid down the rock pile. A full auto burst from the AK tore through the gravel and kicked up a cloud of dust. A different weapon rapport sounded from the side of the pile.

Ramirez was on his feet, rifle snapping from side to side.

“Clear!” he shouted.

“Moving,” Kadish ran around Ramirez and brought his weapon up. The rest of the North Koreans were down. One kicked weakly against ground, clutching his chest. Kadish picked up the handset dropped by the dead mortar section leader and heard multiple voices shouting in Korean. He went to one knee and flipped over the blood-splattered clipboard.

A rough terrain diagram was there, complete with the mortar’s position and three separate firing positions.

“Walsh… confirm or deny enemy one hundred meters south of the bend in the road,” he said into his mic and went to the mortar system. He checked that the bubbles were level on gunner’s site.

The rattle of machine gun fire carried from the road.

“That one’s still alive,” Ramirez pointed at the wounded North Korean. “Cover me while I treat him.”

He serious?

“No. You go to the ammo point and start fixing charge wedges to the rounds. Two each, move,” Kadish pointed to the wooden crates then glanced at the wounded soldier.

He’d crawled a few feet away but had stopped. He lay on his side, breathing hard and looking at the two Americans.

“We’re supposed to⁠—”

“Fucker’s dying, and slapping gauze over his chest wound won’t change that. You hear that shooting? Ours are getting shot up right now, and I need you to ready rounds so we can save them. Fucking move!”

Kadish leveled a knife hand at the ammo point.

“Roger,” Ramirez said meekly and jogged to the mortar rounds.

Kadish looked over the gunner’s sight attached to the tube and found a cluster of nobs with numbers etched into them. He picked up a small firing computer pinned under the dead section sergeant and tapped on the keys.

“Six, enemy position confirmed,” Wade said through the radio. “I think there’s more to the east.”

“Give me twelve-digit grids.” Kadish entered a new location on the computer and it buzzed with a new firing solution. He twisted knobs to match, then picked up the mortar round depressing another dead man’s stomach. He hefted it up with two hands, held it over the muzzle, and dropped it. He bent hard at the waist and the mortar spat fire.

“More rounds, let’s go!” Kadish checked that the bubbles on the gunner’s sight were level and waved Ramirez over. The other lieutenant ran over with a round clutched to his chest and dropped it in the tube.

“Wade, I need Cherry to look back at that first position,” Kadish checked his watch. Grainy video feed appeared on his visor. Muzzle flashes from machine guns shook brush and trees. A sudden cloud of dust enveloped the position, felling trees and sending branches flying.

“Oh shit, there’s a short round! Hold on, was that you, Six?” Wade asked. A few seconds later, a second mortar round landed close to the first impact.

“It is. Find me the rest of them,” Kadish entered his best guess where the next squad would be from the clipboard and re-oriented the mortar tube.

“Jeongjeon! Jegonjeon!” came from the handset.

Wade sent a picture of another Korean squad clustered in a clearing to Kadish… which was within a few tens of meters from where the clipboard had them. A quick adjustment to the gunner’s sight and Kadish dropped another mortar round. He and Ramirez put multiple rounds in the air before the first one landed.

“Jeongjeon! Jeong! Jeon!” frantic words came from the handset.

The Red Man and Kadish chuckled as one.

“What does that mean?” Ramirez asked.

“‘Cease fire.’” Kadish stopped and watched as the rounds hit. They weren’t direct hits, but they landed close enough for artillery shells.

The handset blared rapid fire Korean. Kadish only caught the expletives as Wade sent the third location of the ambushers. It took another half dozen rounds and a few observer adjustments from Wade to finish off the last squad.

The handset was silent.

“He’s still alive,” Ramirez said between huffs from lugging rounds to the tube. He pointed to the wounded North Korean.

“Finish him.” Kadish put a hand to his helmet and turned a dial built into the ear piece to cycle through radio frequencies. He watched Ramirez approach the soldier lying on his back. One hand flapped softy against his chest, checking that blood still flowed from the bullet holes.

Ramirez snapped his rifle up to his shoulder and aimed it at the man’s forehead. The muzzle trembled for a second, then lowered.

“Problem?” Kadish asked.

“I… can’t, sir. Not in cold blood like this,” Ramirez fought back tears.

The Red Man stepped out from behind Ramirez and looked down at the mortally wounded man, hands on his hips.

Kadish strode over and stomped a boot into the North Korean’s throat. Ramirez flinched back as the soldier gurgled. Kadish leaned more weight onto the man’s neck.

“You know what they’ve done to any American they find?” Kadish snatched Ramirez by the vest and looked him in the eye. “They kill us as slow as they can. There were a dozen English teachers waiting for evac from their school north of Seoul. We didn’t get there in time. Guess what we found?”

That’s my boy…

“I-I don’t know,” Ramirez looked from Kadish’s face to his boot several times.

“They burned the men alive and raped the women to death, Ramirez. Some of them had kids. The children got a single bullet to the head. There’s never been any mercy in this fight, buddy. Stop acting like you have any to give, or if they deserve any,” Kadish twisted his heel and snapped the Korean’s neck.

There we go.

He stepped away, staring the other man down.

Ramirez lowered his eyes.

“Sir, got the convoy’s freq,” Anderson said over the radio. “Military Police are running it. Leader’s call sign is Cuffs.”

The frequency scrolled across Kadish’s visor. He loaded it into his radio and keyed his mic.
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“Dead Man.”

Deeeead Maaaaaan.

“Dead Man. Wake up.” There was a shake against his shoulder.

Kadish came to with a snort. He was in the backseat of a Humvee. A young black woman in the front passenger seat was turned to face him. She had a gold bar on her uniform and dried blood on her sleeves. The driver was gone, but the Red Man was in his seat.

“Huh? Contact?” Kadish flipped his visor lenses down.

“No, we’re at the field hospital,” she said. “I’ve got casualties to process.” Her chin quivered for a moment.

He glanced at his watch and cursed himself for falling asleep the instant the convoy entered the relative safety of the camp.

“Thanks for the ride, Cuffs,” he said.

“Thanks for saving our collective asses,” she said. “My first mission outside the wire and this happens. We didn’t get prepped for this before we deployed from Hawaii.”

“You survived. You’re doing better than a lot of butter bars,” Kadish opened the armored door. He got one foot out and paused. “What’s your name?”

“Osia. Heather Osia,” she wiped a tear from her eye.

“You got ambushed. It happens. You kept it together and fought back. If you’d have seized up, there wouldn’t be anyone here right now,” he said.

Osia shook her head.

“This shit’s only going to get worse, Osia. Don’t let your soldiers see you crack, or they’ll fall apart,” he said.

“All that ‘mask of command’ shit’s for real, huh?” she gave him a weak smile and tried to set her features firm. A sob followed.

“God damn it!” she beat a fist against the dashboard.

“There you go,” Kadish said. “The anger works. Don’t lose it. The hate will keep you warm. Keep you going. Hate and caffeine ain’t just for NCOs.”

“I just took four KIAs,” she said. “One left behind a two-month-old baby girl. She’s been complaining nonstop about breastfeeding pain and I didn’t know what to tell her, and now she’s in a black bag… she was on the phone with her mom this morning.”

“Then we are less without her,” Kadish said. “Take care of your soldiers now. Mourn when you can. Tomorrow will be worse.”

“You’re just a goddamn ray of sunshine, ain’tcha?” Osia rubbed a knuckle against her eyes.

“I’m too tired to lie,” Kadish said. “Stay safe out there, Osia.”

“You too, Dead Man, you too,” she swiped her sleeve across her face.

Kadish got out and walked to the Humvee parked behind his. Wounded soldiers were rushed into the field hospital from trucks and other vehicles where they’d parked. Ramirez waited next to the hood, watching some stretchers go in fast and some with black bags on them go slower.

The Red Man followed behind him.

“Sir,” Ramirez said. He had his helmet under the crook of an arm.

“Bad day,” Kadish said. “Only good days we have are when no one gets hit.”

“How many of those are there?” Ramirez asked.

“Not many… you still want this?” Kadish asked. “Colonel Daniels will slot you somewhere else if you can’t⁠—”

“Sir, sorry to interrupt, I’m good. I should’ve used the standard operating procedure when clearing an objective and put two more rounds in that guy to make sure he was no longer a threat,” Ramirez said. “I let him suffer, and that was the cruelest thing I could do.”

“That guilt you’re feeling? It’ll pass. It did for me,” Kadish said.

“What’ve you got left?” Ramirez sighed. “None of my ROTC classes covered this. Damn state-funded educations.”

Kadish peered into the field hospital, yearning for a glimpse of Julie. He itched to go inside, but with this latest surge of casualties that would’ve been selfish and stupid. A great sense of loss filled him. A regret from a decision he could’ve made but didn’t.

“There’s still something deep down. I think. I hope,” he tapped his chest.

Liar.


CHAPTER 10



“On belay!” Graves kept the thin lines of a rope harness tucked against the small of his back and leaned away from the climbing wall. He wore a body glove with embedded silver wires running from the tips of his gloves down his body to his feet. He was nearly twenty yards off the floor where Simko stood with one hand on the same rope, coiled near his feet.

“Belay on!” Simko shouted back.

Huxley looked up from a Revenant that was nude from the waist up, pockmarks of scar tissues across his chest. Huxley had a set of pliers in one hand that he clacked at the soldier atop the wall. Five more Revenants were in a line at parade rest near him.

Graves pushed off from the wall with his legs and arced down.

“Too damn fast,” Simko shook his head.

“Doc asked for a variety of ascents and descents,” Graves landed against the wall a few yards over Simko’s head. He grunted in pain, favoring his left leg. “G-goddamn, that’s still sore. Tension. Tension!”

“Gotcha,” Simko pulled the rope and tightened the length against Grave’s seat, arresting his slide down.

“This isn’t what she wants,” Huxley stuck the pliers into a wound. He clamped down on a bullet embedded in the Revenant, and his arm trembled as he fought to pull it out. “She needs a clean mocap for the training sims.”

“You want to do this, lard ass?” Graves snarled. “I’ll tie a Swiss seat on you, and then you can do this climb twenty fucking times.”

“Nope, I’m good,” Huxley gave him a little wave. “Besides, mocap suit doesn’t fit me.”

“Then shut your pie hole. On belay,” Graves rubbed his thigh.

“Belay on,” Simko gave Huxley a dirty look.

Graves bounded down and put both gloved hands over the D-ring against his waist and limped backward until the ropes slid out.

“Was that enough?” Graves asked up to a camera blister. “Hey, Doc! Was that enough?”

“Maybe she’s taking a meeting with the colonel,” Simko chuckled.

“One of those smoke sessions’ you guys are always talking about?” Huxley grunted and yanked the pliers out of the Revenant’s flank. He turned the bullet pinched between the tips around in the light. “Guess it’s better these things get stopped by the Weave layer than go through.”

“Yeah, getting shot sucks,” Graves drank from a water bottle. “Don’t recommend it.”

“Revenant Four took it in stride,” Simko gave the Revenant a pat on the cheek. He poked at a scar tissue pucker on its chest. “Healing fast too.”

“I’ll take that as a compliment,” Huxley dropped the bullet into a small trashcan. “I bet my micros would work great to repair human tissue. Want to be another test bed, Graves?”

“Hell no,” Graves shook his head. “You think I want your little buggers crawling through me? Auto-doc patched me up just fine. Another week or two of stem cell treatments—” he looked up at the camera bulb again, “—and adequate rest! Then I’m good as new. Besides, I bet you’d tell me I’d have to ingest them as a suppository just for laughs.”

“That almost happened,” Huxley frowned. “But Tricia at the off-site found a way to manage their stomach acid levels. Thank God. No one wants to stuff micro-machine pills up their bum holes every time they need a top off. You guys already talk enough shit about my relationship with the mannies.”

“Talk about a shit job,” Graves clicked his tongue and winked a Huxley, who shook his head. “You think these guys will ever go mainstream? Big Boss Man might let slip he’s got this tech to scare the Chinese off from invading Okinawa or the rest of the Pacific Rim. ‘Look at our freak super soldiers!’”

He went to Kadish and bent slightly to be eye to eye with the Revenant.

“‘They can do it all!’ Thanks to me, who will never get credit for any of this, but that comes with the territory. I wonder what it would be like to do a little combatives training against them. I won every tournament back at the squadron. Amazing how a boxing and jujitsu background makes a diff⁠—”

He punched into Kadish’s stomach. It hit with a meaty thump and Kadish’s head trembled slightly.

“Like punching a bag,” Graves hit him in the stomach again and snapped a hook up to Kadish’s jaw.

Kadish’s hand caught the punch and held Graves’s fist in a vice. Kadish opened his eyes and turned his head slowly to Graves.

“Shit shit shit,” Simko fumbled for the kill switch button attached to his belt.

“I activated Six,” Tivoli’s voice came through the camera bulb. “He up?”

Kadish let Graves go. The soldier shuffled back, hands up to guard against an attack.

“Little warning next time!” Graves shouted. He glanced at Simko, then relaxed.

“The mission,” Kadish looked around. “Ship… out of danger?”

“Exfil went smooth,” Simko stepped between the two. “I shut you down for the return trip… standard operating procedure.”

“Where’s my casualty?” Kadish looked to the wall and then at the pile of ropes.

“We dump them all—” Huxley started.

“Processed through decedent affairs. SOP,” Simko said.

“He means graves and registration,” Graves chuckled at his joke. “In case you don’t speak squid.”

“Looks like you boys are having a fun time in there,” Tivoli said, “but I need to bounce the latest build off the rehearsal footage. Have Six go up after Three. Graves, do a baseline.”

Revenant Three stepped forward. The climbing wall shifted, going flatter across wide swathes of it with minimal handholds.

“Fuck me sideways,” Simko put his hands on his hips. “How… just how?”

“Good luck, buddy.” Graves untied his rope seat harness and dropped it and the D-ring in front of Three. He got another section of rope, faced away from Three, and set his gear on the ground.

“Revenant Three, assemble a rope harness for climbing ascent… go!” Simko clapped his hands.

Three and Graves scooped up their ropes and began weaving them around their legs and pelvis. Both their movements were mirror images of each other, but the Revenant slapped both thighs and raised its hands up two seconds before Graves.

“Revenant Three, ascend the rope and await further instructions at the top,” Simko pointed to the pair of ropes dangling against the wall.

“Understood. Moving,” the cyborg snapped the ropes into its D-ring and climbed the wall without stopping to find the best handhold or to rest. The Revenant got one hand over the top edge and froze.

“Ah, God damn it,” Simko shook his head.

“I don’t understand,” Kadish said. “Is there a mission?”

“There is,” Simko began tying his own seat harness. “And to get the target, we have to negotiate a terrain feature just like this wall, but five times larger. Climbing… is not my strongest attribute.”

“Hot damn,” Graves chuckled, “we got to witness a SEAL admit he’s not perfect at everything. Too bad this is all classified, or I could put a book out about it.”

“Ha ha. Asshole,” Simko gave him the finger. “It’s Sea Air Land, not mountains. And this would be your mission if you weren’t a gimp right now.”

Graves pointed both hands to his right thigh.

“I got shot.”

“Always an excuse.” Simko put a hand next to his mouth. “Three, descend!”

Revenant Three pushed back from the wall and achieved more distance than Graves and made it to the ground with a single bound. The rope was smoking when his boots thumped against the floor.

“Ah that’s no good,” Huxley examined Revenant Three’s palm and shook his head at the torn-up pseudo-skin. “See, this is unnecessary damage. I can only manufacture so many micro-machines in the printer per week, and this takes away from the stockpile for new Revenants. Can we be a little more careful with them, please?”

“Three back in line. Six with me,” Simko went to the climbing ropes. He passed the kill switch to Graves as he passed him. The SEAL looked up the climbing wall and held the ascent ropes in the palm of one hand.

“What do you think, Dead Man?” Simko asked.

“I see the heat imprint of Three’s handholds,” Kadish said. “I can make this climb without the ropes.”

“How do you know that?” Tivoli asked through the speakers.

“This Revenant received a data transmission from Revenant Three with finger tensile strengths record. Ascent viable without safety equipment,” the Imperative answered.

There was a hiss of an open line from the speakers, then Tivoli said, “Interesting.”

“Belay me,” Simko handed the rope to Kadish and began climbing at a much slower pace.

“If you think about it,” Huxley poked the end of a pen against Three’s damaged palm, “using micro-machines for repairs to human tissue makes a lot more sense than stem cell injections. No risk of rejection, infection, or a cytokine storm from your immune system going haywire. Works faster and exactly where it’s supposed to.”

“I think we know why that’s never going to happen with your tech,” Graves kept his eyes on Kadish as Simko grunted and cursed up the climbing wall.

“It was one error,” Huxley said. “It could’ve happened to anyone. Just so happened that I was on the bleeding edge of the research and there were some coding… boo boos.”

“What happened?” Kadish asked.

Huxley and Graves were taken aback for a moment. Simko stopped his ascent.

“Are you generally curious, or was that the Imperative?” Huxley asked.

“That was me asking,” Kadish said.

Graves popped his gum and slid his hand into the pocket with the kill switch.

“Hey, everything’s classified down here, not like you’re going to tell anyone,” Huxley sighed. “So, I graduated from Cal Tech with a micro-robotics degree and an amazing amount of student loan debt. I wanted to be an entrepreneur, but that requires money, lots of money, and banks don’t want to lend to someone with a mountain of debt and no income. How messed up is capitalism, right? Have to sell years of your life to the ones with capital before⁠—”

“Skip ahead, pinko,” Graves said.

“What’s a ‘pinko’? Anyway, I came up with a prototype micro-machine that would eliminate pest species from certain crops. Couldn’t use the micro-gravity fabbers in orbit because time on those platforms is way too expensive, and I couldn’t use AI for the finer bits of coding as my potential buyers were in the less-than-legal grow space.”

“Weed,” Graves said. “He was selling his toys to weed farmers in northern California, that Golden Triangle they got up there. Bunch of hippies.”

“All the hippies retired!” Huxley barked. He cleared his throat and continued, “I wish it was hippies, they can take things in stride. It was all cartels up there, and they were very happy to provide a test bed for my pesticide solution. But, as I couldn’t use AI to tune my little guys for chronic, as that’s illegal,” he rolled his eyes, “I farmed the coding out to some South Asian facilities to be done by actual humans. I cut a corner there. They cut even more corners on the coding, and when I released the test batch there were some… complications.”

“‘Complications?’” Simko and Tivoli both said at the same time.

“I don’t want to spook him,” Huxley pointed at Kadish, “he’s full of ‘em!”

“You better get to the next part before you end up on his threat coding,” Graves said.

“The extermination protocols were flawed and they consumed all the plants within minutes,” Huxley said quickly. “Then the also-flawed replication protocols used the biomass to replicate into a… f-f-fucking cloud of micro-machines that spread through the Golden Triangle and annihilated billions of dollars’ worth of ganja in two days. They called it the Great Harsh.”

“That was you?” Kadish asked.

“The good news—and everyone seems to forget about this—is that the Director somehow managed to detect this travesty, hacked my micro-machines, and triggered the self-destruct protocols before the entire world’s supply of herb went extinct… and if that happened, there was a non-zero chance they’d inadvertently eradicate every other crop with a passing resemblance to the devil’s lettuce. Like corn. Ironically enough, not lettuce. Some laws were passed soon afterwards.”

“This pot head almost wiped out all agriculture on Earth,” Graves said. “If the Director hadn’t shut his plague down in Northern California when he did, the government might have had to EMP the entire West Coast.”

“But that’s not what happened, and that’s what’s important,” Huxley said.

“I need more climbing gear for this,” Simko shouted from almost halfway up the wall.

“Long story short, I end up on the run from the cartels for a very honest mistake,” Huxley said. “There I was, hiding out in a fundamentalist community in rural Utah where no one had any connection to the cartels… and then she finds me.”

“Which ‘she’?” Graves asked.

“Her her. The one we don’t say the name of. Just like the Director,” Huxley’s shoulders narrowed slightly. “She just walks up to my trailer and kicks the door open and comes in all tacti-cool with a gun, and I’m lying in bed with no shirt, stoned out of my mind on the last of my edibles, and she says I can either come work for the Director on a project or the cartels will find me in an hour. Not much of a choice, really.”

“Who is she?” Kadish asked.

“We don’t say her name,” Graves said. “It’s weird. It’s like it’s got one of those nerd things from those kids’ books. You say her name and she hears it. Same with the Director.”

“A taboo,” Huxley said.

“Thanks, you big fucking nerd. That ‘taboo’ started with one of the three letter agencies way back. Secret squirrels just would not say the name of the agencies they were involved with. ‘Operational security’ was their excuse, but I think it was because they couldn’t get laid and wanted to feel cool. Then the Director becomes a huge deal with his battery patents, and then he’s very involved with national defense as a private citizen. Agencies start collecting on him, but he’s cleaner than fresh socks. There were some Congress critters that tried to leverage contacts in the intel community to assist their stock trades… and everyone that did ended up having a fatal accident or losing their next election very badly after some juicy parts of their private lives ended up on the internet,” Graves said.

“Then why the taboo?” Huxley asked.

“According to my dad, all the ones conspiring against the Director made the mistake of saying his name in a sensitive compartmentalized facility around… certain things,” the soldier looked up at the camera bulb. “When the last of the more crooked Congress critters was hiding out in Venezuela, he had a mental breakdown and warned his contacts never to say their names, and it kind of took hold.”

“What happened to him?” Huxley asked.

“One of the Director’s satellites fell out of orbit and landed on his bedroom. Freak accident,” Graves said.

“No doubt,” Huxley looked up at the camera bulb, then turned his gaze away quickly.

“So it’s all a pronoun game with him,” Graves said. “And her. And them. Them is a different them. They are not them, but there are others who are them.”

“You sound like an S2,” Kadish said. “Military Intelligence officer.”

“I’ve been in this hole too long,” Graves chuckled. “Need some vitamin D or I’ll end up eating all my meals out of a toaster like Huxley. But her, the one who recruited Hux… I’ve heard stories about her from guys who were in the Activity. Most people who see her end up dead soon after. The Director sends her to deal with any issues he has. Not normal rich people problems like some old lady who doesn’t want to sell her house to make way for his developments. Someone’s stealing his tech or blocking his expansion into some new market through illegal means… gone. No ties back to the Director, but sometimes there will be a surveillance photo of her in the area. Here’s the weird part…”

Graves looked up at the bulb again, then covered his mouth with one hand.

“Evidence of her always vanishes,” he whispered. “Got a video of her on the street? It’ll vanish off every internet-connected device within minutes. Documents with names attributed to her get corrupted. There’s a sub-vault at MacDill Air Base with one of the few printed-out photos of her, and her partner. But he—a different he who isn’t the him that’s the director—is only a speculation. No one’s sure what his name is. Or if he’s real.”

“For some super hoah guy, you sure sound like an intel weenie,” Huxley said.

“Piss off, I’ve had sex. You want to say her name?” Graves asked.

Huxley shook his head.

“That’s a smart move and not a pussy move, so I’ll give you credit for that,” Graves let go of the ascent rope and jogged over to a water bottle against the wall.

“Shiiii—”

Simko slipped down the wall. His boots glanced off a handhold and he went tumbling backward into the air. He fell headfirst toward the floor, arms pin wheeling. Graves started back toward the rope, but he was moving far too slow.

Kadish snatched the ascent rope and pulled it just hard enough to create enough friction in the line to slow Simko down. He jerked it hard and stopped the SEAL with a yard between his forehead and the unforgiving floor.

“Hot hot hot!” Simko slapped at the D-ring that had taken most of the friction. “Ow! My balls!”

Kadish crushed the D-ring into pieces with his bare hand. He tossed the smoking fragments aside and caught Simko by the uniform top before his head could hit the ground. The SEAL’s feet slammed into the ground and the rest of him landed with less force a moment later.

“What the fuck, belay man?” Simko snarled at Graves.

“No excuse,” Graves’ face darkened with shame.

“You were all jaw jackin’ down here and forgot about training,” Simko tossed his seared rope seat aside. “Excuse me, sir, I didn’t mean to talk to an officer like that.”

“If I do something fucking stupid, you should tell me I did something fucking stupid. All the teams are like that,” Graves said.

“Graves,” Schofield’s voice came through the speakers. “We’ve got a warning order, get up here.”

“Moving,” Graves called up. “My bad, Simko. Won’t happen again.”

“Heard,” Simko ran a shaky hand over his nearly bald head.

“I need Six to make the climb,” Tivoli said through the speakers. “No safety gear.”

“Moving,” Kadish crouched slightly and jumped up to a handhold.
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“We need a Revenant on overwatch to cover the road,” Graves reached into a 3D holo display and touched a bend in the only route leading to a hilltop compound surrounded by forests. Schofield watched him from the other side of the table. “Can’t have the target slip away again.”

“Then we lost two Revenants to provide that overwatch and we have fewer shooters on the objective,” Schofield said.

“Won’t matter,” Graves went to a small refrigerator and opened it. He reached for a beer bottle and looked back at Schofield, who nodded. Graves took out two beers, popped the caps off, and gave one to the colonel. “You saw what Six did in that radio station. Just one of them gets in that house and there won’t be anything left but hair, teeth, and eyeballs.”

“You seem oddly comfortable with that,” Schofield said. “They’re templated off your skillset, Graves. I don’t remember anything like… that… in your jacket.”

“But this is a no attribution assignment. I even get an award for this and it goes in my black file that doesn’t matter for promotion or assignment,” Graves tipped the beer up and took a swig. “But Dr. Frankenstein and Renfield out there have almost got them viable. That happens and I get my pat on a back, then I’ll be assigned to the Activity. That was the deal when you brought me on.”

“It is,” Schofield said. “You know why the Director wanted you as the template?”

“Because I’m that damn good,” Graves bounced his eyebrows.

“You are that good, but it has more to do with your father and the Senate Appropriations Committee. The Activity doesn’t like that you could even drop hints about this program to Senator Graves… who could ask questions no one wants to answer,” Schofield said.

“Turning soldiers into bio drones the Director undoubtedly has control over? Which part are they worried about?” Graves asked.

“The first… I didn’t tell you this,” Schofield reached under the holo table and pulled the plug. “The President has not been—and will not be—told what we’re doing here. All he’s going to know is that the Activity will suddenly become much more effective at actioning covert targets once the mannies are effective enough. Plausible deniability for him. That’s just how the Activity works.”

Graves mimed zipping his lips shut and flicking away the key.

“What we’ve done to these soldiers—American soldiers—ever gets close to daylight and everything will get burned, you understand that?” Schofield asked.

“Of course. I don’t go rifling through my dad’s office when I’m home for the holidays. He doesn’t ask questions about my job. He knows nothing, and I’ll keep it that way. If he does grow a conscious about this sort of thing, I doubt his career will survive a single news cycle, and there goes my ace in the hole and my perfect string of top blocked officer evaluation reports. I’m not an idiot, sir,” Graves said. “Back when I was at the Delta Force squadron, we needed a certain piece of gear, and we’d have it after a couple texts back to dear old dad. No one complained about that little bit of nepotism. It’s not like I’m in the private sector using Daddy’s name to get do-nothing jobs at international corporations while railing lines and banging nines..”

“The Director is concerned about your connections,” Schofield sat down and drank his beer. “I told him you’re a top-tier soldier and this program needs you. But this Dead Man situation… big boss might be having second thoughts.”

“Then ash him,” Graves said. “Throw the whole lot of them in the incinerator and get another batch. We’ve done it before.”

“Because they weren’t viable. Our anomaly may be the only reason we succeed, as Tivoli may never stop ‘chasing nines’ to the point where they’re good enough for government work,” Schofield said. “Believe it or not, the Director has a couple of bright lines he doesn’t cross.”

“But he was OK with turning brain dead soldiers into kill drones. Weird,” Graves chuckled. “What’s he worried about? That my ego’s attached to them succeeding and if this whole thing gets shit canned I’ll go whining to my dad about it?”

“It’s in your psyche profile,” Schofield said.

“Oh, fuck that profile,” Graves smacked his beer against the holo table. “Some quack with a bunch of extra letters on his business card plugs my answers into a worksheet and suddenly I’m pigeonholed into whatever condition comes out for the rest of my life. That’s bullshit and you know it.”

“This is also in your psyche profile,” Schofield said. “I need you to be aware that if we’re shut down in the near future, it won’t be on you. You’ll still get your slot with the Activity. They know better than to ask about past assignments, and if you can’t keep your trap shut you’ll be farmed back to Delta. Not a bad place to spend one’s career. I did it.”

“And here you are,” Graves looked around. “Buried under an island on your swansong assignment. You going to parlay this into a six-figure job with the Director’s company or do the usual SPECOPS retiree thing of a house out in the forest with a clearing just large enough for a helicopter to land and someone you served will get out and say ‘your country needs you, come with me’?”

“Fly fishing in Montana,” Schofield said. “It’s a quiet life.”

“Now that we’ve got our vision boards laid out, what’re we going to do with Dead Man?” Graves asked.

“If this next mission is a success… it will be up to the Director after he visits,” Schofield said.

“The Director’s coming here?” Graves swallowed hard.

“Yes… and I hope the squad performs better than expected for your sake… and mine.”
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Sir… don’t! Don’t do it!

The rattle of machine gun fire pounded in Kadish’s ears. The memory was just sound and the feel of a weapon rattling in his hands. There was only darkness, and he couldn’t open his eyes. The sound faded away.

A spotlight switched on, illuminating the Red Man in his crimson-hued carnival barker outfit. He struck a pose with his ruby cane and flipped it up and twirled around. Then caught the cane and set it on his shoulder, head lowered, face obscured by the brim of his top hat.

No no no… I’m in charge here.

What was that?

Doesn’t matter. We’re on our way to fun fun fun fun! He stuck the diamond tip of the cane against the ground and snapped a leg to one side, the toe of his shiny red shoe pointed down. Why do you want anything else?

Who am I? What happened to… her?

The blonde woman appeared in a bus seat next to Kadish. She laughed with a potato chip half in her mouth and nearly choked on it.

“You are so bad!” she gave him a playful punch to the shoulder.

The Red Man slid between them and turned Kadish’s face aside with the tip of his cane.

She’s not here. I am. You are… but there’s something else you’ve brought. What is this?

The Red Man passed a gloved hand over Kadish’s eyes. All around him were heaps of dead soldiers, piled behind metal bars. Blood ran from their bodies and pooled around Kadish’s feet. It rose higher, the stench of burst organs, the sickly sweet stench of brain tissue, and the thick copper reek of blood overwhelmed him as the blood rose higher and higher. It sent the bodies adrift around him.

One bumped against his chest, the hair too long for a male soldier and clotted with rosy tinted blood that ran through blonde hair.

The Red Man touched his cane to the body’s shoulder and flipped her over.
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“Dead Man.”

Kadish opened his eyes to a cramped space. The floor was corrugated metal, and a dull rumble filled his hearing. His visor was shaped differently, and a constant stream of air pressure flooded his helmet from a nozzle next to his jaw.

“Dead Man, you there?” Simko asked in his ear.

Kadish sat up and looked from side to side. The rest of the Revenants were there, wearing bright orange suits and domed helmets. Simko stood bent at the waist in an unmanned cockpit. The curve of the Earth covered in clouds stretched out ahead of them.

“You ever taken an ultra-altitude flight?” Simko turned back to ask the question. “We’re at U2 heights right now. Weird tech. This is an all-electric bird. Goes straight up until it hits the thinner bands of the atmosphere and then there’s some sort of energy efficiencies up here. You’d think we’d eat an anti-ballistic missile, but we’re stealthed six ways from Sunday in this bird. It had better be, because if the Russians detect us we won’t even know we’re dead. One less thing to worry about.”

The Red Man leaned over from the co-pilot’s seat and waved at Kadish.

“What’s the mission?” Kadish asked.

“Dimitri Turnakov,” Simko passed a data slate to Kadish. A pudgy Russian man surrounded by more deadly looking men swiped onto the screen. “The Tsar’s second cousin and the main pipeline between the North Korean and Chinese armies and Russian arms depots. We eliminate him and that’ll give the Russians the hint that they should sit the rest of this one out. Swipe.”

Kadish brushed thick gloved fingers across the screen. The screen switched to a topographic map with military operational graphics overlaid.

“Turnakov’s sitting in his Siberian dacha while he hosts his commie buyers. We are going to eliminate everyone in the house and exfil before the Russian Border Patrol base five kilometers away can do a damn thing about it,” Simko said.

“Why not a cruise missile?” Kadish asked. “They’ll be just as dead.”

“One, a cruise missile means it was us who killed the Tsar’s favorite second cousin on Russian soil, and that’s not going to make the war any easier. Second, there’s some brand-new Chinese radar tech and air defense missiles with coverage over the dacha that would probably shoot down the single cruise missile it would take to level the place. A swarm of cruise missiles is even harder to deny. So we’re going in as a group of men who aren’t happy with the meeting. Could be another Russian faction that’s not getting rich off these deals. Could be the Japanese looking to stop the war from reaching their territory. The South Koreans would love to take this guy out. There’s enough doubt that the Tsar will be looking for culprits. So will the Chinese. I have a feeling the Huaxia Liberation Front will take credit,” Simko chuckled.

“Who?” Kadish swiped through more planning slides.

“That’s you. Or us. Director’s plan is for you bunch of studs to infiltrate into China proper and take out sensitive targets under the guise of the Huaxia Liberation Front. Then the Chinese crack down on the populace to stop the Huaxia Liberation Front. People revolt, the Chinese can’t support a wider conflict across the Pacific. As popular war advances, peace is closer.”

“Understood,” Kadish handed the slate back. “He’ll die.”

Simko gave him a thumbs up. The plane banked hard into a slow spiral downward.

“Seatbelts and tray tables in their upright positions,” Simko sat on a chair bolted to the fuselage and strapped himself in. Kadish sat across from him.

“Dead Man… you remembering anything else?” Simko asked. “And thanks for saving my ass back at the climbing wall. Gravity’s a harsh mistress, if you know what I mean.”

“I need… I need to finish this fight. Nothing else matters right now,” Kadish said.

“What month is it?” Simko asked. “What was the last holiday you remember?”

There was a flash of memory: fit men who looked out of place in civilian clothes holding hot dogs. One sniffed his and said something about bulgogi and kimchi toppings. Then nighttime and Julie sitting with him on a flight line as fireworks burst overhead.

Don’t go there. It’s time to kill.

Kadish shook his head slightly.

“Nothing, sarge,” he said.

“It’s petty officer, if we want to be pedantic,” Simko smiled at him. “I was with the teams out of Coronado and scored way too high in the annual skills competition. Requirement came down for a commo specialist to vanish from the roster for a couple of months, and my team was down several personnel after an… incident. So I get plucked and told to sign a shit ton of NDAs before getting sent to the island. I’ve got a slot at DEVGRU waiting for me when this is all over with, so I’ve got that going for me. That’s the Navy’s version of Delta Force in your terms. Delta is the Army’s version of DEVGRU, if you ask us.”

“High speed, low drag,” Kadish said.

“No, that’s BZ,” Simko wagged a finger at him. “I wonder how much of you is Graves coming through or if you’re the same sort of soldier that got volunteered into the program.”

“I don’t remember volunteering for this,” Kadish said.

“Hey, me neither,” Simko said. “‘We don’t know where you’re going or what you’re going to do, and you won’t be able to tell us when you get back, but don’t mess it up.’ Classic Navy. Also classic Army, I guess.”

“You’d rather be somewhere else,” Kadish said.

“I miss my team,” Simko half-shrugged. “You guys aren’t so talkative. Graves is a bit of a prick, but at least he likes to lift, and I need a spotter to hit PRs.”

“Did Vegas,” Kadish looked to the cockpit where the Red Man was no longer in the co-pilot’s seat. He wasn’t anywhere. “Did Vegas win the pennant?”

“Baseball? You a sports guy?”

Kadish’s hand closed around a phantom ball to throw a slider.

“Did Gordo come off the disabled list?” Kadish asked.

“Sorry, buddy, we don’t get the news in our hole. Operational security and all that. But Schofield talks to the above ground manager every once in a while. I’ll see if I can find out for you,” Simko said. “I’m more of a football guy.”

Simko shifted in his seat and looked back at the stone-faced Revenants. “Five minutes to wheels down. Feels weird not calling out times and having them shouted back. Again, I miss my team.”

“I had one,” Kadish said. “I’m having trouble remembering them. There’s a face and parts of a name… but I try and say it and they all go back into the dark. Are we all like this?” He looked back to the other Revenants.

“Them?” Simko tapped the side of his head. “The only thing going on up here is the Imperative. You’re a special case, Dead Man.”

“Who’s better off? The ones that know nothing, or me who is… whatever I am?”

“We’re about to go wheels down,” Simko looked at the screen on his forearm. “Save the big brain questions for Dr. Tivoli when we get back, yeah? She’ll have a better answer than I can give you.”

Kadish attached the face plate with the skull carved into it to his helmet and held up a thumb and forefinger about an inch apart.

“Thirty seconds,” Simko hefted a grapple gun.
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Wind howled around Simko as he wedged a cam into a small fissure in the cliff face. He released the trigger on the device and it expanded to anchor itself in the rock. He tugged on it twice, silently cursing Schofield, Graves, and anyone and everyone who decided mountaineering was the best possible infiltration route to the target.

While they were sitting around drinking coffee and patting themselves on the back at their brilliant idea, he was the one who had to climb the damn cliff. Simko dared a look down at a secluded cove where the Raven stealth plane’s VTOL engines had brought the craft down. The active camo built into the hull made it harder and harder to see the higher they climbed… or his vision was contracting through fear and exhaustion.

Overhead, most of the Revenant ascended the cliff without complaint or hesitation. They carried significantly less gear than he did and wore the same Russian Border Guard uniforms as their last attempt to take out Maxim Novikov.

“I’m going to find my recruiter,” Simko stepped onto a metal spike driven into the rock by one of the others above him and reached for another tiny outcropping. “And punt him in the asshole. Brown shoe to brown eye. ‘Ooo Navy SEALS,’ he says. ‘Parachute or fast boat to the targets. None of that walking around shit the Army guys do. Sign the dotted line!’ Didn’t mention climbing a fucking mountain while Russian wind’s trying to⁠—”

A gale pressed him against the cliff. Air rushed up his body, slapping the safety lines against the cliff. Simko looked up at a gray sky and the edge of the climb, shrouded in wisps of clouds.

“Timetable,” Kadish’s voice came through Simko’s ear piece.

“I am moving as fast as I can,” Simko grunted and climbed higher. “You think I want to be out here? I’ll take a winter beach on Coronado Island over this.”

There was a crack of breaking rock overhead. High above, a Revenant’s boot had broken a shard away and it twirled through the air, arcing straight for the SEAL. Simko went flat against the cliff tried to meld his body into it, keeping the top of his helmet perpendicular to the wall.

The rock hissed past his visor and struck his right thigh. His body armor kept it from sheering into his leg, but the impact hammered his foot loose. His boot swung out over the long drop and he tightened his grip on the wall.

Simko looked up and saw another shard of the cliff coming down like a guillotine. The rock struck his visor on the forehead and he saw stars. He had the distinct feeling of falling and saw his parents in his mind’s eye, both worried and proud in the doorway of their crap apartment the day he left for basic training.

His world jerked to a halt. Kadish looked down on him, the aspect of death from the skull mask and dark uniform whipping around his face made Simko unsure if he’d been saved or splattered against the rocks.

Kadish had one hand vised in Simko’s chest harness. He gave the SEAL a little shake.

“Are you OK?” the Imperative asked.

Simko’s limbs dangled in the air. He tasted blood and noticed a crack in his visor.

“Attach yourself to my harness and I’ll carry you up,” Kadish shook him again.

“No, let me go,” Simko put a hand on Kadish’s wrist.

“We all… we all go home, or nobody goes home,” Kadish lifted Simko up with just the strength in his bicep. “I only have two hands, Petty Officer.”

Simko’s trembling fingers attached an emergency line from his belt to a buckle on Kadish’s. It slammed shut with a loud clack.

Kadish’s head tilted from side to side gently.

“On three,” he said. “One…”

Kadish released Simko to gravity and the SEAL let out a less than professional yelp as he fell. The emergency line snapped taunt and Simko bounced against the rock. He groaned as Kadish returned to the ascent.
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Revenant Two pressed two prongs against either side of the cut on Simko’s scalp and snapped them shut. The trail of blood seeping from the wound lessened as the staples heated up and he smelled his own seared flesh.

The team had taken cover within a copse of trees a few yards from the cliff edge. They’d spread out into a perimeter around Simko while Two and Kadish attended to him.

“Thanks,” he pushed Two’s hand away and pulled a small injector from his med kit. He tried to read the tiny letters, but they were oddly fuzzy.

“Cerebrospinal fluid stabilization required,” the Imperative said through Kadish. “Self-administer or buddy-aide protocols will be engaged in five… four…”

“I’ll do it, I’ll do it,” Simko slurred. He pressed the injector against the side of his neck and a sharp pain jabbed into his skin. He held it there for several seconds until a deep cold passed into his chest and then traveled up the other side of his neck.

“Ah… fuck,” the SEAL pinched the bridge of his nose. “Ice cream headache. Hate that they chill that stuff.” He looked around, still woozy from the head wound.

“We have a timetable,” Kadish stood up. “Four, set up the retrans gear. Nine, LIDAR counter drone emplacement on that—abies sibirica,” his voice changed to the Imperative’s for a moment “—tree oriented toward target location.”

The two Revenants moved to obey.

“Hold on, I’m going with you.” Simko tried to sit up and ended up bending forward between his knees.

“You are combat ineffective for at least two hours while the cerebrospinal stabilization treatment continues,” Kadish said. “Your role is to squat and hold here anyway. The next phase is ours.”

“I’m not ready,” Simko leaned back against a tree, his eyes swimming.

Kadish ran a line from a radio to Simko’s helmet and handed it to him. The lenses lit up with data.

“We’ll be back.” Kadish and the Revenants vanished into the woods.
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Kadish kept an eye on the sky as he moved through a forest of evenly spaced and nearly identically high trees. The area surrounding the dacha had been clear cut years ago, and the replanted trees were ideal solutions to the empty space.

His augmented ears picked up the whine of tiny engines in the distance over the trees. He went to one knee next to a tree and raised his XM-88. The variable time fuse in the shells would throw out a cloud of shrapnel that could knock out most drones… and give away their presence at the same time.

Kadish shifted the sleeve of his Border Guard uniform up and touched a button on the screen. There was a dull ringing in his ear that grew louder. A Dragonfly counter-drone, barely larger than a pencil.

“On station,” a computer voice said in his ear piece.

Kadish and the other Revenants pointed their rifles toward the sound of the surveillance drone and activated weak red-light lasers that vanished from the naked eye after a few yards. The Dragonfly closed toward the drone they detected, and a moment later there was a zap and rustle of branches as the two drones collided.

“Moving,” Kadish continued toward the dacha. While most dachas were little more than cottages meant for summer or weekend getaways, Maxim Novikov’s compound centered around a large, two-story home with an extensive upper-level balcony. A multi-car garage and helicopter landing pad and separate servant quarters were above and beyond what the Russian Tsar usually gave as gifts to his cronies and nobles.

“Laser fence detected,” one of the Revenants shared an infrared video with the rest of the team: laser beams moved erratically between multiple tree trunks making up an outer perimeter around the dacha.

I can’t find the pattern. We need a way around or we abandon surprise.

Kadish put a hand against one of the tree trucks and gave it a shake. He let his rifle drop and hang from the webbing over his chest and climbed the tree. His hands gripped hard into the bark as he moved higher. He stopped toward the upper branches and gripped a branch with one hand and braced his feet against the trunk. He leaped into the air and caught the next tree trunk that was part of the laser fence. Another jump and he was inside the perimeter.

“Rest of you, do the same thing,” Kadish moved closer toward the dacha. He froze as one of the garage bays opened. Two men walked around the bumper of a sports car, each puffing smoke from lit cigarettes. Kadish used the optics built into his eyes to zoom in on the pair and detected firearms under their jackets.

The garage door chugged shut.

On the upper balcony, a chubby man wearing little more than fur-lined boots and a ridiculously small European style bathing suit came through the glass doors. He dragged a woman in significantly better shape and the same lack of clothing behind him.

The man sat on a wooden bench and spread his knees. The woman squatted between them and went to work.

“Second level’s open,” Kadish said. “One, Three, overwatch the garage and road in and out. Engage and destroy any moving vehicles. Two, Seven with me. Rest form a cordon around the objective and eliminate any squirters.”

What are we waiting for? This is a kill team.

Kadish pulled data from other Revenants and noted an unusual heat plume on the lower level. He set his XM-88 against a tree and unslung a more common AK style automatic rifle off his back and racked a bullet into the chamber. He attached a flash and noise suppressor to the muzzle. Revenants Two and Seven followed suit. He checked his face in a reverse camera image on his forearm computer. He didn’t recognize the face, but it looked plain and average for a Russian man.

“Use 7.62 until targets require something else. Moving,” Kadish sprinted forward. He raced through the last rows and columns of the trees. His feet crunched the gravel driveway, closing on the home at speeds an un-augmented human couldn’t manage.

He jumped forward and planted both feet on a concrete sidewalk surrounding the garage and leaped over the railing on the balcony. He slammed onto the wooden floor, startling the two in flagrante delicto.

Both died to single headshots from Kadish as he moved seamlessly to the door and yanked it open. Two Revenants followed behind him. Warm, dry air flowed over him as the other Revenants stacked up behind him. The sounds of laughter and conversation in several languages carried down the hallway.

He sent pics of the dacha’s layout to the rest of the team and inched toward the top of a stairwell. He flipped his AK away from him and peeked the optics around the corner. In the main living room were a dozen Chinese and Russian men in military uniforms, though most had abandoned parade ready standards and had their shirts untucked as they conversed with scantily clad women who were uniformly young and attractive.

It’s good to be the king. No witnesses.

“Target not identified,” Kadish subvocalized. One of the armed men he’d spotted outside moved around the perimeter of the party toward a connecting hallway. There was a gust of near-scalding air and Kadish managed to still see the man’s feet as he put his back to the wall.

“There’s a sauna,” Kadish said. “I’ll investigate after we neutralize the living room. Two, Seven, clear the upper floor. Grenades. Three-second cook. Triangular dispersion pattern.”

He removed a Russian-made fragmentation grenade from his belt and pulled the pin. Two and Seven held up their frags and the three let the spoon fly away with a triple ching in the air.

One of the Russians with a chest full of medals frowned and looked up toward the second floor, then smiled at the prostitute who was very interested in everything he had to say. The Revenants tossed their grenades around the corner and amidst the party. They had a split second to register a problem before the frags exploded. The force shook the walls and knocked out power through the house.

Kadish swung around and jumped over the railing. His targeting systems identified which of those laying among the nightmare of broken bodies and blood spatters might survive the next few minutes through sheer luck of having another person serve as an unintentional human shield. He snapped off head shots and stepped over bodies on his way to the sauna.

Two bodyguards were crouched in front of a transparent door. One had a pistol in hand, the other clutched at a bleeding arm. Kadish switched his AK to automatic fire and fired off a burst that struck them both in the chest and head. A round passed through one’s body and struck the bottom of the sauna door, sending cracks up the glass.

The door jostled as someone inside tried to push the dying guards out of the way so they could get out. Kadish slammed his palm against the wooden handle and stared straight into the dumbfounded face of Maxim Novikov, who was naked but for a single flimsy towel that was too small to wrap around his waist.

Men cried out in Chinese behind him, women in Russian.

“Zhdat’! Ya zaplachu tebe!” Novikov held up a palm.

We can take our time with him.

Kadish raised his rifle with one hand and fired from the hip, emptying the magazine through the door. Thick glass shattered and crumbled to the ground, letting a waft of hot air flow over him.

Maxim Novikov lay on his back, bleeding from several bullet strikes to his lower chest and ample stomach. His head lolled to one side, cutting his cheek on a bit of glass. His breathing was fast and erratic as his wounded diaphragm fought to keep him alive.

The rest of those in the sauna were already dead or close to it.

“Zhdat… zhdat,” he wheezed.

“Ne segodnya,” Not today. Kadish blew his brains out with the last round in the rifle. Shots echoed through the rest of the house as the others cleared the upper level. Kadish swapped magazines and moved down the hallway.

A door near an exit opened and a little girl rushed out. A woman screamed behind her.

No witnesses.

Kadish swung his rifle up to level it at the girl. She had dark hair and hooded eyes. In the dark of the hallway, he was just a silhouette to her. Kadish saw every detail of her face and simple clothing. He wrenched the rifle barrel up and kept it pointed to the ceiling.

A woman that must’ve been her mother, heavy set and with hands that had done too much manual labor in their time, lunched into the hallway and clutched the girl to her chest.

What are you waiting for? The Red Man stood next to him. No witnesses. Kill them!

Kadish’s grip on the AK’s handle tightened to the point that the plastic cracked.

“Mission… mission parameters state no witnesses to program capabilities,” Kadish subvocalized. “They see a Border Guard. That’s what we want them to think happened.”

“Voyti v pomeshcheniye!” Kadish pointed to the servants quarters they’d come from and the mother carried the girl back inside.

The Red Man swung in front of him, his face contorted with rage. He shouted, but Kadish felt no breath against his skin.

This isn’t enough, you hear me! You can tear them apart but you’re too weak, aren’t you? Get in there and⁠—

The Red Man vanished.

“Dead Man Six, status?” a groggy sounding Simko said through his ear piece.

“Target eliminated,” Kadish stomped on the skull of one of the bodyguards who hadn’t died yet. “Likely some senior Chinese military here as well. Need DNA samples?”

“Negative, pics of their faces will do the job. Fall back before the weather turns bad. Local security forces are en route from Nakhodka. We want them to find a mass shooting and start pointing fingers at anyone but us,” Simko said.

“Compliance,” Kadish’s Imperative answered.

A radio on one of the dead bodyguard’s belts squawked with Russian.

“Security center identified,” one of the Revenants on the perimeter said through the radio. “At least one personnel inside.”

A satellite image of the dacha compound appeared in the corner of his vision with a green reticle on the outer house.

Don’t fight me on this one. I’ll win.

“Eliminate the personnel and drop thermite grenades on the computers. Dead Men… form up on me.”
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Kadish dragged Simko into the Raven stealth craft on a body board, the SEAL’s head stabilized between two plastic panels. The last two Revenants followed Kadish and Simko into the plane. The rear hatch closed and the plane took off, moving straight up on engines built into the flat of the wings.

Kadish locked Simko’s board onto latches in the floor.

“I’m fine,” Simko mumbled. Red bandages on his head oozed blood.

“The robots are flying us back. Take a nap,” Kadish said. He sat on the bench and looked down the line of Revenants, all sitting upright and still as the ship rumbled higher and higher. He turned his face back to an empty seat across from him and saw the Red Man.

The Red Man crossed his legs, jogging a foot up and down.

“Three… you hear me?” Kadish asked the Revenant next to him.

Revenant Three, with the same dull Russian features as the rest of them, snapped his gaze to Kadish.

“Revenant Three ready for instruction,” the Imperative answered.

“Who are you?” Kadish asked.

Doesn’t matter.

“Revenant designated Three,” the Imperative answered.

“No… your name,” Kadish pointed to a breast pocket where American soldiers bore their family names on their uniforms.

“Revenant designated Three,” the Imperative answered.

He’s mine. Just like you are.

Kadish looked down the rest of the line.

“Why am I the only one?”

It doesn’t matter.
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Simko lifted an ice pack off his head and checked that there wasn’t any blood on it.

Schofield swiped through matching time-stamped feeds from each of the Revenants. He rolled the video back and forth at the moment Kadish spotted the child in the hallway.

“She and the mom are lucky,” Tivoli tapped ash off a cigarette. “The others would’ve eliminated her without hesitation.”

“You don’t think that’s a problem?” Simko asked. “We can’t have them killing everything that moves on every mission.”

“Why?” Tivoli chuckled. “It’ll reduce the code load the Imperative has to carry if we’re a little less discriminatory when it comes to pulling the trigger or not.”

“It was a child and a civilian,” Simko shifted against his seat and rubbed a bandage on his thigh. “You want video of your program slaughtering babies?”

“Why did he hesitate?” Schofield tapped Kadish’s video. “Hallways are kill zones, and standing there exposed in one is neither smart nor tactical. The Imperative should’ve done exactly what Tivoli is suggesting.”

“Then I guess we’re lucky we’re not watching video of our toys gunning down children,” Simko said. “Why are you two upset about this?”

“Because we’re supposed to have total control over them,” Tivoli said. “They do what they’re programmed to do, and that’s all. Like you guys are supposed to follow orders when you get them.”

“Actually,” Graves said from the back of the room. He sat in a swivel chair, arms crossed over his stomach. He swung the seat slightly from side to side. “We’re supposed to obey all lawful orders. We get plenty of training on the laws of land warfare, standard operating procedures… all that jazz. You should be concerned that Dead Man’s got a way to override the Imperative with his conscious.”

“He didn’t override anything,” Tivoli double tapped a slate screen and flicked her hand toward Schofield’s holo suite. The operations order appeared, with a paragraph highlighted in yellow.

“‘Eliminate any witnesses to the program’s enhanced capabilities,’” Schofield said. “The Director insists on that every time we leave the island. Hasn’t been an issue yet.”

“The girl didn’t see him do anything… super soldier-y,” Simko said. “She just saw him standing in the hallway with a weapon. This does beg the question of what would happen if the Raven goes down in some beet farmer’s field and they all just walk out of the wreckage. They could survive that, right?”

Tivoli thought for a moment.

“Yes,” she finally said.

“There are contingency plans in place,” Schofield said. “Which are all need-to-know. Not every secret is going to make you happy, if anyone’s wondering.”

“So, did Dead Man do the right thing or not?” Tivoli asked.

“Was not murdering a little girl the right thing to do?” Simko slammed his ice pack onto the table.

“In the context of the Imperative,” Tivoli rolled her eyes. “Just war theory and all that is for you boys in uniform. I’m trying to make the coding work mesh with their brain matter.”

“We’ve seen him do this before,” Schofield pulled up video of Kadish working through the shoot house. “Where the Imperative runs into a scenario it hasn’t trained for, he makes the decision. The Imperative didn’t know exactly what to do when he encountered the non-combatants.”

“It defaults to the aggression protocols,” Tivoli said. “If the choice is to engage a target or not and there’s some ambiguity, it should engage.”

“We need to change that,” Simko said. “They can’t be war criminals.”

“Crime implies knowledge that what they’re doing is wrong and then committing the act of their own volition,” Tivoli stabbed her cigarette into the ash tray. “They can’t do either. They’re running a program.”

“Then we’re the war criminals for sending them out there!” Simko shouted.

A red text box appeared at the bottom of Schofield’s screens. He stepped to the other side of the holos and double tapped the box. A message displayed only toward Schofield.

“Don’t get so wound around the axel about this,” Graves said. “We’re off the books. We’re blacker than black as far as Washington’s concerned. None of us exist to the government, so we are free and clear. We do what we need to.”

“I didn’t check my morals and ethics at the door when I agreed to be part of this,” Simko said.

“How hard did you get hit in the head?” Graves laughed. “Did us playing puppeteers for dead American soldiers pass your moral and ethical checklist? Because you’re just fine with that, but a little bit of collateral damage here and there and now you’ve got sand in your vagina⁠—”

“Enough,” Schofield shut off the holos. “Save your questions or concerns for tomorrow when the Director arrives.”

There was a moment of stunned silence.

“The Director is coming here?” Tivoli asked.

“He is, and he is most interested in the progress we’ve made with Revenant Six. Dead Man. We need to be clear on what we’re calling the anomaly so we don’t look like a bunch of idiots when he arrives,” Schofield said.

“Just… him?” Graves asked.

“He has a plus one,” Schofield nodded slowly.

“Oh shit. He’s bringing her. Her,” Graves rubbed his palms together.

“Better tell Huxley so he can piss his pants now and not when she gets off the plane,” Tivoli said.

“He’s not brass, but we’ve still got a dog and pony show to put together,” Schofield said. “Graves, grab all the maintenance bots you can and get this place spotless. Doctor, have an extensive presentation ready on our anomaly. Simko… go to the auto-doc and have it look you over again. I’ll send you to the mainland for treatment is needed.”

“Dang, sir, sounds like you want me gone when the big boss shows up,” Simko said.

“No, you have valid concerns. I’m already having enough trouble sleeping at night, but I’d rather have you patched up and lucid when we have the discussion with the Director about this, not drooling on yourself from a concussion,” Schofield said.

Simko’s lips pressed into a thin line and he narrowed his eyes at the colonel.

“Move out, people, draw fire.”


CHAPTER 11



Kadish walked through a run-down street in his uniform. Restaurants boasted of cheap beer and cheaper fried food. Most of the storefronts were in English to appeal to the American soldiers at nearby Camp Humphries.

The ring inside a small box felt unnaturally heavy in his breast pocket, matching the exceedingly lighter weight in his wallet. It wasn’t the ideal solution to what he wanted to give, but it was a decent deal.

“Ooo, soldier man!” An elderly woman rushed out of a noodle restaurant and grabbed him by the wrist. Her face was pale and her eyes wide with fear.

“What ajumma, what?” Kadish fought the urge to pull away, but this woman seemed legitimately scared of something.

“You go look! Look!” she pointed back to her shop. A small crowd was gathered around a TV mounted over the bar where bowls of steaming lunch had been abandoned.

Kadish considered bolting. Two paychecks worth of jewelry in his pocket made him more paranoid than usual, but if there wasn’t anything on the screen, he wouldn’t cross the threshold into a potential ambush.

He followed her to the doorway and bent down to see the broadcast. Smoke rose into the sky. Multiple chyrons in Korean raced across the bottom. He stepped into the restaurant.

A woman in an apron behind the bar began wailing. The screen changed to show the Korean peninsula with the DMZ snaking from one side to the other. Explosion graphics broke out across the DMZ and on islands off the coast.

“We’re under attack,” he pulled away from the shop owner. “Thanks. Gamsahamnidda.” He turned and ran straight into the Red Man.

Where do you think you’re going?

The Red Man put a gloved hand over Kadish’s eyes and took it away with a flourish. Kadish was on a hillside. Trees were shattered from artillery strikes, the ground stank of rotting flesh and the sharp reek of explosive residue. The feel of body armor and a weapon in his hand weighed him down. A city burned in the distance, a pall of smoke hung over everything. The flash of artillery strikes lit up like fireflies on a summer night.

You can’t leave. This is where I am.

“This is the start of the war,” Kadish said. “We tried to stop the Norks at Uijeongbu, but they leveled the place.”

Why so blue? You were much more fun. See?

Kadish turned at the sound of boots scraping through dirt. He was on the reverse slope, same uniform and directing soldiers as they dug into an old trench line. He had a smile on his face, a fire in his eyes that he recognized. He looked that way when he was in the zone while playing baseball. While he was having fun.

A bugle call sounded up the hillside.

Swarms of North Korean soldiers rushed up the hill, bayonets fixed. They roared a battle cry that sent an ice pick into Kadish’s chest. He watched as the horde charged to the top of the hill where the front ranks were shot down by the soldiers on the other slope.

The North Koreans ignored the casualties and rushed past Kadish and the Red Man toward the trench line. Automatic fire thundered around them.

Kadish felt a rush of adrenaline as his past self dove for a fallen soldier and wrenched a light machine gun from the dying man’s hands and opened fire from the hip. Pain flared up his arm as a bullet slashed through the lightly armored sleeve of Kadish in the trench.

The Red Man clapped his hands like an excited child.

Excuse me.

The Red Man took a step down the hill and appeared next to Kadish as the first North Korean jumped into the waist-deep trench. He raised his hands to his sides like an orchestra conductor and flicked his hands to the sky.

Kadish lost his sense of detachment from the memory as his past self rammed the barrel of the light machine gun into the North Korean’s stomach. The blow knocked the Korean’s hips back and jumped his feet off the ground. The stock came around and bashed into the Korean’s face, dislocating his jaw and sending him spinning away as broken teeth were ejected into the air.

The adrenaline-heightened sensation of the air fouled with smoke and blood hit him with every breath. The machine gun was almost weightless in his hands as he shot a North Korean standing over Anderson, about to stab him with the bayonet affixed to the riddle.

The Red Man kissed two fingertips and touched the top of an American soldier’s helmet. His head exploded an instant later. The Red Man laughed and spun away, then looked up at Kadish and blew him a kiss.

Kadish found himself in the trench, watching and feeling his body as the fight continued from his mind’s eye. He felt a bayonet wet with blood careen off the side of the machine gun and glance off his side, ripping through the fabric and drawing more blood from him. He drew an Applegate-Fairbarn knife from a sheath on his body armor and rammed the blade into the assaulting North Korean’s eyeball up to the hilt.

You have more in you.

The Red Man clasped the dead Korean by the shoulders and pushed him back. The blade came free and Kadish swung it behind him, stabbing a Korean officer in the back. He still had his whistle in his mouth, and a deathly trill sounded over the battlefield.

Kadish grabbed the officer by the wrist and wrenched the Makarov pistol out of his hand. He left the knife in his back and wrapped an arm around the officer’s neck and used him as a shield as he emptied the dying man’s own sidearm into his troops.

The pistol slide locked back, the magazine empty.

The attack faltered as another squad from the South Korean Army joined the fight from the bottom of the hill. Disciplined bursts of fire knocked the North Koreans to the ground, and a trumpet called from the other side of the hill.

Kadish shoved the dead officer face-first into the ground and wrenched his combat knife free. He let out a blood-curdling scream and charged after the retreating North Koreans. He caught up to one who looked barely into his teens and stabbed his knife where the neck met the man’s shoulder. He twisted it once and jerked it free. Blood arced into the air and the young enemy soldier stumbled forward.

He leapt forward and caught another soldier by the ankle just before he could get over the hilltop. Kadish hauled him back as the Korean cried out in fear, begging for help. He rolled onto his back and made a blind swing at Kadish.

Kadish blocked the rifle with one arm and stared down at the terrified man. Kadish dropped his knife and clamped onto the Korean’s throat with one hand. His fingers dug into flesh and the Korean’s eyes bulged from their sockets as blood spurted over Kadish’s nails. Rage overtook him as he crushed the man’s throat in his hand. He ripped blood and flesh away, leaving the soldier to hack and sputter for the last few moments of his life.

Good.

The Red Man clapped slowly as he approached.

The adrenaline rush passed and Kadish lowered the hand with the other man’s throat in it to one side. He tossed the bloody mess aside as his breathing grew more pronounced.

Finish it.

“I don’t want to.”

But you must. Look at them.

Kadish turned and saw his men still in the trench. They were stock-still. Their eyes wide and jaws slack in fear.

Fear of him.
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Tivoli unplugged a data core from the back of Revenant Five’s ear. The Revenants were laid out on shaped foam mattresses in a vault. The heavy metal door was locked behind her as she double-checked the diagnostics read out from a slate. She looked up at a mirrored observation deck overhead, unsure if Schofield was up there or not.

She let out a slow breath and scooted her chair over to Kadish. She plugged the core into the small input buried beneath a skin slit and pulled as far back from Kadish as she could and began the diagnostics.

Tivoli touched the breast pocket of her lab coat and cursed when it was empty of cigarettes. She set the data core next to Kadish’s head and started toward the door.

“Hello,” Kadish said.

Tivoli let out a scream and fell to her knees. She scrambled to Revenant Ten’s gurney and hid behind it.

“I can hear you, but I can’t move,” Kadish said. “What’re you doing to me?”

Tivoli reached into a thigh pocket and gripped a kill switch.

“You so much as twitch wrong and I’ll end all of you,” she said, trying to sound as serious as she could while being terrified.

“I don’t think I could hurt you if I tried,” Kadish said.

“That’s…” Tivoli decided against elaborating any further, as the less Revenant Six knew about his programming, the less he could do to circumvent it.

In theory.

“What’re you experiencing right now?” Tivoli stood up and moved toward him slowly, one hand still jammed in a pocket.

“Memory flashes from the last mission. It’s like someone’s rummaging through my thoughts. I don’t like it,” Kadish said.

“It’s necessary. Sorry if it’s uncomfortable. Least there’s no pinch to deal with at the same time, right?” she turned the screen attached to the data core toward her and confirmed that he did have all his motor capabilities below the neck disabled.

“You’re a doctor,” Kadish said.

“M.D. neurologist,” Tivoli said. “Which is also a doctor, but I don’t want to be lumped in with all those chiropractor or homeopathy quacks. Nice to meet you, I’m Carol Tivoli.”

“I’m… Dead Man. You did this to me?” Kadish asked, his mouth barely able to move.

“Uh, which ‘this’ are you referring to?” she asked.

“Did you cover me with plastic skin and put metal in my muscles and bones?” he asked.

“No, no, everything about your body was done at the off-site. I’m the Imperative lead. The thing in your brain that makes you… do what the Imperative needs you to do,” she touched his forehead and waggled his head from side to side.

“Like a lobotomy?” he asked.

“No, that’d be in the forehead,” she tapped him there, then lifted her hand away. “Sorry.”

“Did you give the memories too? Are you the reason there’s… anything else to me?” Kadish asked.

“Memories are not a program requirement. So what you remember is all you. The Imperative… might inadvertently access more as it—does it really matter? I thought you soldier types would just ‘salute and execute.’ Or something like that.” She swiped to an ongoing brain scan.

“Things are… things get a bit jumbled. I know I’m Dead Man Six… I know combat and the Army. What else have you put in my brain?” he asked.

“There’s a lot to the Imperative,” Tivoli said. “If it makes you feel any better, you’re something of an outlier. A good one. No one was ever able to take enhancements and… remain functional. You’re a superstar. A stud.”

“Oh… is that supposed to make me feel better?” he asked.

“This is that whole ‘bed side manner’ shtick I never paid attention to at Cornell,” she said. “You’ve already had a major impact on the war. Does that make you feel better?”

“It does. Where’s the line in Korea? Where are we holding?” he asked.

“That… I don’t know. The knuckle-dra—Schofield and the others stay up to date on that. I keep you guys humming along and make sure you perform better with every deployment. Gotta chase those nines, know what I mean?” She chuckled nervously.

“No.”

“I don’t have the time to explain—are you in any discomfort?”

“I can’t move. It feels like I’m in a coffin. I don’t like it,” he said.

“That’s no good… are you comfortable when you’re deactivated?” she asked.

“That’s harder. I can’t tell when I’m awake or I’m dreaming. Like this is a nightmare and I can’t wake up,” he said.

“Let me see,” she scrolled through more data. “Yes, there’s some pronounced brain activity while you’re off. I’ll speak to Schofield. Perhaps there’s more we can have you do instead of just laying here. Would you like that?”

“Please,” he choked. “Please don’t turn me off again if you don’t⁠—”

“Stop stop stop,” she backed away. Kadish went silent.

She snuck toward him and poked Kadish hard in the cheek. She removed the data plug and took a step toward Revenant Seven. Instead of continuing her work, she rushed to the vault door, looking over her shoulder at Kadish the whole time. She slapped her palm against the steel until it finally opened.


CHAPTER 12



Schofield glanced down at the toes of his boots. They were both to a mirror shine and every inch of his uniform was impeccable. Graves and Simko were both in fresh uniforms, and even Huxley had trimmed his beard and put on a clean shirt. Tivoli had her back to the roughhewn wall, finishing off one last cigarette at an improvised ash can made of an upturned waste basket with a bucket welded to it.

The Raven stealth craft was on the far side of the landing bay. Robot workers tended to the port wing’s VTOL engine.

“She’s trying to lung cancer her way out of the assignment,” Simko said.

“I still don’t get why she gets to smoke and I can’t,” Huxley said.

“I’m sure she’ll share with you if you ask,” Schofield checked his watch.

“Not that disgusting crap. Smoking tobacco of all things. Practically anachronistic at this point in history, and the negative health effects are well known,” Huxley flapped his arms against his side. “Meanwhile, smoking chronic is a much healthier option.”

“That shit’s illegal in Japan. Stop asking,” Schofield said.

“And this shit,” Huxley spun a finger next to his head, “is legal? Something tells me Tokyo wouldn’t be too happy about all this on their territory. So if we’re going to break laws, so many laws, what’s one more if we smuggle in some green?”

“It would raise our profile if your addiction caught law enforcement’s attention,” Graves said. “Japanese cops have so little crime to deal with they get bored. They smell that skunk weed of yours and they’ll be like bloodhounds after a rabbit.”

“OK, first off, it’s not an addiction,” Huxley said, “it’s a habit. Our resident chimney over there? She’s addicted. Remember when she left her pack in a different lab coat and didn’t get her hourly fix?”

“She yelled at me,” Simko nodded. “I was kind of scared for a second. Dead serious.”

“We’re at risk of getting stabbed if she ever has to go cold turkey, and I can’t even get a vape cartridge down here,” Huxley scrunched his mouth in frustration.

“What is ‘vape’?” Schofield asked.

Huxley’s brows shot up as he realized there was a chance.

“It’s when the THC oils are heated up and there’s little to no smell of⁠—”

“No,” Schofield shook his head quickly.

“Son of a bitch!” Huxley stomped a foot. “If I’d known this job would be one long tolerance break… yeah, I still would’ve taken it, but I would’ve smuggled in some edibles or something to help me sleep.”

“Aren’t you worried that someone will remember you for causing the ‘Great Harsh’—or whatever you degenerates call it—and then you’ll be in the same trouble you were hiding from?” Simko asked.

“That’s why I’ll grow my own. Just me, a couple acers in the middle of nowhere, and my girls,” Huxley said. “I’ve got quite the seed bank with some killer genetics squirrelled away back in the States.”

“You ask the Director for your narcotics and the mannies will use you for target practice,” Schofield checked his watch again, then looked up at the ceiling.

“Second off, it’s not a ‘narcotic,’ as⁠—”

The thick metal plates overhead separated with a rumble of hydraulics. They withdrew into the walls, revealing a night sky. A dark shape occluded stars as it descended. Another Raven whipped up dust and sent leaves spiraling around the landing bay. Schofield, Graves, and Simko remained at parade rest as the plane landed.

Huxley shielded his face with his lab coat. He dropped it when the ceiling locked back into place. Tivoli had joined them during the landing, the embedded smell of tobacco smoke from her lab coat making him cough.

“Here we go,” Simko shifted his weight from side to side as a ramp lowered from the Raven.

A lithe woman in a tight black bodysuit was the first one out of the plane. She carried a firearm on a thigh holster and another tucked against her flank just below her chest. Silky black hair was bound tight to her skull. She walked toward them with a grace somewhere between a socialite’s strut and the measured actions of Graves and Simko when they were in the shoot house.

Huxley swallowed hard as she looked over him last, glimpsing data lines and small pictures on the inside of her nearly oversized glasses. She was of mixed heritage. Huxley would’ve guessed some sort of East Asian and Caucasian, but he was well aware that he was too much of a coward to ever ask her.

“Everything is in order,” she stated. She didn’t ask.

“Naturally, Ms. Martelle,” Schofield said. “We know the Director’s a busy man.”

She shifted her weight to her back foot, bodysuit creaking. Huxley looked at the weapon on her hip—not the one close to her breasts, as that would be creepy—and saw notches cut into the grip.

Dozens of them.

There was a tak from the newly arrived Raven. A cane struck the ramp as an older man made his way down. His shoes were handmade, with solid gold clasps for the strap over their tops. The lacquer of the cane haft had a silver embossed tip, the handle was inlaid with pearl and more gold. The dark suit was bespoke and looked like it cost more than all the clothes Huxley had ever owned combined.

Not that he was a fancy dresser, but as a bigger man, the costs added up.

The old man had a slight hunch to his back, though his eyes were bright with intelligence and alert. His hair had thinned but still had some of the original blond color to it.

“Welcome, Mr. Ibarra,” Schofield said.
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“How long have I kept you all cooped up down here?” Ibarra accepted a coffee mug. He sniffed at it, then took a tentative sip. He set his cane against the control station overlooking the shoot house as Graves and Simko readied the Revenant squad.

“For the duration,” Schofield said. “We have the same sensory pods you use for the Mars cyclers and other deep space voyages.”

“Must work. No one’s gone bat shit. Have they, Shannon?” Ibarra asked.

“No personnel issues at this location,” the dark-haired woman said from one side of the control setup. She’d kept her attention fully on Schofield, Huxley, and Tivoli since they’d split off from the other two.

“What are you setting up, Schofield?” Ibarra asked. “I’m not some Congressional delegation that you can waggle shiny objects at and then send on my merry way. You’re aware of why I’m here.”

“Your message said a program update… it’s best to see what they’re capable of. What’s on the reports doesn’t paint a full picture,” Schofield said.

“Which one is the uh… ‘anomaly’ as Doctor Tivoli puts it,” Ibarra sipped his coffee. “This isn’t bad. Blue Mountain?”

“Some local coffee. I can’t read the label,” Schofield reached up to the holo screens and double tapped on Kadish. A light-blue outline appeared over him and stuck to him as he re-assembled an XM-88 while blindfolded. “That’s him, sir. He asked to be called Dead Man Six. Six being the command suffix for radio⁠—”

“I’m aware,” Ibarra wagged liver-spotted fingers at Schofield, then turned to Tivoli. “He doesn’t remember who he is?”

“No,” Tivoli started forward, then halted. She looked at Shannon. The bodyguard bent her head slightly and the doctor continued to the control platform. “His memories are largely not accessed by the Imperative.”

She reached to one side of the screen and a section of the edge turned a different color. She swiped her hand aside and a bank of new screens flowed across the bottom. Diagrams of Kadish’s brain appeared, thin tendrils branching out from the Imperative spike set in the transverse fissure and the cerebellum and occipital lobe into his gray matter.

“Though some more recent ones have manifested,” Tivoli continued. “The Imperative was designed to harness the biological computer available to it by coopting neurons. Neurons that should be dormant, as I was promised decerebrated individuals for this program, Mr. Ibarra.”

“If it makes you feel any better,” Ibarra nudged her with his elbow, “I was at the other site prior to this asking some rather hard questions as to just how this anomaly came about. They didn’t have any good answers.”

“I can still liquidate them,” Shannon said.

“Settle down. You know how hard it is to find good help these days?” Ibarra asked.

Shannon turned her head to Huxley and winked at him.

“Let’s not re-tread ground,” Ibarra said. “I read your report—thank you for the layman’s summary—on Dead Man Six out there. Rather fortuitous, eh, Schofield?”

“He has proven invaluable to the mission multiple times,” Schofield tapped in a code and the shoot house went dim. “They’re firing training rounds,” he said to Shannon.

The Revenants opened fire on pop-up targets. Their near-perfect accuracy scores appeared next to a wire diagram of each one.

“Can you do this without him?” Ibarra asked Schofield.

“With the sims we’re running upstairs?” Schofield looked to Tivoli, “Probably. But when they encounter a situation they’re not trained for, they revert to base programming, and that’s less than useful.”

“The default aggression is meant as a failsafe,” Tivoli said. “It’s an absolute requirement from you, Director Ibarra.”

“Can’t have them fall into the wrong hands when they get confused, can we?” Ibarra chuckled. “Autonomous cars had the same problem for years before they ran an artificial general intelligence that could solve most problems. Most. But even now they’ll still get stuck if there are too many safety cones and what not on the road. Our Revenants have the same issues, except for one.”

“They’re successful in every simulation we’ve put them through. The real world is a bit more… chaotic,” Tivoli said. “But you wanted soldiers capable of infiltrating denied areas and sabotaging targets. You’ve got that now.”

“Indeed! The strike on Jeju confused the shit out of the commies,” Ibarra said. “You should’ve heard the generals trying to blame each other before the Tyrant of Pyongyang had most of them shot. Beautiful work. Then there’s the kill mission in Russia,” he put a hand to his chest. “Glorious. No arms transfers between the Czar and the Chinese since then. More finger pointing and purges. Got to love it, eh, Shannon?”

“This is more trouble than it’s worth,” she said coolly.

“She’s just jealous she doesn’t get to have any fun,” Ibarra said. “The Huaxia Liberation Front is already off to a good start. But I need them working behind the lines. Deep in enemy territory, Schofield. Are they ready?”

“There is a limitation,” Schofield said. “No normal human can keep up with them. Simko is one of the best, and he’s struggled. Same with Graves before his injury.”

“But this Dead Man of ours,” Ibarra rolled the words around his mouth like they came with a bad taste, “he’s quite functional at all times?”

“He defaults to the Imperative when given specific commands,” Tivoli said. “He has… initiative. I don’t like it.”

“No, certainly not!” Ibarra sipped his coffee. “I asked for automatons that will complete whatever task they’re given. Free will wasn’t part of the equation. Yet, he’s useful. Vital, even.”

Ibarra zoomed in on Kadish, manipulating the controls with ease.

“Do you understand what’s at stake here, Colonel?” Ibarra asked.

“There are strategic implications if we fail,” Schofield said.

“Typical field grade officer understatement,” Ibarra said. “I’m trying to stave off a third World War. The land of the free and the home of the brave are still on the tail end of a recession that we dare not call a depression. Politics, you understand? Defense spending suffered while Beijing’s been on a military buying spree for a decade. They’ve got the manpower to piss away on the Korean Peninsula, but they’re holding back their best for the next phase when they’ll try and seize the entire Western Pacific and whatever else they can.”

“I’m aware of the force projections, sir,” Schofield said. “But every analyst in Washington is convinced they can’t launch an offensive like that for at least five more years.”

“Oh, them,” Ibarra scowled. “Perhaps I have better intelligence, eh? Private sector always does it better than public, but I don’t need to prove I’m right. The Chinese are on the verge of convincing themselves they can take Taiwan. And Okinawa. And Vietnam. What happens if they do that in the next few months? Can the West stop them?”

“Doubtful,” Schofield said. “America’s rallied to fight a war on the other side of the Pacific before.”

“That… was a long time ago. So I need to stymie Beijing, and I convinced the right people to let me try. Meanwhile, defense spending increased and the Ibarra Defense Corporation will live up to our motto, ‘Win the Next War’… and then this anomaly appears,” Ibarra sat in a chair and propped his cane under his chin, hands as a cushion. He watched as Kadish threw grenades into windows over a hundred and fifty yards from his position.

“There, that’s non-standard,” Tivoli rewound footage and zoomed in on Kadish’s hand as he pulled a grenade from a wooden box. Kadish had three fingers wrapped around the explosive. “Imperative directs them to grasp the grenade with their entire hand to minimize the risk of dropping it. That’s how Graves does it and so do the rest of them.”

“Baseball player,” Ibarra grunted. “What? You don’t know how to throw a two-seam fastball? How’s his accuracy with those?”

“One standard deviation higher than the others,” Tivoli admitted.

“Any indication the others will wake up?” Ibarra asked.

“None. Their brain scans are flat unless the Imperative is working,” she said.

“There are two viable ways forward,” Ibarra hit his cane against the floor with a sharp tak. “We decommission him as a potential security risk… or we double down on his capabilities. Doctor, one of my advisors suggests that we could ‘instance’ our anomaly and load him into other Revenants. Then all of them would be better independent actors. Think of the possibilities.”

“That… I wouldn’t advise that,” Tivoli crossed her arms tight against her body. “His stability is still in question, and he’s exhibited more personality lately.”

“How so?” Schofield asked.

“He asked that we stop shutting him down. Seems his mind remains active and it’s distressing him. They all have the ability to sleep naturally, which is necessary for the Imperative to⁠—”

“And this is a problem because?” Ibarra tapped his cane several more times.

Shannon shifted her posture against the wall and brought her wrist up to her mouth.

“If his consciousness imprints into other brains, there’s a risk of cross contamination. Decerebrated individuals are supposed to be little different than vegetables. Previous attempts to realign a brain to a different person’s has ended… poorly. You’re aware,” she said.

“I want you to give it a shot,” Ibarra leaned back. “Not with our current roster, mind you. They’re as close to golden geese as I’ve got, and they’re operational enough. I’ll send you a fresh batch very soon. Baby steps, you understand?”

“The risk of failure is exceedingly high,” she said. “Mind you.”

“This war’s giving us a steady supply of test beds,” Ibarra waved a dismissive hand at her. “Schofield, I think we’re ready for the next phase with what we’ve got on hand. Well done all around.”

“And the anomaly?” Schofield asked.

“I’d rather he be happy and cooperative than resentful and contemplative. Give him some slack,” Ibarra said.

“Would you like to speak with him?” Schofield asked.

“If I remember right… Dr. Frankenstein didn’t fare too well when he got too close to his monster. Shannon?” Ibarra looked to the bodyguard.

“Yancy just left the obstetrician’s office. She’s dilating and the baby is head down,” Shannon said.

“Ah,” Ibarra’s grip on his can tightened. “I’m finally about to become a grandfather. Best get back to Phoenix before her water breaks.”

He got to his feet slowly.

“And if Grave’s asshole of a father thinks he can drag me back to his committee to answer why there are cost overruns on the lunar outposts and miss the chance to hold that precious little girl… he’s got another thing coming,” Ibarra shuffled toward the door.

“Your advisor doesn’t seem to understand human neurological functions,” Tivoli said. “We will lose test beds. Don’t blame me when it happens.”

“Yes, yes,” Ibarra hand up a curled hand to her. “Fail fast to succeed faster, my dear. That’s how I’ve always done it, and things could be going so much worse right now. Let me know if you need anything else.”

“Certainly, sir,” Schofield said as the door opened. He tried to follow Ibarra, but Shannon put her thumb and pinky against his chest.

“We know the way out,” she purred. “Keep your toys the in playroom until we leave.”

She blew a slight kiss at him and backtracked after Ibarra. The door slid shut.

Huxley let out a breath and fanned himself.

“Thank God she’s gone,” he said.

“Something’s off. Way off!” Tivoli slammed her palms against the control panel. She leaned over to look through the windows, watching as the Revenants rushed through a series of bunkers, tossing grenades through concrete slits and dodging machine gun fire as they bounded from one to the other.

“Spill it,” Schofield said.

“This ‘advisor’ of his? The one who thinks we can just copy paste Dead Man from one platform to another? Complete bullshit,” Tivoli lit a cigarette and sighed in relief. “Memory and personality implant experimentation was expressly forbidden by every medical board that was asked the question. Every single neurologist across the world with the training and skill to actually conduct experiments signed a moratorium against exactly what Ibarra wants. All but one.”

“Then that’s who the advisor is,” Huxley shrugged.

Tivoli and Schofield gave him a dirty look.

“Oh, it was you,” Huxley pointed at Tivoli. “Maybe you did copy your brain and Ibarra’s got it in a jar somewhere. No? I’ll see myself out.” He went to the door but it buzzed, locked.

“Huh? This is a fire hazard,” Huxley yanked at the handle.

“Ibarra’s keeping us locked down until he leaves,” Schofield said. “His paranoia lives up to the reputation.”

“If Hux would keep his fat mouth shut, I’ll continue,” she glared at him. “There is no other neurologist on Earth who would advise Ibarra to try and ‘instance’ an intelligence. I tried and failed, and was cast out of the medical community for trying.”

“I’m sure it had more to do with the deaths,” Schofield said.

“Fuck you. I had the vision and the meat flaps to try,” she pointed her lit cigarette at him. “So either there’s a hypocrite out there, or Ibarra is blowing smoke up my ass. I want to write it off as the latter, but there were those notes we received with the first batch of test subjects mentioning a ‘Tricia’ from the off-site. I’ve read every single paper written by PhDs in my field for the last decade, and not one of them was named ‘Tricia’.”

“But she caused half our computers down here to go bad,” Huxley said. “Every stack with her name in a file went tits up about ten minutes after we were talking about those notes.”

“Then we best treat that name like it’s cursed, same with our two recent guests,” Schofield said. “We have our instructions, Doctor. Are you remembering your Hippocratic Oath now?”

“That bit of nonsense has stopped so much progress,” Tivoli rolled her eyes. “I don’t think it will work. I’ve tried. And the results,” she shivered and tamped out a mostly un-smoked cigarette.

“I had to go to a different profession for interpretation. They defied medical science,” she said.

“Who did you ask?” Huxley checked the door again and the handle turned.

“A priest,” she said.
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Two days later, the stealth submarine rose from the water in the cave pen and the front hatch opened. Graves operated the controls and shut the outer lock gate as the Revenants marched out of the submarine.

Simko shouldered his way through them and ripped off the diving mask from his face.

“Thank God,” he bent his elbows to his knees and breathed deeply. “Almost went empty.”

“What? Did one of them bust ass in there or—ah Jesus,” Graves mashed the back of his hand against his nose.

A Revenant limped slowly from the submarine. His body was badly burnt up and down the left side. The simple coveralls worn on the mission had melted against the scorched pseudo-flesh. One boot was completely gone, bits of silver shining through the blackened skin.

“Smells like someone melted a plastic plate in a dish washing machine,” Graves said. “Is this even safe to breathe?”

“Mission accomplished,” Kadish said as the Imperative. “Revenant Four suffered damage when the fuel depot was destroyed.”

“No shit?” Graves nodded slowly. “Simko, get the ones that don’t look like a nightmare to Doc for brain dumps.”

“Hand off is your job,” Simko said. “How about I keep breathing and make sure I didn’t lose any brain cells to hypoxia.”

“How can you tell? Colonel wants me to take Six on a tour, and he wanted it tout suite soon as you got back,” Graves said.

“Well,” Simko pointed at the submarine, “we found another nine to chase: what do we do when they get badly burned? Because that was friggin’ miserable.”

“Really?” Huxley was at the exit, both hands against his head. “What did you do to him?”

“Mission accomplished,” Kadish said as the Imperative. “Revenant Four suffered damage when the fuel depot was destroyed.”

“Thanks, Mr. Personality,” Huxley took a blister pack of pills from his lab coat pocket and pressed two out. He told Four to open his mouth and tossed the pills inside, gagging on the smell as he did so.

Four swallowed hard. A few seconds later, the burns on his face began to recede ever so slowly.

“Fire is the worst thing for their micros,” Huxley covered his mouth and nose. “The heat shuts them down, and then they de-corporate into organic compounds. He’s going to need a complete overhaul!”

“What did you give him?” Simko asked.

“Re-ups,” Huxley shook the pill blisters. “I’ve got time on my hands and did a little experimenting of my own. What, you think the ash factory is the only genius around here? They seem to work.”

He poked the burnt Revenant in the charred and stringy cheek.

“Seem to,” Huxley said.

“Good initiative,” Graves said. “Sure hope those pills you gave him don’t leak out and turn us all into gray goo.”

“Piss off, I learned my lesson,” Huxley said. “Come on, Four. Let’s see how much work you need.”

Four responded with a dry gurgle.

“Eww,” Huxley walked out of the cave with Four on his heels.

“Six, upstairs with me,” Graves hooked a thumb over his shoulder. He rubbed his right thigh as they went up a spiral staircase to the upper level. Graves shouldered a door open to a wide room with a holo screen on one wall. Exercise equipment consisting of a weight stack, racks and presses, and cardio equipment were in one corner. A putting green and gold clubs were in another. A baseball home plate in a holo suite and a bucket full of bats were next to that.

“This facility is meant for more personnel than just us chickens,” Graves limped toward the baseball suite. “Colonel’s granted you more privileges, and that means access to the game room. Nice, right?”

He picked up a bat and flipped it in the air and caught it by the handle. He stepped into a batter’s box and the holo activated. A catcher and umpire appeared along with a pitcher, all projected from an overhead emitter.

“These are Feed-Bats, know ‘em?” Graves raised the bat and got into a hitters stance. The holo pitcher threw a ball that Graves missed badly. He “hit” the second pitch with a whack against the bat and sent a grounder dribbling down the third base line that went foul.

“Gyros in the bat simulate contact,” Kadish said. “They’re… very expensive. This is a setup a major league team would have.”

“Big boss spared no expense making sure we’d be entertained down here,” Graves stepped out of the batter’s box and offered the handle to Kadish. “Want a swing?”

Kadish’s hands holding his rifle twitched.

“Revenant six, surrender your weapon,” Graves held out a hand and Kadish responded immediately. Graves removed the magazine and racked the bolt back, flipping the loaded bullet straight up. He snatched it out of the air.

“Loaded weapons on a sub? Not smart, but I’m no SEAL.” Graves snapped the bullet back into the magazine.

Kadish took the bat and stepped into the holo suite. He adopted a different stance, digging his right toe into dirt that wasn’t there. The pitch came in fast, and Kadish swung so fast the whoosh startled Graves. The holo ball sailed high over center field and vanished. An error message flashed against the wall.

Kadish glanced at the bat. He turned it to show the word “ERROR” flashing on a small screen.

“Huh,” Graves put his hands on his hips. “Well, I don’t know what I expected.”

“I can pull it back a bit,” Kadish said.

“I hope,” Graves snatched the bat away and tossed it into the bucket. He pointed to the holo screen surrounded by couches and chairs. “Got every single TV show and movie ever made on the stack. Simko insists on watching sci-fi or fantasy marathons on our off days. Nerd. Sometimes he’ll watch some show were a guy and two robots are making fun of crap movies. Again, he’s a nerd. Also got gaming consoles and such.”

“Why are you showing me all this?” Kadish asked.

“C’mere,” Graves walked without a limp to a vault door and pushed it aside. A small room with bed, sink, and wardrobe. Faux windows cast natural seemingly light into the space. “Your billet. You’ll still be monitored at all times and we’ll put you back in the meat locker with the rest with little to no reason, you understand?”

“What about my men?” Kadish asked.

“The rest aren’t like you. They want and ask for nothing,” Graves said. “You don’t like it? I can shut you down and put you in follow mode and turn you back on the next time we’re ready to go out again.”

“No… this is… this is just fine. Thank you,” Kadish said.

“You hungry?” Graves went toward a door on the other side of the room.

“This Revenant’s caloric repository is at 65%,” the Imperative answered.

“‘Cause I am,” Graves led Kadish into a small kitchen. A cook bot was idle on its movement rail built into the floor. Its arms hung loose at its side and the cook tops around it were empty. A second door at the back was slightly ajar.

Simko looked up from a bowl of instant noodles a communal table.

“What’s this?” he asked.

“I think we’re done stuffing him with nutrient paste,” Graves picked up a cardboard box and rifled through plastic pouches. “These are supposed to be gourmet-ready meals, but my taste buds are burnt out from all the salt in MREs. You have a preference?”

“Tuna and noodles,” Kadish said.

“He has good taste,” Simko pointed a spoon at him. “If he said Country Captain Chicken, I’d bet he’d be a Chinese spy.”

“Tuna casserole,” Graves tossed a packet onto the table along with a plastic wrapped spoon. “Has a celebrity chef’s face on the package so you know it’s good. Eat up. Big bites.”

“Big bites, big bites. Yum yum yum. Thank you, sir,” Kadish sat down, cracked the packet to activate the built in heater, and waited, hands on his lap.

Graves sat across from him, his brow furrowed. Simko nudge him with his elbow. Graves nudged him back.

“What the hell was that?” Simko asked.

“Dead Man… what’re you waiting for?” Graves peeled back the top of a pouch of spaghetti.

“This Revenant has not received permission to eat,” Kadish said.

“Let’s test something,” Graves picked up a box full of condiments and set them haphazardly between him and Kadish. “Organize these for me.”

“He’s not a fricking smart toy,” Simko said.

Kadish reached out and set the ketchup, hot sauce, and more between him and Graves.

“Six… how’s the cow?” Graves asked.

“Sir, she walks, she talks, she’s full of chalk, the lacteal fluid extracted from the female of the bovine species is highly prolific to the nth degree,” Kadish responded in his own voice, not the Imperative’s.

“What the hell is wrong with you two?” Simko asked.

“I just figured out which college he went to,” Graves said. Kadish’s pouch dinged as the heating element finished. “Same one I did. South Hudson Institute of Technology, better known as the United States Military Academy at West Point. Six. Eat.”

“Thank you, sir,” Kadish tore the packaging off his spoon with his teeth and chowed down.

“I’m glad I skipped college,” Simko muttered.

[image: ]


Schofield slapped his pam to a biometrics reader. It flashed green and a vault door slid open. Inside were ten pristine Revenants sitting in motorized restraint chairs, their heads cradled in restraints. Their skin was a uniform alabaster, barely any difference to their blank faces.

Tivoli slept on a cot, her lab coat clutched to her shoulders like a blanket.

Schofield carried a manila folder with a few dozen sheets of paper into the room and went to Tivoli’s still-on workstation. He set the folder onto the desk and swiped through data feeds on the new arrivals.

Tivoli awoke with a snort.

“Don’t touch anything,” she smacked her gums and sat up. “Their Imperative’s burning in.”

“No issues with the new build, I take it,” Schofield said.

“Sims show a fourteen percent improvement in performance over the last batch. I’ve kept two blank as a baseline for Ibarra’s experiment… there are complications there,” she lit a cigarette.

“Indeed,” Schofield slid the folder away from her. “What sort of ‘complications’?”

“I haven’t pulled Dead Man’s onboard data for nearly a week. Since then, he’s blown up a fuel depot, taken out a missile battery on the Yalu River, and went head hunting out in that one city… on the coast. I don’t remember the name.”

“Wosan,” Schofield swiped through the summary screen on each new Revenant. “They’ll be back from that mission in a few hours.”

“What’re you doing up?” Tivoli twisted a water bottle open.

“My men are outside the wire and in danger. Command and control doesn’t sleep until they’re safe and sound,” he said.

“This isn’t the control room,” she drank deeply.

“They’ve exfilled in the submarine without casualties and are returning to base. The sub has issues and I’ll get an alert. Not that there’s much I can do if it sinks,” Schofield shrugged. “Carol… how much of Six will transfer over when you instance him?”

“Great question,” she slid her lab coat on. “Better to ask how much of him there is to transfer. Computer, show Imperative progression by day on Revenant Six.”

The holos blinked and individual brain scans for Kadish appeared in a carousel. The thin wires from the Imperative spike crept closer and closer to his forward and upper lobes as time progressed.

“Dead Man has nearly four hundred percent more cerebral penetration than his cohort,” she said. “Which is more than we’d ever thought we’d achieve on any Revenant. As the Imperative coopts more of his brain… he’s likely regaining more memories and personality.”

“Mmm,” Schofield clasped his hands behind his back.

“So I will need to deactivate him for the data pull, which he doesn’t like, but we don’t exactly care about his wants and needs, do we?” she asked.

“Correct,” Schofield said. “Though, what’s the chance we’ll slay our golden goose?”

“Minimal. I take it we’re not going to tell him about this,” she said.

“Correct again. Though, how much of his cooperation with us is his choice and how much is it the Imperative forcing him to comply?” he asked.

“Yes,” Tivoli puffed on her cigarette. “By which I mean there’s no telling. If he’s acted against the Imperative, I can’t detect it. We’ve got firewalls a plenty in the programming to stop him from resisting anything we order him to do. He likely cannot disobey any order the Imperative recognizes.”

“Still operating as intended,” Schofield said. “I haven’t commanded soldiers in years. Baseline soldiers, I mean,” he looked over the new Revenants. “I expected them to obey any and all lawful orders, just I did the same for my commander. But there was always that element of free will. They’d attack knowing death and injury were possible, and I made sure I was in danger with them. The ‘follow me’ style of leadership is always superior to the ‘do what I tell you’ school. Now I have men who can’t disobey.”

“That’s a plus, isn’t it?” she asked.

“American soldiers can think for themselves. Works well when they know the commander’s intent and can act on a battlefield opportunity. If we load Dead Man into all of them… that may be the wrong decision,” he said.

“Perhaps you should’ve sacked up when Ibarra was here,” she said. “We’ve got our orders now, and I’d rather not piss off that old asshole. Ibarra Corporation employees have a habit of not surviving long after they’re fired for cause. Serious cause like corporate espionage. Or regular espionage.”

“I don’t work for him,” Schofield said.

“No? Because here we are planning on how to do exactly what he told us. Who else are we working for?”

“This may be a covert activity, but I’m still a soldier. Still loyal to the Constitution and my duties as an officer,” he said.

“Oh, and I thought you had a mouse in your pocket,” she blew smoke away from him. “There a problem?”

“No,” he said far too quickly.

“Where’d you get printouts? Thought that was a no-no—” she reached for the folder.

Schofield slammed a hand on top of it. He scooped it up and pinched it hard between his fingers and walked for the door.

“We run the new Revenants through initial trials as soon as Simko returns and resets his team,” Schofield said as he left the room.

The vault door locked behind him.

“Boss is acting funny, ain’t he?” she asked the Revenants. “Don’t you all chime in at once… damn, I need to get out of here. See the actual sun. Talk to some normies before I turn into Hux.”
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Huxley pressed a set of pliers into Kadish’s chest. He dug around as deep-red blood fluid leaked out onto his gloves. The Revenant sat in a restraint chair, naked from the waist up.

“God damn it,” Huxley lowered the pliers. He spun his chair away from Kadish and rummaged through a tool chest.

“Let me do it,” Kadish said.

“Ha-a-a-a,” Huxley scooted further away. “How long have you been awake?”

“Since we returned from the mission. I wanted a little quiet is all,” he said.

“You just let the Imperative cart you around?” Huxley picked up a set of needle nose pliers. “What’s that like?”

“Kind of like being half awake, half asleep. Like sort of almost falling asleep while you’re on a bus… it’s not that bad,” Kadish said. “How’s Four? He out of the aid station?”

“My little shop of horrors down here is an ‘aid station’? OK then,” Huxley spun around and leaned to one side to check on Four. The Revenant’s skin was nearly healed. “He’ll be topped off micros and back to work tomorrow. So… uh, how are you?”

“I got shot. I don’t care for it,” Kadish said. “How about you let me dig that bullet out?”

“Does it hurt?” Huxley asked.

“I’m aware of the pain, but it doesn’t… hurt. There’s damage there and it’s a nagging issue, but it isn’t pain that makes me want to fix it or stop it. Can I even feel real pain?” he asked.

“That’s a question for Tivoli. The micros I’ve got in you can repair nerves. They will shunt pain stimulus while they work, as too much stimulus isn’t great for the Imperative, according to Tivoli,” Huxley picked up a data slate and tapped the screen.

The cuff on Kadish’s right wrist popped open. Huxley pressed the pliers into his hand.

“Gosh, you guys are all room temperature,” Huxley brushed his fingers against his pants.

Kadish pressed the pliers into an open pucker on his left pectoral and drove the tool deeper into his pseudo-skin. He grunted and jerked out a flattened bullet. Huxley held out a metal tray and Kadish dropped both items into it.

“Works as advertised,” Huxley held up a chrome spray gun and pressed the nozzle into the hole. There was a hiss of air and fog drifted out. “Fly my pretties, fly.”

Huxley picked up his slate and held it over Kadish’s chest. The image on the screen had a real time X-ray view of Kadish’s chest showing micro-machines moving through his blood stream and concentrating around the wound.

“Sorry I don’t have more micros to speed this along. We got a bunch of new Revenants and my reserves got drained to get them up to snuff,” Huxley said. He pulled a tray open from his tool set and held up blister packs of pills. “Some fresh ones came in with the new delivery. Build in zero grav and dropped back to Earth… somewhere. All I had to do to get them was ask. Big Boss has some crazy resources. Figures, as he’s the richest man in human history.”

“Who is he?” Huxley asked. “He decided this for me?”

“I’ve said too much. Way too much. Maybe don’t ask the uniforms about this, as they’re all mum’s the word about everything and I’m just… I just make the things that fix the things, you know?”

“There are more like me out there? The war’s still going on…”

“You’re the one who ever gets to leave. I’m a mushroom, bud. Kept in the dark and fed shit,” Huxley said.

“Can I take those with me on my next mission?” Kadish pointed to the pill blisters. “We take damage. Repairing faster with more micros is better than degraded ops.”

“Problem with that is if the bad guys get ahold of the pills it could go bad. They’re designed to disassemble if exposed to oxygen outside your… environment. And if they’re exposed to X-rays. Lots of other failsafes, because no one wants the world to end in gray goo. Everyone gets so upset over just the possibility of a gray goo extinction… which isn’t completely unjustified. But what I did wasn’t even close to causing that. Probably. And just so you know, I had to go through a lot of trouble to make sure you could get more micros orally. Your stomach acid is something else. Otherwise, you’d have to get them as a suppository.”

The two shared an uncomfortable moment.

“That means I’d have to shove⁠—”

“I know what a suppository is.”

“Oh, good. Because that’s not a route I want to take with anyone. One-way street in my book. Sure, everything’s supposed to be all black ops and ‘if I tell you I’ll have to kill you’ sorts down here. While no one else in the wide wide world would ever know if it was suppositories… I’d have to carry that with me. An uncomfortable fact. You think I ever want to tell a shrink about the rubbery men I had to⁠—”

“I get it. Thank you,” Kadish put his wrist back in the restraint and Huxley locked it.

“I’m going to pretend we never talked about that. Question for you,” Huxley rubbed his hands against his thighs. “Would you have volunteered for this? If you had the chance?”

Kadish’s head tilted from side to side gently.

“I don’t know. Maybe I did volunteer and don’t remember. But I’m here now and I can’t leave, can I?”

“Join the club,” Huxley laughed nervously. “Wait, you already did. I’ve got to run some diagnostics on the new guys. You want to watch some TV or something?”

Kadish closed his eyes.
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Schofield made a big, obvious gesture to check his watch as Huxley joined the rest of the team in the main briefing room.

“Can I get some coffee?” Huxley went for the caffeine station in the corner.

“Sit your ass down,” Schofield said. “Making others wait on you is unprofessional.”

“But could this meeting be an email?” Huxley plopped down in a chair.

Schofield poked two fingers against a screen and flicked upward. Holo screens showing several different Chinese language broadcasts, all with scenes of devastation playing out behind the anchors.

“Our efforts over the past few weeks have paid off,” Schofield said. “Beijing is tearing the rest of the country apart to find the Huaxia Liberation Front that’s taken credit for all these attacks. This has sparked protests and a nascent independence movement in Hong Kong and the Cantonese-speaking parts of the country. Even a few bandwagon attacks against military infrastructure. The Director is most pleased.”

Schofield’s face darkened.

“But,” Simko said.

“The Chinese and North Korean forces continue their offensive down the peninsula,” Schofield swiped through the holo and a map of Korea appeared. A red line of control stretched across the lower third of South Korea.

“They’re calling it the Gwangju Line. It doesn’t look as desperate at the Pusan Perimeter from the last war, but theater command’s hold here is tenuous at best. The Chinese 22nd Corps is prepping an offensive that I Corps and the remaining South Koreans likely can’t repel. Theater’s prepping an evacuation.”

“Jesus,” Graves shook his head. “We couldn’t stop this?”

“There’s only ten of them, Graves,” Tivoli said.

“I mean the whole United States and our allies couldn’t save South Korea? Where’s the 82nd? All our Marine divisions? Friggin’ MacArthur launched an amphibious invasion that⁠—”

“We can arm chair this all we want and it won’t make a damn bit of difference,” Schofield said. “Our mission isn’t to win this war, but to make sure we can win the next one. Beijing’s still moving toward a wider war against the rest of the Pacific, and America isn’t going to wait for a Pearl Harbor to bring us into the fight. As such, we’ve received orders to launch a mission deep behind Chinese lines that’s a bit… complex.”

“That’s not a word I want to hear,” Simko shifted in his chair. “The more complex things get, the more likely they are to screw up.”

“Which is why only one Revenant is going on the mission. Dead Man, naturally,” Schofield said. “The chance of not recovering him is significant. As such, Tivoli?”

“What?” she crossed her legs at the knees.

“You’ll do an instance pull on him before he deploys. Ibarra wants an update on how successful or not the transfer to our blanks goes. Here’s the mission,” Schofield swiped again and a train appeared in the holos.

“This is insane,” Graves said. “We’d need SOAR support to even make ingress and you want to do it via parachute?”

“Wheels up in six hours,” Schofield said.

“This is supposed to stop the commie offensive against the Gwanju Line?” Simko asked.

“No, but it will likely disrupt reinforcements that would assault Pusan. So we can save American lives by succeeding here,” Schofield said.

“Hold on… what exactly is going to happen to that train?” Huxley asked.

“Just be glad you won’t be on it,” Graves said. “This is going to be a shit show from start to finish.”
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Kadish’s chair rolled into Tivoli’s lab. She shut down screens and picked up a plastic case.

“What’s going on?” Kadish asked.

“I’ve got some improvements and bug fixes that I need to upload to your Imperative,” Tivoli said. “Shouldn’t take too long.”

“What will happen to me?” Kadish asked. “Will it have more control?”

“It’s just an update,” Tivoli said quickly. She set the case onto a narrow metal cart behind his head.

“You’re lying to me,” Kadish said. “I can pick out the tremble in your voice and your heart is beating faster. Why?”

Tivoli slapped a hand against the cart. She moved around to face Kadish.

“Stop it, OK? You’re not… you’re vestigial, you understand? A rump consciousness that shouldn’t even exist. You don’t have any memories of who you are or what you were doing before you got here. I wanted to lobotomize you the first time you woke up but I decided against pressing for that only through sheer scientific curiosity. You are a tool, Number Six. A weapon. I’m not going to treat you like-like⁠—”

“And if I have memories? If I know who I am?” he asked.

Tivoli put her hands on her hips.

“I-irrelevant,” she snapped.

“You’re lying again. Are you about to turn me off forever? Will I actually die if that happens, or will I be trapped in my head forever?” he asked.

She pressed her palms together and bent her lips to touch her fingertips.

“I don’t know,” she whispered. “I know how to make you work the way we want to, but you’re not supposed to be like this… I screwed up once, and I’m afraid I’m about to screw it all up again.”

“This Revenant is designated number six,” the Imperative said. Kadish closed his eyes for a moment, then said “Kadish.”

“What’s a Kadish?” Tivoli asked. “Oh, that’s your name?”

“Yes.”

“Why haven’t you told us before now?” she asked.

“There’s something… something I did. Something that’s behind this darkness in my mind that I can’t remember fully. He doesn’t want me—I mean it scares me. If you know my name, then maybe you know what it is,” he said.

“What would it matter? Is that your first name or⁠—”

“This Revenant is designated number six,” the Imperative said.

“That’s annoying, but I can’t turn it off,” her shoulders slumped.

“John. Johnny.”

“Finally a name… progress, right?” She sat in an empty restraint chair, leaning forward to cup her face in her hand. “Her name was Carina and she was nine years old. Car accident left her paralyzed from the neck down. Her parents were dirt poor and Guatemala didn’t have much in the way of a safety net for her. My sponsors found the family through medical records and they brought her to my lab. Doctors in that country are few and far between, especially the gringo ones who claim they can cure permanent disabilities.”

She stood and fumbled with a lighter before applying flame to a slightly bent cigarette.

“She wasn’t the only one in the trial, but little Carina stuck with me. I had this brilliant idea to graft vat-grown nervous tissue from a donor to a recipient and fuse the new tissue over damaged tissue. Worked great in simulations, but sims aren’t where medicine happens. The animal tests weren’t encouraging, but my sponsors wanted something workable and they weren’t willing to wait for the science to conclude at its usual and proper pace.

“I wasn’t operating under any sort of board oversite, so I just went ahead with the experiment… not with the vat-grown nerves I wanted to use. Turns out the human immune system is rather adept at rejecting ersatz biological parts. So I extracted donor tissue from an adult scheduled for execution. He didn’t survive, naturally.”

Kadish said nothing.

“Which was the wrong call. Medical science without ethical constraints devolves into horror, and I was no better than Mengele or Unit 731 during the Second World War. It’s funny, I thought that if I succeeded than everything would be forgiven. Hell, even some of the Nazis and the Japanese doctors got a deal at the end of the war.

“I made the grafts. Hours and hours of nerve shunts, and then there was implanting the donor’s brain tissue into the recipient’s. Things were stable for the first few days, then the rejections began. Expected, really. Perhaps I didn’t have the right pharmacology in place to stymie their immune systems. Carina was the last to die, but she went rather lucid toward the end and she… had memories that weren’t hers. It seems that stitching people together had some unintended consequences.”

“Did you do that to me?” Kadish asked.

“No,” she shook her head slightly. “You’ve got an operating system. A program that responds to coding and stimulus. I should’ve gone with the artificial solution to Carina’s condition, but the material science that goes into the Imperative device isn’t something I could ever come up with. But the Director? He was already working on the Imperative when I came up on his radar.

“Indeed, having all your patients expire within a few days of a procedure can shake anyone’s faith. Certainly did for the organization bankrolling my operation, and I found myself in a Central American jail cell. Not recommended. Then this brunette shows up and makes me an offer I was in no position to refuse. She got me out of there just as word of what I’d done made it through the medical community at large. Damn the internet, right? I didn’t receive much sympathy, and I agree that I deserved none.

“Officially, I think I died of neo-typhus or dysentery. So we’ve got that in common.”

“Being dead.”

“It’s not as liberating as I thought it would be. I may have escaped retribution from the living, but the more I consider what I’ve done… the more I worry about what’s waiting for me when I actually expire. The wheels of justice may grind slowly⁠—”

“But they grind exceedingly fine,” Kadish said.

“Yeah, Johnny, that’s right,” she stood up. “Well, let’s get this over with, shall we?”

“Doctor… I’m not angry with you. If it wasn’t for you, I wouldn’t be able to keep fighting. They still need me,” Kadish said.

“Who is ‘they’?” she moved behind him and picked up the case.

“My soldiers. They’re still out there, aren’t they?”

“I don’t know. And I’m in no position to find out. I do have to ask if… we’re doing any real good here. Something to appease the judgment that’s waiting for me,” she said.

“I’m killing them. That’s what I’m for. Now… hurry up and send me back out there. I want more,” Kadish’s voice took on an odd timber as he spoke.

“Well then. For science,” Tivoli clicked a button on the case and Kadish went limp in the chair.

“God forgive me.”


CHAPTER 13



Gotta go gotta go gotta go right now!

Kadish nudged Lieutenant Ramirez’s cot and the man awoke with a snort. He pawed around for his weapon hung against a crude wooden T bearing his body armor and helmet.

“I wasn’t sleeping, RI,” Ramirez murmured.

“Up. Got a quick reaction force mission and bird goes wheels up in ten minutes. Anderson’s getting the rest of the squad together,” Kadish said.

“Fu—ten minutes?” Ramirez hurried into his gear. Kadish was already kitted out.

“Easy one. Drop on a mountainside and set up an observation post to make sure the Norks aren’t moving through the valley. Intel’s squirrely about a big movement and they don’t know what’s out there.”

“The 2-shop lost track of Nork divisions again?” Ramirez slung a go bag over one shoulder. He picked up his helmet from the top of the T and turned it around. “Shit, my face mask’s gone! Who the hell took⁠—”

“Here,” Kadish held out the armored plate. It had a skull motif carved into it. “You earned it.”

“What’s this mean?” Ramirez asked.

“Means you’re a Dead Man. You going to pack some main meals, or are you going to trust that the Joes will leave you something decent? This is a three-day op,” Kadish said.

“It’ll be the fucking veggie burger again. I’ll make do on the kimchi packs Yoon survives on if it comes to that,” Ramirez said.

“Good way to lose a finger,” Kadish chuckled.

Ramirez pulled a cardboard box out from under his cot and stuffed two handfuls of pouches into his bag.
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Kadish rode in a Blackhawk helicopter. His team was packed in around him, grunting and jostling against each other for more room. The Red Man rode the landing skids—the high winds didn’t send his top hat flying or even rustled his bright copper colored hair.

“I was next in line for the showers,” Wade announced. “I stink! I’m first in line when we get back, you understand?”

Sergeant Anderson gave him a somewhat gentle kick to the shoulder from his seat across Kadish.

“Clean your rifle before you clean yourself,” Anderson said. “Remember that and you won’t be last in line for a cold one.”

“There’d be hot water if we didn’t have so many shower queens,” Wade said. “Supposed to do it Euro style, Sarge. Water on, get wet. Water off, soap up. Water on, rinse. But someone just had to exfoliate and shave his legs the last time we had shower chits.”

Harris held up a middle finger.

Kadish’s forearm computer buzzed. A chill went through his chest. The part of him remembering this didn’t want to look at the new message, but he did anyway.

Sergeant Anderson looked up from his screen. He reached out to Kadish, but he was already out of his seat and into the cockpit.

“New mission!” Kadish shouted to the pilot. “Redirect to the field hospital at Gumi. Now!”

Kadish sent the situation report he’d just received to the pilot and the image blinked on his helmet’s screens.

“I’ve got to clear this with the tower⁠—”

“You’ll spend ten minutes waiting for a ‘yes,’ and by the time you do what you should do right now the situation will be even worse,” Kadish said. “They’re dying!”

The Red Man leaned out in front of the cockpit windows and gestured ahead of them.

“Weather looks like shit at the LZ anyway,” the co-pilot said. “We should re-direct to Gumi and wait out⁠—”

The helicopter banked hard.

“Hey, Dead Man, didn’t you guys recover Angel Two-Six when she went down last week?” the pilot asked.

“That was us,” Kadish said.

“My buddy was on that flight. This won’t make us even, but you take the ass chewin’ for this, yeah?” the pilot asked.

“Whatever works. Just get me in that fight!” Kadish shouted.
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Kadish and his Dead Men rushed out of their helicopter and ran toward a cluster of armored Humvees. Prison walls topped with bands of razor wire were lit with spinning police lights. Korean police and soldiers formed a new perimeter around the compound.

A rifle opened fire from a guard tower. Bullets snapped over Kadish’s head and cracked against the asphalt. An M2 .50 caliber machine gun chopped rounds back, shattering the concrete walls of the guard tower and breaking the glass windows and flood light. The night air was alive with gun shots and sirens.

“Damn it!” Lieutenant Osia yelled from the open front-seat passenger-side door of her Humvee. One arm was in a hasty sling, her other hand held a radio mic. “Don’t wait for them to friggin’ shoot at us!”

“Sorry!” the gunner called back and swung his turret to cover the next guard tower.

“Cuffs,” Kadish went to one knee next to her. She looked at him and flinched back, startled by his skull face mask.

“You again,” she let out a breath in relief. “My guardian angel. Nork prisoners rioted and took over one of the wings. They got into the hospital and took a bunch of our people hostage.”

“What the hell were our medics doing in a Nork prison?” Sergeant Anderson asked her.

“Humanitarian assistance or something,” she winced and adjusted her shoulder against the sling. “Couple got out, but the Norks are holding a bunch of doctors and nurses. The main control room’s locked down, and that’s keeping the other half of the POWs in their cells in the north wing. The Norks get in there and our problem will get even worse.”

“There a layout of the facility?” Kadish asked.

Osia snatched a pile of papers off the front passenger seat and handed them to Kadish.

“Need to shut the power,” Kadish said. “Keep them from opening the other cells. Doubt they have night vision in there.”

“How long do you think it’ll take me to get ahold of whoever’s running the electrical system in this city?” Osia gave him a blank look. “Every last Kim, Park, and Lee’s running around like a chicken with their head cut off, and I don’t⁠—”

“Gunner!” Kadish pointed to a transformer bank atop a nearby metal pole. “Take it out!”

The MP gave a devilish giggle and pressed down on the butterfly triggers on his M2. Sparks arced out of the transformer and the prison—as well as surrounding blocks—were cast into darkness.

“Or that. OK,” Osia shook her head slightly.

“Bolt cutters?” Kadish reached into the Humvee and removed a box full of grenades. He handed it off to one of his Dead Men, who cut the cardboard canisters open and set loose grenades in the box.

“Think I’ve got some in truck two,” Osia wiped sweat from her face. “What? What’re you going to do?”

“We’re going in,” Kadish said.

“You’re what? That’s suicide. There’s hundreds of Norks in there armed with whatever the guards had and anything they’ve been able to scrape together. You can’t just rush in there!” Osia shouted.

Kadish popped the back of another Humvee and removed a set of bolt cutters.

“You’re insane! Wait for the ROKs to send backup,” Osia struggled to her feet and grabbed Kadish by the arm.

He whirled around and clamped a hand onto the front of her flack vest. He leaned his skull face close to hers.

“We. Are going. In,” his voice was hard as iron.

Osia’s lips trembled.

“Guess I can’t stop you, can I?” she asked.

Kadish released her.

“Dead Men?” he looked back to his squad as they passed grenades and ammo magazines between each other.

“All here,” Anderson said, his visor was lifted up. He looked far older and more tired than any man had a right to be. His pale-blue eyes looked over the prison, and there was no confidence behind his gaze.

“We breach the mess hall,” Kadish racked a bullet into his rifle chamber. “Close on the infirmary and evac every American or friendly Korean we find.”

“Zero flashbangs,” Anderson said. “This’ll be rough, sir.”

“So be it,” Kadish scooped his hand from his waist over his shoulder to signal his men to follow him and ran toward the outer chain linked fence. The team stacked up, rifles up and ready.

Wade went to work snapping links with the bolt cutters.

A chant began within the prison, growing louder until it seemed to vibrate through the ground.

“Yoon, what’re they saying?” Ramirez asked.

“New slogan they brought out when the war started,” the young Korean soldier said. “Means…‘blood for freedom.’”

The Red Man walked down the other side of the fence, his hands clasped behind his back, long tails of his coat bobbing with each step.

“We breach that window,” Kadish pointed to a window on the second floor of a building a few tens of meters from the fence. The ground floor windows were barred; the upper levels weren’t as secure.

“I got this,” Ramirez held up a crow bar.

“Where the hell did you get that?” Anderson asked.

“It was in the MPs’ truck,” Ramirez shrugged.

“You stole from the MPs?” Anderson asked.

“What? I’ll give it back,” Ramirez turned his palms up.

“Set,” Wade grabbed the top of the fence just under the links he’d severed.

“On me, move!” Kadish ducked through the breach as Wade pulled the fence down and rushed toward the dining hall. A rifle flashed from the roof and a bullet struck his shoulder. The round impacted against his deltoid plate, twisting him back and throwing off his balance.

Kadish fell forward into a roll and slammed into the wall. One of his Dead Men opened fire and there was a whoosh as the shooter fell to the ground and landed a few yards from Kadish with a bloody crunch. The orange jumpsuit darkened with blood in Kadish’s night vision.

“Table up!” Anderson shouted and put a hand on Kadish’s chest. He poked around his shoulder. The ceramic plate had shattered, cutting through parts of the sleeve. “You good, sir?”

“Not even bleeding,” Kadish snatched the crowbar from Ramirez and climbed up onto the stack two of his men had made. One was on all fours on the ground beneath the window, the second stood on his back.

Kadish climbed up the men and stood on the second’s shoulders. He rammed the pry end of the crowbar into the metal frame around the window. He felt his men shaking as he wrenched it forward. The frame cracked, sending plaster and old layers of paint fluttering to the ground. Another strike and pull and the frame came loose.

Kadish tried to catch it, but it was too heavy and slipped from his grip. He shoved it away from the building and it barely missed the man at the base of the stack.

“Juche! Juche!” came from the open room.

“Ah… shit,” Kadish fumbled for his rifle hanging from his chest rig as the man he stood on swayed from side to side.

A North Korean leaned out of the window with a pistol in hand and aimed it downward, unaware of Kadish to his side.

“Kapshi kapshi—” Kadish shouted the first thing he could think of to distract the prisoner and swung the crowbar at his face. The curved end snapped his head back, leaving a deep divot between his eyes. The pistol went spinning into the air.

The stack collapsed. Kadish hooked the curved end of the crowbar over the window sill and held on with all his might as his feet went lose into the air. He hung from the crowbar, swinging from side to side as his boots pin wheeled against the smooth concrete wall, fighting for purchase.

He stabilized himself and moved hand over hand up the crowbar. With the weight of his gear and gravity’s incessant attention, he didn’t think he’d make it. His grip slipped lower and lower on the crowbar.

An arm sleeved in orange reached through the window and seized him by the armored collar of his vest. More arms appeared and they dragged him up and into the dining hall. Prisoners beat and kicked at him. He scrunched his shoulders up to protect his neck and pulled his pistol from the holster on his chest rig.

He turned the muzzle away from himself and into the churning mass of orange pants legs and sandal-clad feet. He pulled the trigger as fast as he could, striking prisoners in their lower extremities.

The mass fell back. Kadish’s pistol went empty. He flipped it up and gripped it by the hot barrel. He lunged one foot out and then stood, swinging it like a club into a prisoner limping away. The metal struck him on the cheek, twisting his head around.

Kadish heard a wild scream and turned just in time to see a cleaver flash in the low light. The blade thunked into the side of his helmet and facemask. The blow sent Kadish reeling to one side. His shoulder hit the wall and he slid to the floor.

“Jug ida!” the prisoner shouted, pointing at Kadish. The wounded men around him crawled away from the American, less interested in continuing the fight. The one who’d hit him with the cleaver balled his hands and rushed Kadish.

His chest erupted in blood as a burst from a rifle stopped him in his tracks. His knees bent forward and he slipped on a blood smear and slammed against the floor. More shots finished off the North Koreans still moving.

Ramirez crawled through the window and made for the nearest door out of the dining hall. He fired several times through the opening.

“Sir, sir, you OK?” Anderson shook Kadish by the shoulder.

Kadish looked up, the cleaver still embedded in the side of his helmet and face mask.

“Fine. Why?” Kadish pried the knife out, checked there wasn’t any blood on the edge, and tossed it aside.

“Maybe wait for the rest of before you—sir, wait!” Anderson reached for his lieutenant, but Kadish was already on his way to Ramirez.

“Got two with small arms,” Ramirez pointed across a dusty courtyard. Dead guards lay in a loose line in the dirt, their limbs askew and blood pooling from slit throats. “Think they’re trying to get into the main control room.”

“Keep them bottled up in there.” Kadish slapped his palm against his helmet as his optics filled with static. “I’m going to the aid station.”

“Wait,” Ramirez lifted his chin up to the upper levels, all full of cells. Empty cells. “We don’t know where the rest of them are. Let’s set up fire control here and—wait!”

Kadish slipped past him and ran down the walkway, cells to his left and a drop into the courtyard to his right. He saw a sign with a red cross on a white background and an arrow pointing around a corner and ran faster.

A prisoner dove out of a cell and tackled him against the railings. A shank stabbed at his chest and was turned aside by Kadish’s plates. He swung a hand up and slapped it onto the prisoner’s face. He dug his thumb into the man’s eye socket, earning a piercing howl that echoed through the prison.

Kadish kept his grip on the man’s face and slammed him face-first into the railing. His neck snapped and the body slid off his thump with a wet slurp.

You should’ve brought me here first. I’m loving this.

Kadish stepped over the body and continued to the turn. The building fell into a deeper darkness around the corner. His night vision went in and out from the knife strike. Kadish lifted his rifle up from his chest rig and put a thumb to the activation switch on the flashlight mounted under the barrel. He advanced into the darkness.

There was shuffling in the distance. He clicked the power button. The Red Man appeared bright as day in front of him, ruby cane braced against his shoulder like a rifle.

Boo.

He vanished as Kadish remembered the cover over the light. He flicked it off. White light illuminated dozens of prisoners, all armed with clubs and shanks.

“Juche!” one shouted. They charged.

Kadish backed up, firing bursts as fast as he could. Blows rained down on his head and shoulders. His rifle was wrenched from his hands, but it stayed attached to his chest rig. He was pulled off his feet and went to the ground. Kicks and stomps rattled him as the North Koreans’ fury grew.

“Six! Six!” he heard in his earpiece, distant.

“Blackjack,” Kadish pulled the emergency release on his D-ring and the rifle was torn away. He fell flat against the floor as a stomp to the helmet pinned him down.

Automatic gun fire from the team’s light machine gun pounded through the room. Wade mowed down the North Koreans, his body braced as he sprayed from side to side.

Bodies fell against Kadish, burying him in flesh and blood.

He lay there as an unnatural quiet came over the room. There was the tink of falling brass and nothing else. Pain grew through his body, assuring him he wasn’t one of the slain. A warmth seeped into his arms and legs.

Kadish put his palms flat against the floor and pushed up.

He didn’t see what Wade and Yoon saw: flashlights lit up a red-drenched soldier emerging from a pile of dead, his skull mask split, armor damaged, blood dribbled from the chin of his face mask.

“Hur,” Kadish hacked blood from his mouth. “Dead Men… with… me,” he stepped from the pile and his left leg buckled. A shank was embedded in his calf up to the hilt made of wound tape. He yanked it out and tossed it aside.

Kadish limped toward the light of his rifle, shining through a mass of dead against the far wall.

“Six,” Wade said. “Six, wait, you need the medic!”

Kadish let out a snarl and yanked his weapon from under a body. He tossed the empty blood-slick magazine aside and slammed home a fresh one. White noise warbled in his ears as someone tried to speak to him over the radio.

He swung around a corner and nearly collapsed against the wall. Blood flowed into his boot, leaving red foot steps behind him. He got to the infirmary double doors.

Silence closed around him. He put a hand to the door and something rebelled in his heart, begging him not to go any further.

The Red Man appeared in the window on the other side of the doors. He tipped his hat to Kadish, then tilted his head back.

I want to see…

Kadish pushed the door open. Chrome gurneys stuck out from flimsy privacy screens around examination bays.

“Julie?” Kadish called out. No answer.

He took a step inside. His boot brushed passed a dead man in sea-green scrubs. He’d been stabbed dozens of times in the chest and stomach. Even with the slashes to his face, Kadish recognized one of the doctor’s Julie worked with.

Another American lay dead, jumbled up in a fallen gurney.

“Julie?” he swept his light from bay to bay, throwing aside curtains. The light shined through the thin plastic of one of the last bays.

The shadow of a pair of too-large plastic shoes stopped his heart.

“My girl?” he choked on the words. Kadish ripped the curtain aside and brought the light up. Julie’s feet stuck out from behind a fallen exam bed.

They were still. Perfectly still.

“Julie?” Kadish moved the light up her body. She was on her side, head turned to the ground, blood riven through her blonde curls. Her scrubs were soaked through with red, the skin of her arms deathly pale. He inched closer with halting movements.

He touched her shoulder. She was so cold and soft. He rolled her to her back and her head lolled to one side. Her eyes were half open, all tension gone from her features.

“No. No no no please no,” he lifted her gently and held her against his chest. The smell of her hair was still how he remembered, but the heavy tang of copper and death overwrote how he knew her. Her back was so cold, all heat pulled away by the floor.

Something broke deep inside of him, the final bit of light that held back the darkness fading away as clutched her.

The sorrow and pain drifted away as a knot of fury grew in his chest, burning like the ember left by a lightning strike, the start of a fire that would grow into an inferno.

Kadish set her down gently, then pulled a sheet from a gurney and laid it over her body.

Wade, Ramirez, and Yoon were there, their faces inscrutable behind their skull masks.

“Sir? S-sorry, but Sarge’s got a bunch of prisoners,” Wade pointed to the doors behind him. “Cuff says there’s—hey!”

Kadish ripped the machine gun from Wade’s grip and threw the doors open. A huddle of North Koreans in orange jumpsuits sitting in the next hallway raised their hands higher and ducked their heads down.

Anderson kept his rifle trained on the prisoners and moved toward Kadish.

“Six? Jesus Christ, you look like hell. We need to…sir, what’re you doing?”

Kadish raised the machine gun.

“Six, no don’t!”
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“Dead Man.”

Dead Man.

“Dead Man, we’re five minutes out,” Graves said in Kadish’s ear. Kadish looked up from the Raven’s deck. There was only him and Graves in the plane. He felt it decelerating. He wore a full-faced helmet with supplemental oxygen pipped into the mask, same as Graves.

“Not the right time to ask, but you ever done a high-altitude low-opening drop before?” Graves shined a light on the parachute strapped to Kadish’s body.

“Five jump chump,” Kadish said. “Bad weather on the way to Florida phase.”

“Yeah? Better than nothing,” Graves gave Kadish a double pat on the side of his helmet. “Tivoli says you’re loaded up with the best HALO jumpers in the Army’s skillsets. The Imperative should do all the hard work for you.”

“Not the right time to ask,” Kadish said, “but has any Dead Man ever made a jump?”

“Nope!” Graves shook his head. “Guess they didn’t want to risk any of you going splat if the Imperative isn’t smart enough to pull the ripcord. Hell of a time to test you out, ain’t it?”

Kadish put a hand to a pack strapped beneath the parachute.

“Did Schofield OK this because I’m carrying this new type of explosive? What’s it called again?” Kadish asked.

“Denny’s right? No, denethrite. Some new hotness Ibarra sent us to test out. You’ve got nothing to worry about. Your chutes fail and the kinetic energy for your landing will pop the explosives and we won’t have to worry about the commie finding anything but hair, teeth and eyeballs,” Graves said.

“I screw up the drop and I’ll have the rest of my life to contemplate my failings,” Kadish said.

“You got it!” Graves poked Kadish’s forearm screens. “Route, compass, maps, all there. Blow the tunnel and get to the exfil point. Easy as shit, right?”

“You want to come?” Kadish asked.

Graves patted his chest and shoulders.

“Left my ‘chute back home. Shucks and other comments,” Graves said. “Two minutes!”

“Two minutes,” Kadish called back.

The Raven shuddered and the rear hatch lowered. Air rushed from the bay, nearly blowing Graves off his feet. Kadish grabbed him by the belt and kept him upright.

“That was almost a no bueno,” Graves gripped a handrail on the ceiling and shuffled toward the opening. The light of distant cities and the curve of the Earth filled the distance. There was almost no wind blowing across the opening.

“VTOL’s got us at zero ground speed,” Graves said. “Helps with the jump but its hell on the bird’s battery life.” He looked at his forearm screen. “Weather’s… marginal. Jumpable, but there’s some low pressure moving in.”

Kadish marched toward the drop.

“Give ‘em hell, Dead Man.”

Kadish stepped into the abyss and fell head first. Air whipped around him. He spread his arms slightly to his side and flattened out. His uniform snapped and tugged against his body. The starry night overhead seemed to reflect the lights of the civilization below. Gaps in the light below marked out mountains and rivers, a wide swath of dark marking out the Pacific Ocean.

He checked his altimeter, watching as the numbers counted down. The Raven was impervious to radar and other forms of detection, but he wasn’t sure how he’d appear to the Chinese air defenses.

Whether or not they’d fire off a missile to intercept a falling object that may or may not have just appeared on their scope wasn’t up to him, he realized. And there wasn’t a damn thing he could do about it if they locked onto him.

He touched the bag full of explosives. If they did blow him up, the extra blast would confuse and/or scare the hell out of everyone on the ground who saw it.

He turned his arm again to check the readings. The Red Man’s face flashed on the screens. A gust of wind sent him rolling. His course changed, sending him out of the projected pathway to his objective.

The Imperative turned him into the wind. He fought to stay steady, but the gale did not care for his intentions. He moved his arms, trying to right himself as the crosswinds slapped him from side to side.

Holos on his visor laid out a grid for the terrain below. His designated landing zone drifted further away.

The Imperative wrenched his arm back and grabbed the rip cord.

“Hold on.”

The parachute yanked out of the pack and the risers tightened hard against his shoulders. His feet swung down and he looked up at the canopy. The air cells were full and separated from each other. He pulled hard to the right side, yanking him hard toward the landing zone. Another blast from an approaching storm veered him further away.

He checked his map again. With barely a minute of fall time left… he wasn’t going to make it where the operation intended him to land. He looked over the map and found a tunnel on the rail road line that was his target. The mountain sides around the tunnel were steep and covered in trees, but he didn’t have the time for a perfect plan.

Kadish had several flashbacks to Airborne school where the Black Hats had made it very clear that landing on anything but a flat, dry surface was tantamount to suicide. He switched to thermals and spotted the tunnel where it emerged from a mountainside near the coast line.

“Ah… shit.” He released his equipment pack as he neared the ground. It fell away, still attached by a line to his body rig. He came down far too fast and the pack smacked against the ground. He kept his feet and knees together and slammed into a steep mountain side.

The impact felt like he’d stepped into traffic and kissed an oncoming truck. He spread his arms out and fought for any sort of grip as he slid down the mountainside to a narrow river raging below.

He was mildly aware of pain in his ribs and a nagging spur in one knee as he slid toward a steep drop-off. His parachute caught on a rocky outcropping and jerked him to a halt. He pressed his face mask against the loose soil and gave the slope a gentle pat.

A scratching noise sounded below him.

The equipment pack.

He remembered it just as the equipment line went taunt, snapping him away from the mountain side and toward the drop. Kadish dug his hands into the ground, gouging through the rock and dirt as he slowed ever so slightly.

His boots caught on a rocky ledge and he managed to stop again. The equipment pack splashed into the river and was carried away by the current. He kept one handhold and reached for the line. It went tight again, threatening to pull him loose and take him into the river.

Kadish pulled the emergency release on the pack and the line flapped away into the night.

Dumb ass.

There was a rustle overhead. He looked up and saw his canopy floating out over the ocean. He released the double rings on his chest rig and the parachute drifted away.

An icon appeared on his visor as a secure data transmission synched up with the decryption software built into his Imperative.

“Dead Man Six… status report,” Schofield said though his ear piece.

Kadish looked down. The outcropping he’d stopped on wasn’t rock, but concrete. He stood atop the tunnel running through the mountain. The tracks ran to another tunnel another quarter mile away.

The arch rumbled as a high speed train zipped along the rails.

“Control, Dead Man… I can Charlie Mike. Need a new extraction point vicinity grid… city of Wenzhou,” Kadish sent pack.

It was a long few minutes before “Wait one” came back on his visor.

Kadish sat on the arch and scooted his back against the mountain side. He racked a bullet into the chamber of his pistol (his carbine was in the river) and touched the Applegate-Fairbarn combat knife on his chest rig. He unsnapped the parachute harness and tossed it into the river.

The first light of day appeared over the ocean, and he had a moment to appreciate the silence. An idea came to him.

The Red Man dangled his feet over the tunnel.

Good plan. Good plan. I like it.

Kadish made sure his microphone was off before saying “You’re not real.”

Then you’d better say all this is a dream and you don’t believe in me so I disappear.

“Shit hurts too much for this to be a dream. I tell them about you… and they’ll tear me apart to figure out what’s wrong.”

They’ll do that eventually. If they know what makes you tick, they’ll make others keep time with you… which means me. I’ll have my fun either way. The tricky part now is if we’re going to tell them the details of the plan and risk them chickening out, or just keep it as a fun little surprise for them later.

“Always better to ask for forgiveness than to ask for permission. I have a mission.”

That’s my boy.

Kadish opened a pocket and took out a micro-machine pill. He swallowed it and watched the sun rise.
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“He’s what?” Tivoli scrunched her face at Schofield. They were the only two in the command center.

“He’s on the rail line,” Schofield leaned closer to a holo map. “Lost the explosives. Which means he can’t blow the train like we intended.”

“Hold on,” Tivoli held up two fingers clutching a cigarette. “What was the order we uploaded into his Imperative? The exact wording.”

Schofield flipped a word document onto the screens.

“‘Eliminate as many personnel on board the troop train as possible,’” he said. “Which blowing the bridge with the denethrite would’ve accomplished… wait.”

“He’s still operational. He’s still capable of carrying out the mission,” she said. “He must have some sort of idea how to do that.”

“How? All he’s got left is a pistol, two mags, and a combat knife,” Schofield pulled up satellite footage and zoomed in on Kadish’s last known position. He zoomed in as far as he could and made out Kadish’s outline against the mountain. The active camouflage worked as intended.

“Then we need to make the pickup,” Tivoli said. “He’s not that far from the original spot. Just move the submarine.”

“‘Just move the submarine’ she says,” Schofield picked up a cup of cold coffee. “How’s he going to pull this off?”

“We can pull live feeds from his visor systems and wash it through the Director’s satellites. Right? Let’s watch once he’s in cell phone coverage,” Tivoli said.

“Risky… let me prep the Director. There’s no point in trying to sugarcoat this fuck up. He may want to watch this too,” Schofield said. He picked up a slate and put it to his ear. He dropped it to his waist and narrowed his eyes at Tivoli.

“You know something,” he said.

“I suspect something,” she said. “I’d like some confirmation before I start plugging Kadish into our blanks.”

“How do you know his name?” he asked.

“How do you know his name?” she countered.

Schofield opened a leather satchel set against the command station and handed her the manila folder. Then he made his call.
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Haoyu Chen adjusted the speed of his bullet train with a slight turn of a dial. He’d been a conductor long enough that he could feel the slight change to the electric motors before the train accelerated. The arrival time had to be precise, and he could afford to run the train a bit harder on the straightaways further from more congested areas.

They’d been a little slow leaving the station at the military base where he’d picked up the recruits. So many families wanted to have a few final moments with their freshly minted soldiers, and it would’ve been cruel to deny that from them.

The train passed into a tunnel. He stretched his arms to his side and lifted his left butt cheek and released a little fart. Not having a co-conductor meant more boring work, but the quiet and privacy had the occasional perk.

The engine broke back into daylight and there was a thump against the roof.

“Eh?” Chen looked up. Wasn’t unheard of for rocks to come loose in the early winter and the first frosts. He checked the input from the fifteen passenger cars and none of them were sending alerts to him. There was an aerodynamics alert on the engine that didn’t go away within seconds of coming in.

Rocks usually slid off in the wind. There wouldn’t be an illegal riders at this speed either.

“I don’t need this crap,” Chen shook his head.

A fist punched through the windshield. The hand seized Chen by the front of his uniform and yanked him into the cracked windshield. His skull cracked and Chen went unconscious. Kadish pushed Chen back into his seat and slammed him against the windshield again. Cracks spread through the glass, but it didn’t break. The impact finished Chen off.

Kadish released Chen and stomped on the glass. It shattered into thousands of pieces, covering Chen’s body. Kadish swung into the engineer’s compartment and landed hard, crunching glass beneath his boots. Wind whipped around him as the train continued.

He dumped Chen out of the chair and took his place. The Imperative translated the Chinese characters and guided him around the controls. He silenced the alarms for the broken window, then deactivated the emergency braking systems.

Kadish went for the door, passing a small mirror over a sink. The Red Man was in the reflection. He stopped and stared into the glowing eyes.

Dead Man.

“All here,” he whispered.

Cry havoc.

The Red Man morphed into Kadish’s skull face mask. There was nothing but darkness in his lenses.

A fist pounded on the door. Someone shouted from the other side.

Kadish drew his Applegate-Fairbarn knife and twirled it between his fingers. He punched the door release and waited.

A Chinese army colonel flung the door open. Whatever thrashing he was about to give the engineer died in his throat when he looked up into Kadish’s death mask. The knife stabbed up and into the colonel’s jaw. The point pierced his hard palate and broke into his skull.

The colonel rose off the ground, lifted by Kadish’s knife. The officer’s boots jerked and kicked as he died. Kadish pinned the body against the narrow wall at the doorway and cracked the colonel’s neck with a quick twist of the knife. The blade came free slowly.

The passenger compartment held two dozen junior officers, all in parade fresh uniforms. They watched their commander fall to the ground, blood spurting from his mouth.

“Kill me… if you can!” Kadish roared in Mandarin and lunged forward with a snarl. He Punched a captain—too stunned to even get out of his seat—in the face, shattering the atlas vertebrae and spinning his head a hundred and eighty degrees.

The man on the other side of the aisle had more fight in him. He drew a pistol from a leather chest holster and fumbled with it. Kadish reversed the grip on his combat knife and punched it into the man’s heart, lifting him off his feet and swinging him behind Kadish.

He shook the body off and arced the knife against the ceiling, flipping the blade downward to bury in the skull of another officer.

One of them remembered how to work his pistol and unloaded on Kadish. He marched into the bullets as they thumped into his chest. He clamped down on the shooter’s wrists and nearly ripped his hands off at the wrist. The man howled as blood spurted from his stumps. Kadish jammed the ridge of his hand into his throat and broke the man’s neck.

He ducked under a pistol leveled at his head and double punched the assailant with uppercuts. The blow sent the officer on a brief flight into the ceiling, where he left a bloody splotch at the point of impact.

Kadish waded into the rest as wild pistol shots punched holes through windows and the ceiling. He grabbed one by the collar as he tried to run for the rear doors. Kadish pulled him off his feet and raised the screaming, flailing man over his head and slammed him onto his knee, shattering his spine and nearly folding him backward. He threw the body into a pair of men trying to reload, killing them both with the impact to their front and the crush against the train walls.

One young lieutenant had given in to fear, screaming like a child as Kadish clamped a hand over his face. Kadish’s knuckles quivered for a moment, then crushed the man’s face into a handful of horror.

A muzzle jammed into his flank. Bullets burned through his pseudo-flesh. Two deflected off the graphenium Weave in his muscles and fascia and tore across his stomach. Kadish let out a rumble of anger and found the shooter lying on the ground, his face shocked that this monster had survived an entire magazine.

Kadish killed him with a stomp as the train passed into a tunnel.

One of the officers was at the back of the compartment, pulling on the emergency brakes over and over.

Kadish snatched him up by the scruff of the neck and hurled him through a window. The officer hit the tunnel wall and was torn apart as the train and rock walls ground him into a red smear.

The sound of crying came from the small bathroom compartment in the back. Kadish kicked through the door and crushed two lieutenants who had sought refuge.

He looked back at the abattoir, sure he’d left nothing alive.

Kadish opened the door to the next compartment.

There were more Chinese soldiers, dozens more. All were young men in their late teens. Their heads were freshly shaved and all bore the single basic training ribbon on their chests. They recoiled at the sight of him. A sergeant at the back shouted commands to attack, but there wasn’t a single hero in the car.

Kadish leaned forward and let out a howl.

Then the real killing began.
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“He’s still out of coverage,” Schofield zoomed in on the train tracks running along the Chinese coast. The control room had half-eaten food trays and a growing collection of soda cans on the desks with the holo displays. “Trying to tap in to his feed is risky, you understand that?”

“We are nothing without data,” Tivoli tagged the foot bent over her knee in the air. “You dithered about contacting him while he was hanging out over that tunnel, and now we have absolutely nothing. Bite the bullet, George, or Ibarra will have all our assess for losing a Revenant inside of friggin’ China!”

“Would a bullet train kill him?” Schofield asked quietly. “The force of just the impact could be enough, yes?”

“You think he offed himself?” Huxley asked. “I thought the Imperative made that a big no-no.”

“That’s correct,” Tivoli said. “Though he could’ve just… slipped. The Imperative isn’t proof against accidents.”

There was a ding from the holo display.

“He’s back online,” Schofield said as a green circle pulsed on a map moving north. “He’s… in the train? What the hell is he doing?”

A camera icon went solid next to the circle.

“I’ll let those weirdos at Fort Meade cover our tracks,” Schofield tapped the camera.

A small screen appeared, visible only to Schofield. Wet crunches and screams came from the speakers. The colonel took a step back.

“Can’t see,” Tivoli said.

“Sweet Jesus,” Schofield brought a hand to his mouth as a shriek ended in a blood-choked gurgle. He tapped the bottom corner of the screen and it expanded to fill an entire projection.

A Chinese soldier flew from Kadish’s hands and landed in a pile of dead bodies. Every corpse bore the touch of unfettered violence. Kadish swung back as a soldier charged down the aisle, a bayonet fixed to the end of his rifle.

Kadish slapped the bayonet aside with ease and clotheslined the attacker. He wrapped his arm around his neck and pinned the soldier’s ankle against the floor with his boot. Kadish ripped the man’s head off with a lunge.

He tossed the head up and caught it with his right hand, then beamed it straight into the chest of a soldier standing in the aisle. The impact knocked the young man off his feet, skull fragments buried between his ribs.

“W-what is this?” Tivoli got to her feet, steadying herself with one hand on her chair.

“Did he just… pound someone’s face in?” Huxley gagged.

“Not a live feed,” Schofield said. “Buffered a few seconds, but this is from Six’s helmet.”

More screams from the feed. The auto-translator caught words and recited them without any emotional inflection.

“Help. Help. The demon is here. Mother. Mother, I can’t see. Mother, I⁠—”

Schofield killed the sound with a jab of a finger against the controls.

“This isn’t Graves,” Schofield looked away from the holo. “This isn’t how he fights.”

“Oh… oh my God,” Huxley leaned to one side and vomited.

“It-it-it’s got to be the Imperative,” Tivoli winced as a soldier was dragged out from under a seat and slammed against the ceiling, then the floor, then the ceiling again. “It looks like the default aggression programming for when they’re captured or if they lose higher functions.”

“Sorry,” Huxley wiped his mouth. “Didn’t mean to.”

“So this isn’t Kadish,” Schofield said.

“It… it could very well be,” Tivoli hid her eyes behind a hand. “This is something that fits his profile.”

“Who’s Kadish?” Huxley stared down at his lap.

“A monster,” Tivoli said.

“Our monster,” Schofield winced as another soldier was thrown through a window to be ground into hamburger by a tunnel wall.

Kadish moved into the final car. The survivors were huddled in the back as one of them tried to force the emergency exit open. With the train still moving at speed, it was bolted shut. A bayonet swung from behind a corner at him.

Kadish caught the arm by the wrist with his right hand. His left slapped into the assailant’s chest, and he ripped the arm clean off.

“I don’t want to see this,” Tivoli turned away as Kadish used the arm to beat the next man to death. “Turn it off. Turn it off!”

“No,” Schofield kept his eyes open. “You made him this way, Doctor.”

“I did not! They’re programmed to kill efficiently and quickly. Not this!” Tivoli shouted, her hands balled at her sides. “This isn’t what I want. Don’t you dare blame me for⁠—”

“Then who?” Schofield roared. “We built him. We trained him. We sent him out there with orders to kill everyone on that train, and that is exactly what he’s doing.”

A window cracked, kicked open by panicked soldiers. It was torn free in the high winds. The kicker started out the window, then hesitated. Hitting the ground at over a hundred miles an hour wasn’t survivable.

Kadish stopped next to the open window. His blood-soaked hand reached toward the soldier cowering against the wall. A finger snapped out, pointing to the gap.

The soldier jumped out.

“They’re all like this?” Huxley asked. “Every one of the Revenants?”

“Kadish is something else. Something more,” Schofield said.

“We can’t,” Tivoli said. “We absolutely cannot imprint him into the blanks.”

“Why?” Schofield asked.

Tivoli sputtered, waving a hand at the screen.

“This isn’t war! This is a slaughter!”

“You’ve never been to war, Doctor. It’s always a slaughter,” Schofield said. “He’s killing trainees. New recruits. Truth is always the first casualty in war. Innocence dies soon after. Ibarra will… be proud of this.”

“How?” Tivoli whispered. “How could anyone… oh God, what’s he doing?”

The last survivor crouched against the exit. Blood mist had fallen against his head and hands, giving him a sheen to his skin. He looked up at the camera. Schofield turned the sound back on.

“Should I let you live?” the computer translated as Kadish spoke Mandarin.

“Why would you do that?” the man shook in terror.

Kadish reached down and took the soldier by the wrist and gently helped him to his feet. The soldier flinched back, too scared to look at him.

“I want them to know,” Kadish lifted the soldier’s chin up. “This is the face of the Huaxia Liberation Front. The Dead Man will find you. Will you tell them that?”

The soldier opened his eyes and began sobbing.

“No… this is a mask. This is the Dead Man,” the feed spun as the helmet came off. The soldier screamed. Only for a moment. He fell silent next to the mask, dead eyes staring at Schofield and Tivoli.

“We have to tell Ibarra,” Tivoli said. “We need to shut Six down before we lose control of that monster.”

“Ibarra knows,” an elderly voice said from the speakers in the ceiling. “Recover the asset. I’ll consider our next step.”

The speaker clicked off.

Schofield swallowed hard.

“I need to leave,” Tivoli went to the door.

“And do what?” Schofield asked. “I’d advise against anything detrimental to this project, Dr. Tivoli. For your sake.”

Tivoli slapped a hand to the controls and rushed from the control room.

Huxley got to his feet and followed on shaky legs.

“Mop. Bucket,” he said.

Kadish donned his helmet, then shoved a body into a window seat. He sat next to it and turned his head down to stare at his hands. Blood dripped from his fingers and spattered between his boots.

Schofield reached for the microphone, then drew his hand back. He didn’t know what to say.
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Kadish walked by a shop window and checked his reflection. His features were East Asian and thoroughly average, though he was an inch or two taller than most adults around him. His clothes were fresh, stolen from a closed laundry. He didn’t know how much trouble the business would find for “losing” someone’s work overalls, but it barely registered as a concern.

He approached the train station where the troop transport had pulled in a few tens or minutes earlier. Blank-faced and shocked civilians dribbled past him. Signs bearing PLA slogans lay scattered along the road and sidewalk.

Snippets of conversations came to him as he moved against the slow tide of people coming away from the station.

Some sort of accident… Huaxia terrorists… But my son’s on that train, why won’t they let us see it… supposed to get a social credit boost for patriotism to be here and now I’ve missed a day of work and my score hasn’t changed… rebels got aboard? Impossible… why hasn’t anyone gotten off the train… the band hasn’t played anything…

Kadish walked past a bawling woman, an older woman with enough similar features to be her mother rubbing her shoulders trying to comfort her.

This isn’t for us.

Kadish bumped a locked door open and peered into a wide room lined with ticketing kiosks. He went to one next to a window and craned his head up to look over the sill.

The train was surrounded by police and military. Blankets and tablecloths were thrown over the engine’s front windshields. More tablecloths, some of them checkered red and white, were being tucked into the windows. A gust carried the bottoms up and he saw blood streaks against the glass.

An older man broke through the cordon of police and ran for the train.

“Bolin!” he shouted as he was tackled to the ground. He kept shouting the word as he was dragged away. The Imperative translated it as “elder brother rain,” a male name.

The corner of Kadish’s eye twitched.

What? You want to un-kill him? Little late for that.

The Red Man cackled in the distance.

“Hey, you! This is a restricted area!” a cop yelled at him from the other side of the ticket office.

Kadish exited from the door he broke. He picked up a hunk of metal and jammed it into the frame, locking it into place. He rubbed his face and checked another window, noting that his features had changed. The Chinese state had ample cameras and the best facial recognition AI on Earth to track its people. Swapping faces every few minutes and swapping between the couple jackets he stole from the cleaners would confuse the algorithms long enough for him to make his escape.

Signs reading “Welcome our glorious soldiers!” hung from major intersections and ran across holo signs on bus sides. It seemed all of the city of Qingdao was primed to welcome the battalion worth of soldiers that had just finished basic training.

The Red Man danced and twirled in mirrors and reflections.

Kadish bumped into a man watching a news broadcast and lifted his cell phone and wallet from a jacket pocket. The anchor had gone pale and held blank sheets of paper tight in his hands as he covered the weather. A clock showed it was the top of the hour. He should’ve led with the bleeding-edge news of what had pulled into the train station, but it seemed that segment had been pulled.

Kadish held a thumb over the camera lens and tiny emitters under his pseudo-skin hacked into the phone. It unlocked a moment later. He opened a web browser and the Imperative accessed a seemingly innocuous shopping page where he found a listing for overpriced plastic space knights that came unassembled and unpainted.

The Imperative decoded the HTML and a map grid blinked onto his internal optics. He broke the phone in half and dumped the remains into a sewer grate. The wallet went into the next grate, less the cash he found inside. He turned east and walked toward the sea.

The sun had set by the time he reached the ocean. He walked down the beach. Trash was strewn amidst the sand and the rocks further from the surf. The exfiltration point was around a bend, far from all known camera locations.

His optics picked up thermal heat from a fire surrounded by a small crescent of rock. Inside was a middle-aged man sitting on a collapsible chair, staring into low flames from a small barbeque. A second empty chair was next to him. Two small empty glass bottles were between the seats.

“Heh?” the man said, his eyes too fire blind to see Kadish. “Someone there?”

Kill him. No witness.

“You shut up,” Kadish said in English.

“Who’s that? This is a public beach, not curfew tonight, yeah?” The man took a swig from a bottle. Kadish’s hyper sensitive senses picked up the smell of alcohol. The Imperative identified it as Baijiu, a liquor popular throughout China for several thousand years.

“I’m just out for a walk,” Kadish said, letting the Imperative speak Mandarin for him.

“Yeah? Good for you. You want a seat? I was supposed to have company, but not tonight… guess not ever from who I was waiting for,” the man wagged his bottle at the empty chair.

Kadish had several more minutes until extraction… he fought the Red Man’s urge and sat down.

“Moutai? Probably fake, but it still cost most of my ration tickets,” the man almost fell out of his chair he was so drunk. Kadish took the bottle and took a swig.

“Ganbei to you too,” the man said, clearly annoyed.

“Ganbei, sorry, don’t mean to be rude. Long day,” Kadish said.

“Weird accent you’ve got there. You from Fuzhou? You sound like you’re from Fuzhou,” he accepted the bottle back.

Kadish noted a distinct lack of alcohol burn down his throat, and he suspected the vast changes made to his body had left him unable to get drunk.

“Yes, Fuzhou,” Kadish said.

“You come in on the train? My boy was supposed to come back from basic training today but he didn’t make it in. Rail lines are more messed up than usual. Sacrifices must be made to fight the Western devils, right? Almost freed all of our younger Korean cousins from them. To victory!” he thrust the bottle in the air and drank again.

Just kill him.

“And that victory requires sacrifices,” he slurred. “Which is why my son volunteered for the army. So brave. So stupid. I told him we haven’t fought a real war in almost a hundred years and he wants to… volunteer? Wait until you’re drafted. By then all the dumb officers will be dead and you’ll have a better chance of coming home. But, what do I know? Young men always know better when it comes to life. Girls. The future!”

“They do, don’t they?” Kadish had a vague recollection of his last conversation with his own father before he left for… where did he go?

“I told him I loved him and I’m proud of him and that he should… should come have a drink with me when he’s back from training. They only give them two days at home before they’re off to the front. Die! American capitalists!” He swung the bottle over his head and spilled some in the fire. “Sorry. Told him to come have a drink with me here. This is where we’d come with his mother for weekends. View’s better in day time.”

“Sorry he didn’t make it,” Kadish said.

Liar.

“Maybe… maybe his train did come in and he’s out there with his buddies from school. Going to propose to that stupid girl who lives two flights up from us. She’s from a dirty family and he knows it. But what do I know? I’m just an old drunk. That’s what he calls me all the time… ‘you old drunk.’ Maybe you saw him?”

He fumbled with his phone and dropped it into the sand next to the empty bottles. The wallpaper was of a fresh-faced young man standing in a crowd outside a military recruiting office. The Imperative matched the face to one of his last victims on the train.

Tell him. Tell him his boy died soaked in his own piss.

“Shut. Up,” Kadish growled.

“What’s that mean in Fuzhou?” the drunk asked.

“Means ‘many blessings,’” Kadish said. “Didn’t see him, no.”

“Then… his train will come in tomorrow. Or the next day. I’ll be here waiting to share a drink with him. Ration coupons or not, someone’s always got Baijiu. You have a boy that’ll serve? How old are you anyway… you’re all blurry.”

“No kids. I think I’ll get sent back to the war very soon.”

“Oh! You’re on leave too? A toast to a brave soldier,” he drank more. He leaned back into his seat and cradled the bottle between his hands.

A warning dinged in Kadish’s ear. He stood and lifted a hand. It would be pitifully easy to snap the man’s neck and spare him the pain of ever learning about his son.

Kadish put his hand on his shoulder… and gave it a pat.

He walked toward the beach just as the stealth mini-sub beached itself. The front hatch opened and Simko waved Kadish over.

“Silver,” Simko raised his rifle and pointed it at Kadish.

“Ghost,” Kadish completed the challenge and ducked into the sub without breaking his stride.
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“What the hell?” Simko locked the front hatch as the sub pulled into the ocean and went under the waves. “Do you know how goddamn long I’ve been in this fart tube? You were supposed to be picked up almost a hundred kilometers from here.”

Kadish sat on a bench. The red lights felt like he was in hell’s foyer, awaiting an audience with his final master. He closed his eyes.

“Mission accomplished,” the Imperative said. “Targets eliminated. Attribution to the Huaxia Liberation Front highly likely.”

“You had a lot more gear on you when you boarded the Raven with Graves. What happened to it? That skull mask of yours is a bit of an indicator, you know,” Simko sat across from him.

“All equipment disposed of with fire, as per mission parameters,” the Imperative answered.

“Jesus, did I pick up the right mannie? You in there, Dead Man?” Simko asked.

“All here,” Kadish said quietly.

Simko drummed his fingers against his rifle magazine. He unloaded the weapon and set it across his lap.

“Bad time,” Simko nodded. “Tough mission. These things happen, buddy. But you pulled it out in the end, right? Least that’s what the implant’s saying.”

“Mission accomplished. Targets eliminated. Attribution to the Huaxia Liberation Front highly likely.”

“Yeah yeah, got that much. Talk me through. We’re a team, and if we can’t talk⁠—”

Kadish leaned forward and set his elbows to his knees. He craned his face toward Simko. The pseudo-flesh of his skull tightened hard. His eyes went matte black and his lips and nose went dark, giving him the distinct appearance of a skull. The pigmentation went bone white.

Simko pressed back against his seat. His left hand shook toward a magazine pouch, then tightened it into a fist and moved away.

He spoke through the voice modulator in his throat without moving his jaw.

“I’m not sure you can relate,” Kadish said.

“OK, good point… there’s some daylight between where we are in life, sure… doesn’t mean I don’t know what it feels like after a shitty mission,” Simko said, his body tense.

Kadish leaned back and his head returned to its baseline configuration of middle-aged blandness.

“It’s a long float and I don’t want it to be quiet,” Kadish said. “Tell me.”

“My second mission on the teams. Not my first rodeo, but I was pretty far from being properly salty. We infil’d on this bum-fuck-Egypt place in eastern Syria to intercept an Iranian running weapons and money to Hezbollah. Real shit head. Intelligence identified a bed down location he liked. Wasn’t exactly an insurgent hotbed, but the locals definitely didn’t care for the U.S. flag… my team and I dropped on a farm house that was one of his possible locations and it was a dry hole.

“But there was a family in the house. Not a real surprise. They were terrified of us, but we kept them calm and secure while we searched the house. There was a little girl, and she looked at us like we’d just dropped in from Mars with all our optics and armor on. I had this stupid plastic cartoon toy in my pocket that I grabbed from a box of poogie bait someone’s wife sent the team. The family was dirt poor, so I gave her the toy. I’m trying to be nice. Take some of the fear away.

“Turns out I didn’t pay enough attention to the cultural briefings, because her older brother didn’t seem to care for the gesture. He was early teens, not military aged at all. So we leave the family and move back to the exfil point. Weather went to shit and we got black air. No helicopter comin’ to get us and command sent Humvees to pick us up. While we’re pulling security, we come under fire from a couple insurgents. Local militia.

“We return overwhelming fire, as that’s how SEALs go about our business, and the insurgents beat feet. Back to waiting for the bird and the father from the house we cleared comes over with his hands up and he… he’s crying for help because his son was shot. Medic was determined to help, so I go with him for security and follow the dad. Pucker factor was high, as we weren’t positive where the insurgents had gone, but the dad… he was legit scared. His child was dying, after all.

“Come up to the tree line we’d take fire from, there’s three dead insurgents with their weapons still in their hands. And there was that teenager. Just lying there. No weapon. He’d taken a bullet high up on the thigh. His tibial artery was severed and he was already pale by the time we got to him. Kid passed out and passed on within minutes. Medic couldn’t do a damn thing. We policed up the AKs from the dead and left the dad behind.

“He just stayed there crying… I looked back and saw the kid had the toy I’d given his sister in his hand. Didn’t hit me until the ride back to base what must’ve happened. Kid thought I’d disrespected his little sister—Arabs have different ways of doing things—and his family, so he ran off and found a bunch of tangos and told them we were there. Showed them the plastic character as proof. Then he led them to us and he found himself in the middle of a firefight. Bullets don’t discriminate against anyone after they’re shot.”

The sub hummed as Simko went silent for a while.

“You think you did something wrong?” Kadish pulled up the right side of his shirt and leaned hard. Bullets fell out onto the bench.

“Who knows who pulled the trigger and killed the boy. By accident. No one was going to shoot an unarmed kid. Maybe if I wasn’t so interested in trying to give comfort to some scared little girl, he’d be alive. Listen to me. ‘I cared too much,’ and that’s how he got killed. Cope cope cope away, Simko. What did I do wrong? I didn’t make that kid go grab a bunch of assholes to shoot at us. But I made a decision and I can trace that decision from me, to him lying there in a bloody patch of mud.”

“It bothers you because you don’t know what kind of person that decision makes you. Some would blame you, some would excuse you. You won’t embrace the blame, as you weren’t trying to get a kid shot, but there’s guilt you don’t want to let go of. If you refuse any blame, then you’re just as bad as someone who would shoot a kid,” Kadish said.

“Damned if I do and if I don’t,” Simko said.

“You’re afraid there’s a monster in you.”

“Hmm,” Simko tapped a hand against his rifle. “I see the door… not hard to step through.”

“Don’t open the door. I know what’s waiting for you,” Kadish put a hand to his skull face and squeezed. The death mask molded into a new countenance, one Simko had never seen before. Kadish’s true face.

“Who’s that?” Simko asked.

“A monster. Could you should shut me down for the rest of the way?” Kadish closed his eyes.

“Stop stop stop,” Simko said.

Kadish sat up, his back rigid. His eyes half-closed and went soft.

Simko stared at Kadish for a long time.


CHAPTER 14



Dr. Tivoli rolled a bank of humming computers up to a restraint chair holding Kadish. Two Revenants sat in similar chairs on the other side of the room, their bodies covered by hospital gowns. All three were deactivated.

Her lab stank of ozone and old smoke.

She took a pack of cigarettes from the front pocket of her lab coat and tapped one out. She held it between her fingers as they began to tremble. Her hand closed into a fist and she went for a desk chair.

A shove sent it rattling across the floor until it bounced off Kadish’s feet. She turned it around and straddled it, using the seat back as an armrest.

“Revenant six, activate,” she said.

Kadish’s eyes flittered open. He focused on Tivoli for a moment, then to the other Revenants on the other side of the room.

“How long was I down?” he asked.

“You’ve been back for four hours,” she said. “You’re scheduled for a rather… invasive procedure. I thought we could have a talk beforehand.”

“Am I going to survive?” he asked.

“Certainly. I’m going to instance you. Copy the Imperative configuration that’s made you so much more effective than the others in your cohort and upload it into Heckle and Jeckle over there. See if they’ll tick like you,” she said.

“Are you sure that’s what you want?” he asked.

“Not my decision,” she said quietly. “We all have orders to follow. Though, I can always refuse. Would probably be the last thing I ever do, and I must admit there’s this burning… curiosity to see if what works in the sims will work here in the meat space.”

“Is this why I haven’t been thrown into the incinerator yet? I’m a curiosity?” he asked.

“Your unique situation has made you extremely valuable on every mission. Revenants that can fight and function was the entire purpose of this project. You’ve shown that there’s this whole other avenue that’s even more… there’s more utility to be found,” she said.

“What’s so special about me? I doubt you usually talk to your test subjects before operating,” he asked.

“What tells you that?” she twisted the seat from side to side gently.

“You haven’t even lit your cancer stick yet.”

“Hmm? Oh,” she stuck the end against a black patch on the side of the pack and it began smoking. “I am concerned that what makes you special has nothing to do with the Imperative. That your enhanced effectiveness derives from the person you were before I implanted a program into your brain. Here I am on the verge of great success, and I’ve convinced myself I deserve none of the credit. You are a variable… John.”

“John,” Kadish whispered. “I think I usually went by Johnny.”

“See? There is a person deep in there that⁠—”

“Did you give me that name?” Kadish asked, his voice cold.

“What? No, Johnny, you all arrive as blank slates, and then the Imperative overwrites itself into your neurons as it…” she covered her mouth.

“That’s the problem, Doc, you’re in my gray matter. You’re weaving your little wires from here to there, and if you can upload Graves’ reload movements and sniper breathing techniques and whole languages I never spoke before… don’t tell me you can’t implant memories too,” he said.

“That’s not what we do here. That’s not what we’ve done. Why, what’re you remembering?”

“This isn’t who I am,” he flexed his arms against the restraints. “This isn’t… me. The Imperative’s put all these thoughts in my head that aren’t mine. Don’t tell me every single thing I remember is pure and real. I don’t believe it.”

“Maybe you just don’t want to believe it,” she said. “I saw… I saw what you did on the train, Johnny. The Imperative pointed you toward the target, but you went above and beyond anything that was expected.”

“You told me to kill everyone on the train. That’s what I did,” she said.

“We didn’t ask for a massacre.” She finally took a drag on her cigarette and flicked ash to the floor. “Why… why not just disable the train’s brakes and run it off the tracks? I can’t explain why you-you went in there with your bare hands.”

“I started with a knife,” he said.

“Oh my God,” Tivoli looked away.

“I had to do it that way,” he said. “I didn’t have a choice.”

“No. No! No, Kadish, there’s something in here,” she tapped two fingertips against his forehead. “Something more that’s… that shouldn’t be. I don’t know if it’s you or it’s the Imperative. And I don’t know which one they’re going to get!”

She pointed the hand with the cigarette to the two Revenants.

“You put this thing inside my head,” Kadish said. “I am the monster you made. Suddenly you don’t want responsibility.”

“Johnny, you don’t know who you are,” she said after a few moments. “You are either the best or the worst person to be inducted into this program. If I saw your file, I would’ve rejected you. Schofield and Ib—the Director? Front of the line. I suspect.”

“File?” Kadish’s brow twitched.

Tivoli looked up at the camera bulb in the ceiling.

“Three...”

The door to the lab opened. Schofield and Graves walked in. The Delta Force operative carried a breach loader rifle with several large caliber bullets in a bandolier across his chest. Schofield set the manila folder atop Tivoli’s computer banks.

“You had one job,” Schofield said to Tivoli.

She snorted and turned her attention to her cigarette.

“Your name is Johnathan Kadish,” Schofield held up a piece of paper. In the upper right corner was a picture of Kadish in the Army Class A uniform, first lieutenant bars on his shoulders and a meager number of ribbons on his chest, though there were Airborne and Air Assault wings over them and a yellow-and-black Ranger tab on his left shoulder. The form was an Officer Record Brief, a form used to track assignments, training, and awards through an entire career.

“You graduated from West Point as an Infantry officer. After schooling at Benning you were assigned to the Division scout platoon at Camp Humphreys in the Republic of Korea. You didn’t exactly graduate at the top of your class but you were high speed, low drag enough to be assigned as the Brigade Scout platoon leader. You wanted the Ranger Regiment, but they don’t take butter bars with no experience. Colonel Daniels gave you the chance to earn a shot with the Scouts and he was impressed with you. He had your orders to selection on his desk when the balloon went up,” Schofield said.

“Daniels… he told you that?” Kadish asked.

“I had to gleam it from your records, as Colonel Daniels was killed in action a few months ago. Sorry. He died leading his men, can’t ask for better than that,” Schofield said. “Your records were exceedingly difficult to find, Kadish. I had to call in a few favors, as the Army did everything it could to purge you from the records.”

“Of course we don’t want Revenants in the system,” Tivoli said. “Plausible deniability and all that.”

“Sorry, Doc, you don’t get it,” Graves said. “When this program disappears someone from Army rolls for black ops, like’s happened to me and Schofield here, there is no record of them. Anywhere. If the Chinese somehow captured any of them alive, there’d be nothing to link them back to the US government. Even DNA records vanish. The Director is exceedingly efficient at that.”

“Then what’s all this?” she pointed to the folder.

“It wasn’t the Director who tried to scrub Kadish from the records, it was the Army,” Schofield said. “It happened before he was processed through the off-site and before he reached us. Amateur work at that. Fingerprints of record manipulation everywhere. It just made it more obvious that they were trying to hide something.”

“What? What’s there to hide…” Kadish asked.

“You fought every day of the war. Fought well. A citation for a Silver Star for valor was in the works,” Schofield said. “Then… there was a riot at a North Korean POW facility and you led an operation to rescue a field hospital detachment that was assigned to the prison. During the course of that operation you, Lieutenant Kadish,” he slid another pieces of paper from the folder and read, “carried out retaliatory killings resulting in the deaths of thirty-eighty prisoners of war.”

Kadish shook his head.

“You put those memories in my head. Julie’s alive and you’ve just⁠—”

“First Lieutenant Julie Richman was killed during the riot,” Schofield said. “It took some social media engineering before we realized the two if you were in a relationship… things made more sense after that.”

He held up a post of the two of them, Julie and Kadish, at a Korean water park, then again at an orange grove on Jeju Island.

“This isn’t real,” Kadish said. “You’re lying to me. I didn’t—she⁠—”

“What do you remember about the prison?” Schofield asked. “After what you did aboard the train, that has to have touched on something in you.”

“I found Julie, then… sarge was yelling at me,” Kadish narrowed his eyes.

“‘The defendant seized a light machine gun from Specialist Nicholas Wade and proceeded to execute prisoners secured by the rest of his team. The defendant then methodically moved through the secure wing of the prison and shot prisoners of war still inside their cells. Specialist Wade, Sergeant First Class Andrews, and several other members of the defendant’s team sustained light injuries while attempting to subdue Kadish. The massacre ended only after the defendant was overpowered by his own soldiers,’” Schofield said.

“This is from the prosecutor’s indictment for war crimes,” he held up the folder. “Want to see the pictures? You left a bloody footprint that marked your path through the jail.”

“She’s really gone,” Kadish said. “I hoped… I hoped she wasn’t real.”

“Sorry, son,” Schofield said. “There’s plenty the Army can sweep under the rug during a war, but not a mess like that. Too blatant. You were arrested about a week after the incident. You weren’t officially indicted, as the Chinese assault on Daejeon interrupted the court. Lieutenant Johnathan Kadish was listed as Missing in Action-Presumed Dead following the attack, and that’s the final official entry we can find for you. The Army tried to scrub everything they had on file after you went missing, which doesn’t have a simple explanation.”

Schofield held up the folder and flipped through pages marked “EVIDENCE.” Piles of bodies photographed behind bars. His bloody footprint outside of cells. Lines of black bags arrayed in the prison courtyard.

“There’s no point putting a dead man on trial,” Schofield said. “My guess is the Army decided it was better to pretend you barely existed before they virtue signaled themselves into handing the commies an easy propaganda victory.”

“Tell me she wasn’t real,” Kadish said. “Tell me Julie was just some sort of construct you put in my mind to make me hate them that much more.”

Schofield put a hand on his shoulder and bent to look him in the eyes.

“You were a monster before you came to me. But now you are my monster and my responsibility,” Schofield said. “I’m not going to change you. What you’ve become is… useful. I need what you’re capable of. This program needs it. The Director needs it. The nation needs it. As such, you will remain useful for as long as necessary. Revenant Six, enter maintenance mode.”

Kadish back and neck went rigid.

“What was that supposed to accomplish?” Tivoli asked. She unwound a long data line from the computer banks and attached a brass probe to the end.

“You told me he could experience total recall following the imprint pull,” Schofield wagged a finger at the two blank Revenants. “Lies are too hard to maintain, Doctor. We’d have to build lies atop more lies in order to make him believe that he’s not what he is. Eventually he will realize the truth of what he did at that jail, and then we’d be in an even worse spot to manage him. The truth is easy. It doesn’t change.”

“We should ash him after the pull,” Graves said. “He’s too unstable as it is… I hate to say that, as I knew him. Know him. We were cadets at the same time back at Hudson High. I was a few years ahead of him, but he was a decent kid. Sure, I used to haze him, but that happened to all the plebes.”

“You want to kill him before he remembers what an asshole you were and rips your face off,” Tivoli said.

“Me yelling at him for not knowing what was for dinner one Sunday is not the same as killing his girlfriend,” Graves said. “However, let’s not act like he’s entirely stable. We all saw what he did on that train.”

“He’s awake. Sapient. Shooting him in the head with your elephant gun and tossing him in the incinerator is murder, you absolute asshole,” Tivoli said.

“How many mannies have we ashed?” Graves asked.

“You can’t murder a vegetable,” she said.

“Jesus H. Christ, I’m the asshole,” Graves sneered.

“Enough,” Schofield held up a hand. “Ibarra wants the imprint. We’re doing it. Simple as that. Questions?”

“Who wants to be here when it happens?” Tivoli held up the data line.

Schofield’s forearm screen buzzed.

“I have a call,” Schofield said. “Graves, stay with her.”

“Yes, sir.” Graves retreated to the other side of the room and cradled the weapon in his arms.
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The laboratory fell to darkness around Kadish until a single pool of light remained around him. He tugged at the restraint chair, but a limiter built into the restraints weakened his muscles until he could barely push against them, his limbs dream-fugue weak.

The Red Man trod from the darkness. He twirled his cane around, struck the ruby tip against the ground, and made a Broadway pose.

Hello there.

“You’re not real,” he said.

No? Then what am I?

The Red Man set the cane against the floor and kicked his heels into the air. He swung up into a handstand, all his weight balanced on the scab-colored handle.

“You took control on that train. That was you.”

The Red Man’s upside-down body twisted slowly, his hat and straight, collar-length hair unaffected by gravity.

It was me. It was you. It was fun fun fun fun fuuuuuun!

He flipped over and swung the can into an arc. The ruby tip stopped a fraction of an inch from Kadish’s nose. The Red Man twirled it like a baton and slapped it into his armpit.

“Stop. I want this to stop. They put you in my head. If they can make you, they can make⁠—”

The Red Man’s lips pulled back to reveal fangs. He snapped his teeth at Kadish’s face before pulling back. His head ballooned until it filled everything Kadish could see. Kadish squeezed his eyes shut and turned his face away.

Eyes up.

Kadish saw the Red Man again. He couldn’t look away. He couldn’t even blink. The enormous face orbited around him like a malevolent moon about to annihilate him on impact.

Perhaps there’s a misunderstanding to our relationship. There is no you. There is no me. There is… us. And I’m afraid you vastly misunderstand your place in our little arrangement.

“I’ll tell Tivoli and Schofield what I’m seeing. They’ll… they’ll keep me from—mph!”

Kadish’s lips mashed together. His jaw tightened so hard his teeth felt like they were about to shatter.

But then we won’t have the red again. I won’t get to play, and I do enjoy our time together when we can both let loose for some games.

A scream sounded in the distance. The Red Man’s eyes rolled in ecstasy.

She’s a weakling. We can smell her fear. See the indecision in her eyes, but she’s weak, and that’s why she’s a problem. Doctors think their actions are to reduce all the pain in the world, but she’s not willing to accept that she’s been used. She’s in too deep, and she’ll try to stop us. You don’t want to die, do you?

Kadish’s mouth slackened.

“I am dead.”

Dead Man, Dead Man, who is there? The Red Man sing-songed. Dead Man, Dead Man, does she care? Dead Man, Dead Man, they best beware!

There was a snap of fingers and the Red Man vanished into darkness. The spotlight returned and he stood amidst a field of bodies. They wore uniforms from all the combatants in the Second Korean War.

Let’s find her. The Red Man picked up a body by the hair. The North Korean’s eyes were dark holes filled with flies.

Nope! Where’s our little ‘jewel’?

Screams rose in the distance, punctuated by gun fire and the echo of artillery.

“Don’t,” Kadish whimpered.

The Red Man stabbed the end of his cane into a head and pulled up Rudy.

“Stop. Please! What do you want? Anything, just don’t find her, please!”

Now we’re cooking. The Red Man hopped from one body to another until he was face to face with Kadish. We need to a reach a more clear understanding. I need this, little one, and you can’t take it from me.

“I’m listening,” Kadish swallowed hard.

The Red Man spread his arms and twirled through the corpses, cackling all the way.


CHAPTER 15



Kadish tugged his arms against the hand cuffs. The steel seemed so out of place against the dark green of his Class A sleeves. His uniform smelled factory fresh, with barely a crease in the pants or buttoned undershirt. The clip-on tie and shiny plastic shoes irked his professional pride, but as a prisoner he didn’t have many options for his wardrobe.

An MP tapped the handle of a nightstick against the bars of his cell.

“Sir, time for the hearing,” the soldier said.

Kadish stood and followed the MP out of the cell and down a hallway with no mirrors.

“Just so you know,” the MP said quietly, “we all think this is bullshit. My platoon had to put down a prisoner revolt out at Kunsan. God damn animals. Now we got pulled off clearing routes for this show trial. Not that we mind the hot chow and showers, but this is still bullshit.”

“I’d rather be out there too,” Kadish said. “I’ll take boots over Oxfords.”

A quick roar shook the walls. The MP crouched and slapped a hand against his holstered pistol. Kadish lifted his chin to the ceiling. The distant rumble of an explosion barely reverberated through the floors.

“Uh… doubt that was friendly,” the MP said. “Some dumbass at the Pentagon wants to do this so close to the front and he thinks we won’t… anyway. Come on, sir.”

Sirens rose in the distance.

The MP slapped an ID card on a lanyard against a reader and bolts extracted from a door. He pushed it open with a grunt. The Korean judicial building wasn’t laid out like most courtrooms in the States—this one ensured prisoners were paraded through a crowd on their way to the court.

The foyer had a few dozen American soldiers all in the same too-new Class A uniforms as Kadish. Lieutenants Osia and Ramirez sat next to each other. Both looked at him with a combination of guilt and disgust. The rest of his Dead Men were near a stairwell, lined up with their backs to him while facing Sergeant First Class Andrews.

A news crew posted outside a courtroom at the far end of the wide hallway saw Kadish and came running.

“Don’t talk to the witnesses, sir,” the MP said. “Not sure who gave the vultures the wrong court room number.” He winked at him and led him toward a side door.

A hellish whistle sounded overhead. A fireball flashed through the tall windows a split second before the shockwave of a missile impact shattered them into a rain of glass. The soldiers retreated away from the glass, the more senior ranked grasping for absent radios.

“Sir?” Andrews said to Ramirez as the lieutenant rejoined the rest of the Dead Men.

A Korean man pointed through the glass at pale shapes falling through the sky. Kadish’s shoes crunched in the glass as he went for his own look. Parachutes fell from the sky. Hundreds of them.

“Why the hell are we dropping here?” the MP asked.

“Those aren’t T-11 chutes,” Kadish said. “Take these cuffs off me.”

“What? No can do, sir, you’re still a prisoner and⁠—”

“I can’t fight the enemy like this,” Kadish said. “Those are Chinese People’s Liberation Army troops. They are dropping on us.”

An airborne soldier landed on the roof on the other side of the courtyard. He landed feet, ass, head and rolled over as his chute dragged him toward a sudden drop. The parachute flew free, warbling in the air currents like a sky borne jellyfish. The soldier hopped to his feet. He was in full body armor and carried a compact battle rifle. He had a small red patch on his shoulder.

More parachutes sank from the sky to the roof and into the courtyard.

The airborne soldier did a double take at all the Americans in dress uniforms staring up at him and whipped his rifle up.

Kadish shoved the MP off his feet as bullets snapped through the air where the MP had been standing. The MP landed hard on scattered glass fragments but fought through any pain and drew his side arm. He rolled to one knee and raised his weapon.

Accurate fire caught him in the chest before he could pull the trigger. The MP crumpled to the ground, dropping his pistol. Kadish kicked the weapon toward Ramirez, who had taken cover under a stairwell with the Dead Men and Lieutenant Osia. He grabbed the dead MP by the collar and hauled him out of the line of fire toward the others.

He felt a tug against his ankle but kept moving until he slipped and fell under the stairwell. The MP had left bloody tracks behind him.

Ramirez liberated the corpse of two more magazines.

“Uh, hey there, Six,” Ramirez said to Kadish. “I don’t know what the fuck’s going on, and we have exactly one weapons between all of us.”

“All my guys are two floors down, waiting to be called up as witnesses,” Osia said.

“Damn, sir,” Wade unbuttoned his Class A top, “I can’t believe they went to all this trouble just for you.”

“I doubt they’re here for me,” Kadish said.

“Shut that stupid up!” Harris slapped Wade on the back of the head.

Machine gun fire from the roof ripped through the courtroom level. A grenade exploded at the far end, killing the news crew huddling against a locked set of doors.

“What’re we doing, sir?” Anderson asked.

“We… we… shit,” Ramirez turned the pistol over in his hand.

“I wasn’t asking you,” Anderson looked to Kadish.

“We secure weapons and kill every one of them we can,” Kadish held up his cuffs.

“They can court-martial me too,” Osia reached into the MP’s bloody uniform top and pulled out a pair of keys. She extended them toward Kadish.

Ding.

The elevator doors behind them juddered as a car stopped on the floor. A downward-pointing arrow was lit on the call panel.

Kadish bum-rushed the doors as they slowly slid open, his hands still cuffed. He juked to one side to avoid line of sight from the car and raised his hands over his head as he slammed into the wall.

Two Chinese soldiers stepped out, screaming commands as they swept their weapons across the Americans who weren’t dressed for a fight.

Kadish slammed his hands onto the paratrooper’s shoulders and twisted back. The chain of the cuffs pinched the paratrooper’s neck as Kadish hip tossed the man to the ground so fast that his spine severed from the base of his skull.

Kadish tried to pull the cuffs free, but the chain caught on the paratrooper’s face mask. The other paratrooper was caught flat footed by the sudden violence and hesitated before bringing his rifle to bear on Kadish.

Gun shots rang out. Bullets caught the paratrooper in the elbow, shoulder, and punched through the weak armor covering his ear.

Ramirez held a smoking pistol. He gave Kadish a nod.

“Now we have two more rifles,” Kadish said. He yanked his hands free and sent the paratrooper’s face mask skittering across the floor. “Can I get these cuffs off now?”

“Dibs!” Wade scooped up the rifle from the shot paratrooper and held it up. “Where’s the safety?”

Osia grabbed Kadish by the hand and held him steady as she unlocked the cuffs.

“These come back at the end of it all,” she said. “Not my rules.”

“So be it,” Kadish shook his hands from the cuffs and put a hand on the other rifle as Harris reached for it.

“Right, you should have that one,” the soldier cowered back.

“Hey, trade,” Ramirez offered his pistol handle first to Wade.

“No offense, sir, but fuck off,” Wade clutched the rifle to his chest. “I found it first.”

“There’s a FOB to the south of the city,” Anderson said, “which is where all those booms are coming from. ROKs have a field hospital in the city and a couple more battalions at their old base. What’re we doing, sir?”

“Same plan. We find them,” Kadish pulled the charging handle on the carbine back partially to ensure it was loaded and let the bolt ride forward, “and we kill them all. Should be plenty of them between here and the FOB. The enemy will be fighting as little groups of paratroopers all over the city. Time to show them how that’s done. Dead Men?”

“All here,” the team responded unevenly. Fighting without weapons or even their usual equipment had sapped any bravado they might’ve had.

“With me,” Kadish went for the stairwell.
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Kadish crouched against a reeking dumpster. He heard muffled voices from around the side, though his ears rang from the constant assault of gunfire since they’d made their way out of the courthouse. His grip tightened on the rifle in his hands, the rifle with zero rounds left in it.

Wade’s was similarly empty at the back of the line of Dead Men behind Kadish.

A barrel moved over the top of the dumpster. Kadish handed his empty weapon back to Anderson behind him. He counted down on his fingers from three, then reached up and snatched the barrel with both hands.

The Chinese paratrooper yelped in surprised and reflexively pulled the rifle back. Kadish swung the barrel up, wrenching it from the paratrooper’s hands but not off the lanyard securing it to the soldier’s chest plate. Kadish punted the paratrooper in the groin, lifting his boots off the ground. Kadish caught him by the sides of his flack vest, pinning the weapon between them, and bum-rushed the paratrooper behind him.

The airborne soldier hesitated from firing into his comrade’s back long enough for Kadish to ram the two paratroopers together and knock them both to the ground in a heap. A third paratrooper stuck his rifle into Kadish’s face and screamed at him.

“Hey! Freeze!” Anderson shouted from the dumpster, empty rifle pointed at the third man. The paratrooper snapped his rifle away from Kadish toward Anderson. Kadish pushed it aside as the paratrooper fired. He tackled the paratrooper and landed on top of him, knocking air from his chest.

Kadish pulled the rubber strap loose from the bayonet scabbard on the paratrooper’s chest plate and got the blade halfway free when a punch swung up and hit him square in the cheek. Kadish rocked back as stars filled his vision. He managed to keep one hand on the rifle before the paratrooper could regain control.

He pawed for the bayonet and felt that the scabbard was empty. He ducked to one side and raised an arm as the paratrooper stabbed at the side of his throat. He blocked the paratrooper’s arm, but the tip of the blade slashed across Kadish’s face where he’d just been punched. Blood dribbled out, spattering against the paratrooper’s facemask.

Kadish leaned forward, directing the red stream over his goggles and blinding him. He slid his arm against the one with the knife and gripped the wrist as hard as he could.

“Don’t move!” Anderson swung his rifle from the muzzle down like an axe. The butt stock crushed the paratrooper’s facemask and cracked his skull. The body began convulsing as the wrecked nervous system went through death throes.

“Fuck,” Anderson held up the bent-and-broken rifle. He tossed it aside. “You OK, sir?”

Blood burbled out of Kadish’s cheek as he tried to answer. He choked on his own blood as it flowed down his throat.

“Oh shit, I can see his teeth,” Wade said. Two dead paratroopers, both stabbed several times by the Dead Men. He picked up a newly liberated rifle and stuffed magazines into his pockets.

Pain throbbed in Kadish’s face. He took the bayonet stained with his own blood from the dead paratrooper and cut the dead man’s sleeve off. He rolled it tight and wrapped it around his head and over the wound.

“Get their shit,” Kadish picked up a new rifle.

“I think you’re done for a while, Six,” Anderson reached for Kadish. Kadish slapped his hand away with a snarl.

A crowd of civilians ran down the street passed them. Several recoiled at the carnage, but many bowed slightly at the Americans fighting in their dress uniforms. The roar of cruise missiles and a city under siege permeated the air.

“Six,” Yoon ran over. “Civilians say there’s an American convoy two blocks south of here. They’re pinned down from junggug machine guns.”

“Maybe that’s the help Osia went to find,” Anderson picked up the third rifle. He handed a grenade over to Kadish.

“We link—hurk—we link up,” Kadish pointed south.

They moved down the sidewalks, all covered in shattered glass. Smoke from burning buildings cast a black sheen across the sky and threatened to choke the soldiers with every breath.

Kadish couldn’t ignore the pain in his face, but it wasn’t debilitating. A bullet had grazed his ankle sometime earlier, on the same leg he’d been stabbed in during the hospital riot. His limp grew worse as the adrenaline waned.

“I want my optics back,” Ramirez said as they took cover inside a cell phone store. “I used to bitch about how heavy all that gear was, but now I’m fighting in my pajamas and this really sucks.”

Kadish looked back at him. A glut of blood ran down his face and smattered against his shirt.

“I’ll shut up now,” Ramirez looked away.

The chug of machine gun fire echoed through the building. Kadish crept up to the windowsill and did a combat peek over it. A burning American truck had crashed in an intersection. Dead soldiers were strewn around the tires. The machine gun fire continued from an upper floor of the building between the cell phone shop and the intersection.

Kadish peeked again. The next street had a burning car but was otherwise clear.

“We cross. Secure entry, then take out the machine gun,” Kadish mumbled. The rest of the squad nodded. “Follow me.”

Kadish lifted a leg over the window and stepped out. He hunched over and ran as fast as he could across the road. He kept his momentum going as he kicked a door open. The bottom floor of a gym was empty, but an explosion had burnt out much of the equipment.

BAM BAM BAM

Kadish looked back to the road. Harris faltered. He dropped a rifle to one side and toppled face-first into the street.

A machine gun opened fire again directly over Kadish. He brought his rifle up and fired into the ceiling. Ceiling panels shattered and rained down on him. He spotted a stairwell and ran for it. He took the steps three at a time and came up to the second floor just as the door burst open and more Chinese paratroopers exited.

Kadish thrust his rifle into the first paratrooper’s stomach and pulled the trigger. The first two bullets punched into body armor, doubling the man over. The third and fourth shots ripped through his body and exited out his back into the face and chest of the paratrooper behind him.

Kadish pulled the pin on the grenade in his pocket and bounced it off the door frame and into the second floor. He jumped back and landed poorly on the stairs. He fell back, hitting the concrete wall hard as the grenade exploded.

He ignored the pain in his shoulder and scrambled back up the stairs. He scooped up his rifle and double tapped the second paratrooper in the head as he swept into the second floor. The grenade had gone off close to an improvised machine gun nest of stacked desks and computers against the windows on the far side.

Kadish finished off the wounded paratroopers as they lay on the ground, clutching legs shredded by shrapnel. Through the haze of pain and adrenaline, he realized the machine gun was pointed away from the road he’d just crossed.

He dove to one side as a machine gun opened fire behind him. Kadish landed next to a rack of free weights. More bullets punched through the wall, ricocheting off the dumbbells or ripping through the air overhead. A round caught a weight just right to send it spinning off the rack and landing close to Kadish.

The fire ceased and there was a crunch of boots against glass coming around the wall. Kadish picked up the weight and hurled it at a paratrooper as he came around the corner. The weight hit him square in the chest.

The paratrooper let out an awful groan, backpedaling toward the broken pane of glass on the wall. He shattered what remained of the glass and fell to the street below.

“Mother fuckers!” Ramirez charged out of the stairwell. His pistol snapped several times before clicking empty. Ramirez did a double take at Kadish.

“You hurt?” he asked.

Kadish groaned and got to his feet. Both machine gun positions were eliminated.

“Harris is down,” Ramirez said. “Down and gone.”

Kadish pointed to the machine gun that killed their soldier, then went to the other position. He pushed a dead paratrooper off the weapon and checked that the feed from the ammo box to the breach was clear.

There was movement on the second floor of a building across the way. Kadish opened fire once he spotted the paratroopers distinct camo pattern.

“Incoming!”

Kadish hefted the machine gun up and dove to the floor. Glass bit into his arms and knees.

A rocket-propelled grenade from the building he was firing on hit the lower level. The explosion rattled him against the floor. Kadish lay against the floor, the machine gun laying over one arm. He pushed himself up, noting a bloody patch left by his face.

More fighting echoed off the city walls.

“Six?” Ramirez said from the doorway. “Walsh took a hit. It’s not bad, but we don’t have any meds or supplies.”

Kadish slapped a hand onto a dead Chinese paratrooper and rolled him over. He ripped a bandage from a pouch and tossed it to Ramirez. Kadish sucked in air. The raw breath came through the hole in his cheek, and it was pure agony.

“Convoy’s coming,” Anderson slid his machine gun against a wall and went to Kadish. He found another bandage and tossed Kadish’s blood-soaked ersatz dressing away. “Ramirez, wave your Class-A jacket in the window and make sure they can see your face. You don’t look like a commie.”

“I’m Cuban, but OK,” Ramirez dropped the bandage down the stairs and shrugged off his jacket. He went to the window and hung his jacket off the end of the muzzle.

“Sir,” Anderson packed the gash in Kadish’s face full of gauze, then wrapped a proper bandage around his head. “You need to get on that convoy. We all need to⁠—”

Bullets shrieked into the back of the building.

Yoon picked up the machine gun and put his shoulder against a beam on the outer wall and returned fire. He swept the barrel from side to side until a high caliber round struck him in the shoulder, severing the arm holding the machine gun. The weapon and the limb fell against the low window sill. The two tipped up and nearly fell away. Yoon fell to his knees, blood spurting from his shoulder. He used his final breath to throw himself on the weapon and keep it from dropping down and into the attackers’ line of fire.

“They see me!” Ramirez shouted. “They see me.”

“Damn it, Yoon,” Anderson said. “Always too damn brave for his own good. Come on, sir, got to get you out of here.”

He reached for Kadish’s shoulders. The lieutenant pushed him away.

“Go,” Kadish croaked. “Get out of here.”

“We all go home, sir, that’s the⁠—”

Kadish grabbed him by the shirt and pulled him close.

“They get through here and that convoy’s dead meat. I haven’t fallen yet… don’t look back.” Kadish said. “Take care of my boys. Ramirez too. He’s still green, but he’s alright.”

Anderson hesitated.

“They’re waving us over,” Ramirez tapped Anderson on the shoulder. “Let’s move!”

“Rear,” Kadish picked up the machine gun. “I got rear. Go.”

Anderson gave Kadish a nod and followed Ramirez down the stairs. Kadish kept to the shadows and crept toward the window. He spotted a knot of Chinese paratroopers clustered around one carrying a radio with protruding antennae.

Kadish let off a long burst, striking the cluster and ending all of them. He fell back to one of the dead paratroopers and found a grenade next to one along with a loose pistol. He shoved the pistol into a pocket and went for the machine gun Yoon had last used. He grabbed it by the stock and dragged it back toward him.

The same heavy caliber weapon that killed Yoon tore through the floor from a low angle outside and tore up the weapon. A bullet detonated close to Kadish and his flank flared in pain.

He went back to the other machine gun and hauled it upstairs. He got to the third floor and into offices that still smelled of coffee. There was a light armored personnel carrier, barely better than an armored car, over watching the building while paratroopers massed in the alleyways around it.

“Plunging fire… thinner top armor… worth a shot,” Kadish mumbled to himself while trying not to move his jaw. He elbow felt wet. He looked down at the growing red patch on his flank. The blood wasn’t dark colored and wasn’t squirting with each heartbeat. He might not bleed to death from that for over an hour. He wasn’t even light headed yet.

Kadish limped down the hallway and into an office the turret of the armored car wasn’t aiming at. He shoved a desk against the window and set the machine gun in top. He angled the muzzle down and closed his eyes.

The machine gun opened fire, breaking the glass into a cascading sheet of slivers to the ground below. With the glass gone, Kadish opened a single eye and adjusted the aim of the machine gun. Bullets sparked and careened off the armored car. A bullet bounced off a nearby wall and struck gas cans attached to the back. Flames crept up the back of the car.

Kadish pulled back as the infantry, who knew what their crew-served weapons sounded like, realized that machine gun was anything but friendly fire. He returned to the stairwell as rifle fire tore through the offices.

He got to the second floor and noticed a small refrigerator against the wall. He took out a bottle of water and poured quick, blood-fouled sips.

The chatter of voices in Chinese approached. He looked at the ammo belt on the machine gun and saw there were only a few shots left. He shoved it away. The voices grew louder.

Kadish took a deep breath through his nose and let the tension ease from his shoulders. His thoughts turned to his father and all the things left unsaid. He heard the voice almost directly outside and a hatred burned in his chest.

This. This is why you and I will be together forever.

The Red Man appeared in a window marred with bullet holes. He tipped his hat to Kadish as he pulled the pin on a grenade and kept the spoon firmly in his grasp. The pistol came up in his other hand and he flipped the safety off.

He’d die here. He knew that, and the thought that he’d do it surrounded by the enemy was oddly comforting.

Kadish ran for the window bullet perforations and covered his face. He broke through the glass and his feet landed on a paratrooper, knocking him to the ground amidst the rain of glass. Kadish jammed the pistol against the soldier’s goggles and put a bullet through his brain. He stepped in on another and rammed the muzzle between the gaps in his body armor and fired twice. The man jerked at the bullets tore into him and exited out of his shoulder. Kadish shouldered him into another man and ducked as one swiped at him with a bayonet fixed to the end of his rifle.

Kadish shot him in the throat. The wounded paratrooper dropped his rifle and stepped back, hands to his neck. Kadish pulled himself close to him as two more paratroopers came around a corner and were unwilling to open fire and hit their comrade. Kadish thrust his pistol around the wounded paratrooper’s flank and emptied the magazine into the other two.

A Chinese solder kicked Kadish in the back. The force transferred into the one with the throat wound and sent him to the ground. Kadish spun around and jumped toward the attacker and to one side of the rifle he had. Kadish held the pistol up, the slide locked back after its last bullet was expended, and stabbed it into the paratrooper’s eye lens. The muzzle shattered the glass and the paratrooper tried to swat it away, but Kadish drove it in deeper.

The armored car across the street exploded as the flames reached the ammo magazines. A hunk of shrapnel tore through the paratrooper, leaving him in two large pieces on the ground. Kadish fell to the ground, his mind concussed from the blast wave and his ears ringing like a swarm of mosquitos.

Kadish looked at the grenade still held firm in his hand. He’d planned on getting shot and then letting it finish off anyone nearby when it rolled from his dead hand. This group of paratroopers had fared worse than he’d planned.

Kadish got to one knee. A paratrooper across the street came around the burnt remains of the armored car, pointing and shouting to the men around him. He saw Kadish and raised his rifle. Kadish let the spoon fly off with a sching and got to his feet. He raised his forward knee in front of his body, ignoring the pain stabbing into his side. He broke his hands apart and swung his weight forward, pitching the grenade into a beeline.

The explosive hit the officer in the face, snapping his head back and sending him tipping back on his feet. The grenade blew before it hit the ground.

Kadish collapsed to his hands and knees. He crawled toward a rifle, coughing up blood. He clutched the weapon against his chest and went through a slightly open door back into the lower level of the gym. Small fires burnt around him.

He didn’t see the paratrooper peering around a fire-blackened door frame. He did feel the burst of rifle fire that struck him just above the waist. More bullets stitched up his chest and blew out his back.

Kadish fell hard. The pain was everywhere and he could manage only a few shallow breaths. He moved his face through ash and embers to the doorway. A paratrooper with a flamethrower stood in the doorway.

Flames spurted twice from the nozzle. The paratrooper morphed into the Red Man, a look of glee on his face as he turned the fires toward him.

An inferno washed over Kadish and he screamed.

He was falling, he felt that. He remembered that. Falling while the blaze clinging to his body ate away at him. He fell through darkness that became roaring pillars of orange and yellow as hell came to claim him.

The fires died down. Pain held him in its vice as a crimson hand closed around him. The Red Man peered down at him, giant, with the same never-ending smirk on his face.

Shh.

A fingertip passed over him and the pain dulled.

You’re mine now. Forever and ever.

There was a sharp pain in the base of his skull. The spike bearing the Imperative jammed home. His mouth opened, but he could not scream.


CHAPTER 16



“Maier, get up!” someone kicked his feet. “Get your shit on!”

Houston stood at the end of Maier’s bunk. The security guard struggled to get the rest of his flack vest and other gear on.

“We aren’t even the ready squad!” Maier barked. “Ain’t on shift for another… three hours!”

“Ready squad got sent down. Fuckin’ Knight’s sending everybody down there,” Houston kicked Maier’s bunk again.

“What? What’s anyone doing in the lower levels? That place is locked down tighter than a Japanese girl’s⁠—”

Klaxons sounded through the barracks.

“Something’s loose down there, and now it’s our job to go and kill it,” Houston said. “You want to go down there with or without your shit on, because Knight said he’s willing to shoot anyone who’s too chicken shit to do their job.”

“Knew this hitch was a bad idea,” Maier sat up and slid his legs into a set of fatigue pants. “What the hell’s going in the lower levels? I thought it was all cooling pipes for the data servers.”

Houston held up Maier’s flack vest as the other man slid his arms through the holes.

“You really think the Ibarra Corporation hired a bunch of former door kickers to babysit a data farm out in the boonies? This shit storm is why we were hired, forced to sign the mother of all non-disclosure agreements and paid a fuck ton of money. Time to earn our paycheck,” Houston said.

“I knew I should’ve reenlisted,” Maier grabbed his helmet and carbine from a wall locker.

The two jogged down a hallway with yellow-and-black hazard tape along the floor. Only their boss, Knight, was ever allowed down this way, but there were nearly a dozen mercenaries stacked up on either side of a vault door.

Knight was there, in little more than a sweat suit and sandals. He had an Ibarra Ubi device to one ear, listening intently to someone. He pressed the screen to his shoulder as Maier and Houston approached.

“There’s a test subject loose in the restricted levels,” Knights said. “You are to shoot to kill on site. Is that understood?”

“What sort of ‘test subject’?” a mercenary close to the door asked.

“Tall. Pale. Rubbery looking skin. You mag dump on him and then you keep mag dumping until he’s hamburger, you all understand?” Knight asked.

“We’re in the bonus clause of our contract, right?” another mercenary asked.

“Absolutely,” Knight nodded. He glanced at his screen. “Take the stairs to the bottom level. Target is down the left hallway. Turn left at the second hallway and make noise… he’ll come. Kill on site. Is that absolutely clear?”

“Fucking Ibarra does have aliens working for him. The internet was right,” a mercenary spat tobacco juice to the floor.

“Set. Go!” Knight pressed a palm to a biometric reader and the vault door shuddered in its frame. Knight grunted as he pulled it open. The mercenaries flowed through the door and stomped down a spiral staircase. The lower level’s lighting was steady and almost too bright for Maier’s liking. He touched the optics suite on his helmet and wondered why the power hadn’t been cut to the whole level yet.

“Radio check,” Nevell, the squad leader, said through Houston’ and the rest of the team’s ear pieces. They each called back their number in the team. Nevell was the first to the bottom. He hugged a corner and aimed his rifle down a dark hallway, the red laser on his optics flitting from side to side.

“Left clear,” Nevell said.

“Right clear,” the second man in the stack said.

“Where’s the green squad?” Houston asked. “They’re on alert for this exact sort of thing.”

“They already came down,” Maier said. “Must be securing something else, because I don’t hear a damn thing.”

“Radio silence. Time to be professionals,” Nevell said. “Stack and move, keep rear security.”

A scream echoed through the halls.

“Nope!” a man pulled away and went for the stairwell. Nevell grabbed him by the corner and shoved him back into place.

“Knight locked us in here,” Nevell hissed. “We have a job to do, and anyone tries to pussy out of this and you can guess what Ibarra will do to you. There’s one guy down here that’s an issue. We take him down, get a bonus, and blow it on hookers and beer.”

“Always look on the bright side of life,” Houston said.

Someone whistled a little tune.

“Keep stacked and keep close,” Nevell led the men down the hallway.

Maier glanced at doorways as they moved. Signs reading “Test Bay 1,” “Surgical Suite,” and other blasé terms filled him with a bit more confidence. Though the chance of any door being labeled “Face-eating Aliens. Do Not Enter” was slim to none.

Nevell held up a fist and the team stopped. He signaled for the eighth man to come up, which just so happened to be Maier. That first step out of the stack felt like he was moving through clay. He got to Nevell and the squad leader pushed him to the corner.

“You got your mirror? Get a look,” Nevell tapped an empty pocket on his flack vest.

Maier cursed himself for being competent and removed a small mirror attached to a telescoping arm. He stretched out and slid the mirror along the wall to get a look.

A chair was in the middle of the next hallway. Broken wrist and ankle restraints swayed in the powerful blast from an overhead vent.

“Busted wheelchair or something,” Maier said. “Clear.”

“Heard. Take point,” Nevell chopped a knife hand at him and Maier had to seriously wonder if Nevell had actually forgotten his mirror and was using him as one of those sacrificial crewmen from old science fiction shows.

Maier decided to quit the job as soon as this mess was over and cut around the corner. He led the rest of the team up to the wheelchair. It was electrically driven with a deep impression of a heavy man remaining in the cushions.

They continued toward a set of doors marked “N-Lab #2.” A sound of something sliding against the floor rose from around the next hallway. Maier raised a fist to signal a halt, then tapped an ear and pointed two fingers toward the sound. He went to one knee and pressed the stock of his carbine against his shoulder.

A blur streaked across the end of the hallway. Something smacked against the corner, leaving a red smudge against the eggshell-white paint. The team froze in place.

“Uhh… boss?” Houston whispered through their comms channel. “Should we have brought bigger guns?”

“We’ve got mercury tipped rounds. They’ll explode inside anything organic while not going through the armored walls. You want something better than ‘splats’? Because we’re walking war crimes as it is,” Nevell said. “Wait one…” he lowered his head and touched his ear piece.

Nevell whirled around.

Maier didn’t see what came at them from behind. Nevell opened fire and the men at the back of the stack broke formation and crowded across the hallway as their carbines joined the cacophony of high-powered shots in such a confined space.

Something lifted all two hundred pounds plus of Houston in his gear off the ground and smashed him against the wall. Houston’s limp body flopped toward the ceiling, then came down like a meat club and crushed Nevell to the floor.

Maier backpedaled, slipping on a wet patch on the floor. His helmet saved him from a concussion. He rolled to one side and got a look down the other hallway. Dead security guards were in ungainly piles every few feet, bullet casings sparkled in sticky puddles of blood.

A horrific screech snapped him back to the new horror. A man in nothing but a pair of tight black shorts stood amidst the dead. His pale skin was covered in blood at the hands and feet, the gore extending into a pink sheen up his limbs. Both ears were gone, caked in something too dark to be blood. One hand held a knife, the blade stuck in Orson’s sternum and holding the guard’s body a few feet off the ground. The other hand held someone else’s severed arm like he was shaking hands.

The horror raised a plain face to Maier. A single eye opened, the lid spasming for a moment before snapping wide, and an enormous pupil locked on Maier.

Maier scrambled to his feet and ran down the side of the hallway that wasn’t an abattoir. He threw his helmet aside and abandoned his weapon in his terror. The sound of heavy footfalls dogged him until he reached a hangar with one of the matte black Ravens parked close by. The ramp was down and the interior lit.

Maier dared a look over one shoulder and almost couldn’t believe the monster wasn’t behind him. His panic attacked worsened into hyperventilation and a warmth down one leg. He got to the ramp leading into the Raven and came to a quick halt when he saw the enormous muzzle pointing down at him.

Graves had the breach loader braced against his shoulder. Bloody patches marred his dark fatigues, and there was a red smear across his forehead. A chubby man in a lab coat cowered behind him.

“Don’t. Move,” Graves said. “It can’t hear us.”

“T-t-the fuck is it?” Maier stammered.

“He’s loose,” Graves said. “Erratic. Got to lure him into a firing line.”

“Can’t we leave in that?” Maier raised a foot to step onto the ramp. Graves raised the rifle again, then motioned Maier back.

“Containment protocols are in place,” Graves whispered. “One shot from this should knock him down. Just have to wait for him to take the bait.”

“What’s the bait?” Maier looked around. The color drained from his face as a howl rose from the hallway he’d just escaped from.

“Thank you for your service,” Graves looked into the optics.

Maier felt a rush from one side. He didn’t see the fist that crushed his skull or feel more than a quick bit of overwhelming pressure before he wasn’t capable of feeling anything ever again.

The beast pounded Maier into ugly lumps of meat. It stopped and snapped its gaze up the ramp and directly at Graves and Huxley.

Graves let off a shot from the breech loader. The bullet struck the beast in the stomach, narrowly missing the spine. The bullet punched it off its feet and sent it sliding back.

Graves cracked the breach. A smoking shell flew into the air with a ca-reen and he slapped another massive bullet home. He snapped the weapon back together and aimed again.

The beast’s bloody encrusted foot quivered.

“Control, he’s down,” Graves said. “Get me some thermite charges in here. I’m not getting closer to it if I don’t⁠—”

The beast’s knees reared up and it kipped onto its feet, one hand against the floor, the other held high in a hook. It put both hands to the ground and moved around like an animal, stalking slowly toward Graves.

A gash ran from its stomach down its flank. The squashed bullet was embedded in the graphenium woven through its muscles.

“Control… he’s still viable,” Graves braced his feet against the ground and brought the sites up to his eyes. The beast used the split second his vision was blocked to dive forward and into a roll.

Graves next shot went high, just grazing the back of the beast’s head. It shot a hand at Graves’ face, the fingers bent into claws. Graves ducked to one side, barely dodging the strike. The beast clamped down on his shoulder and threw him to the floor behind him.

Graves rolled with the impact, bumping into what remained of Maier.

The beast put a thumb to one side of its nose and snorted out a dollop of bloody snot. It stalked toward Graves as he fought to regain his balance.

“Hey. Asshole!” came from the Raven.

Huxley threw a wrench at the beast. The tool bounced off the side of its head.

The beast executed a parade ground flank turn and went for Huxley.

The breech loader boomed again and the beast stumbled to one side, the triceps of its right arm shredded. It looked down at the wound as micro-machines swarmed out of the wound to reknit the flesh. The beast pressed the torn muscles back into place.

“That’s right,” Graves spat blood and reloaded his weapon. “I’ve got more for you, fucker!”

Graves raised the weapon as the beast shifted its balance to the front of its feet and shifted from side to side as it advanced. His next shot caught the beast in the thigh as it nearly dodged the bullet. The beast’s leg shot out behind it, and it slammed both hands against the ground to steady itself.

Graves backpedaled and loaded another shell. The beast used its planted foot to leap into the air, arcing down at Graves with both hands extended out. Graves hit it in the shoulder, twisting it to one side.

The beast impacted the ground hard, bouncing twice. It didn’t wait to recover before swiping a hand out that tore the ammo bandolier from Grave’s chest. The same blow glanced off Graves’ hand, tearing his pinky finger away.

Graves snarled through the pain and loaded the bullet he still had in his hand. He snapped the weapon breach closed.

The beast chopped the side of its hand against Grave’s forearm, shattering the computer sleeve and the bones beneath. Graves dropped the weapon and finally cried out in pain.

The cry died in his throat as the beast clamped two hands around his neck and hoisted him off the floor. Graves stared into the beast’s eyes with hate and defiance.

The beast snapped his neck with a twist and let the body crumple to the ground.

Doors on the other side of the hangar opened and another team of guards poured in. The beast howled and struck at them as they tried to process exactly what was attacking them.

Most managed to open fire. Bullets blew out chunks of pseudo-flesh as it closed. The first guard died to a kick to the chest that splattered him against the roughhewn rock walls. The rest lasted for a few more seconds.

The beast put a foot to the chest of a guard bleeding to death from severed arms and applied enough pressure to crack his ribs one at a time. Without ears, it didn’t hear the approach of a final guard charging at it from the passageway.

The beast glanced to one side as the guard shoulder speared it off its feet. The beast skid on its back a few feet, then flipped up onto its feet. The guard was close, and the beast swung a hook at the guard’s face mask.

The guard caught the punch and held the fist firm.

The beast landed an uppercut that should’ve decapitated the guard. The blow sent the mask flying.

Kadish, his face and head locked onto a Dead Man’s skull, looked back at the beast. The two growled at each other.

Kadish let the fist slip out and stepped in to bring him chest to chest with the beast. He clamped his arms around the beast’s shoulder and between its legs. He used his hip as a hinge and slammed the beast head first into the ground.

The beast dug its fingers into Kadish’s skin and pulled him into a roll. The two Revenants punched and kicked each other as they tumbled across the landing pad. They clanged against the Raven’s landing gear, denting the hydraulics.

Kadish stuffed a foot against the beast’s stomach and straightened his leg and threw the beast back into the landing zone. It hit hard and sprawled out face down for a moment. Kadish flexed his muscles as gouges across his body seeped blood.

One of the beast’s arms flipped up and slapped against the floor. The one arm seemed to move of its own accord as it propped the beast’s body up. The rest of the body snapped back into action, and it rose like a puppet being lifted up by strings. It looked from side to side, then focused on Graves’ fallen rifle.

The beast ran for it. It dove forward, both hands reaching for the weapon. It snapped to one side as Kadish got to it first. The beast turned its head and saw the butt stock as it swung in like an axe head.

The impact shattered the composite stock into plastic shards and tore pseudo-flesh from the beast’s face. It reeled back, teeth and jaw bones exposed.

Kadish jammed the muzzle under the beast’s chin so hard it broke through the flesh and buried against the hard palate.

Kadish’s abyssal dark pools stared into the madness behind the beast’s eyes. He pulled the trigger.

The beast’s head burst like a popped balloon. The bullet embedded itself in the armored ceiling overhead.

“Control,” Kadish shoved the body away and tossed the weapon aside, “target eliminated. Negative on survivors.”

“Dead Man?” Huxley called out from the Raven. “You’re not going to kill me too, are you?”

“Correction. One survivor,” Kadish nodded as Schofield warbled through his ear piece. “You alright?” he asked Huxley.

Huxley sat on the top of the ramp and let his legs dangle down.

“No…” Huxley shook his head. “I tried,” he pointed to Graves. “I-I-I tried, but I’m just me not him or you and I couldn’t do anything to help.”

The man began sobbing. He buried his head in his hands and broke down.

Kadish put a hand on Huxley’s shoulder.

“I’m sorry,” Huxley kept crying.

“It’s OK… buddy,” Kadish said. “This is a bad day. They happen. Nothin’ wrong with them happening. We just gotta keep going.”

Kadish wrapped his arm around Huxley and pulled him into a hug. Huxley squealed in fear for a moment, then relaxed. They stayed together until Huxley let it all out.


CHAPTER 17



Schofield stared at the blank holo screen. A report scrolled up a slate resting on his thigh. Tivoli sat behind him, her arms and legs crossed.

“Just do it,” she said. “The news isn’t going to get any better if we wait.”

“You know how you eat a shit sandwich? One bite at a time,” he reached for the call button. A ring sounded through Schofield’s office for several seconds.

Ibarra appeared in the holo. He was in an opulent bathrobe, sitting at a wooden chair that might’ve suited a French emperor. A cup of coffee steamed on a desk next to him.

“Sir, sorry to call you at such a bad hour,” Schofield said. He narrowed his eyes slightly. “But it seems you’re already awake… at three A.M Phoenix time.”

“Mr. Knight called in some of the details,” Ibarra said. “The entire security detail is out of contact, and I assume they’ve all perished. I was waiting to hear if the entire facility had to be blown up for the sake of containment. Nice to see you, by the way.”

“Thank you,” Schofield’s mouth twitched. “I’m transmitting our initial report to you now. Bottom line up front: one of the test beds malfunctioned before the Imperative was fully installed. It destroyed its own audio implants, and this prevented us from using vocal commands to shut it down. The Imperative’s designed to go default aggressive should there ever be a malfunction from damage or an attempt to hack into it. We suspect⁠—”

“You’ve loaded those damn things into their heads dozens of times before this without a goddamn disaster. Explain that,” Ibarra snapped.

“Revenant 37 had significant neurological damage from whenever it was wounded,” Tivoli said. “They all come in as John Does, and the medical reports that come in are skimpy. His eyeballs were annotated as ‘missing’ when processed through the off-site and before he arrived. Not a big deal, as they’re always removed and replaced with our optics package anyway. I suspect it lost its eyes from glass or some other non-ferrous material that the X-rays didn’t pick up on, and those were present in its cranium when the Imperative began to take hold. Similar anomaly that gave us Dead Man… on the other end of the acceptable spectrum.”

“Do you know how hard it is to screen for just the right amount of brain damage?” Ibarra rolled his eyes. “Why didn’t you use the kill command?”

“No audio suite,” Tivoli said. “The Imperative was only partially installed when it… activated. The threads weren’t long enough to receive the resonance frequencies to trigger the kill command from low power sources. If we turned up the gain, it would’ve wiped out every Revenant here. To include our useful anomaly.”

“What?” Schofield glared at her. “You said⁠—”

“I told you the kill command wasn’t working when we tried it in the hallways. Turning the ‘volume’ up occurred to me a little too late. Graves was already dead by the time the muse finally whispered in my ear.”

“Graves is dead,” Ibarra’s eyes widened.

“It’s in the report,” Schofield said. “He nearly destroyed the malfunction, but I suspect it had enough of Grave’s skill set loaded up that it inadvertently was able to anticipate Grave’s attacks.”

“Oh all the—” Ibarra slapped a hand against the desk. “He was the only one I needed to survive! No offense to the rest of you, but it’s him being dead that’s going to turn this incident into a complete disaster. Damn it, damn it, son of a bitch!”

Schofield and Tivoli shared a look.

“Any chance it might look like he died of natural causes?” Ibarra asked.

“No,” Schofield said matter-of-factly.

“Graves’ father—the chairman of the Senate military appropriations committee—is expecting his son home for Christmas. When he doesn’t show up, I’ll get calls I can’t ignore. Then he’s going to figure out that his son is dead, and he’ll want answers, Schofield. All the answers! Fuck!”

“Sir, soldiers have died while engaged in covert programs before,” Schofield said. “A plane goes down over the ocean during a training flight and the remains are never recovered. It’s a tried and true⁠—”

“Senator Graves is no idiot,” Ibarra said. “He’s got a nose for bullshit that makes my life far more difficult than it needs to be… eh?”

A white light pulsed on his desk.

“Not now, Jimmy!” Ibarra swiped the light off the desk. He leaned forward and set his elbows atop his knees. He put a hand to his chin and tapped his face with a finger, deep in thought.

“The possibility of foreign material in the cranium compounds with another factor,” Tivoli said. “I have identified⁠—”

“Did you autopsy the malfunctioning one?” Ibarra asked.

“His brain’s being mopped up by our robos. There’s nothing but mush to sift through,” she said.

“Just my luck. Continue.”

“The malfunctioning Revenant was instanced with Kadish’s latest pull. The Imperative is programmed to find a natural path through neurons to improve its capabilities. This one was forced into and took a non-standard path through Revenant 37’s neurons to mimic Dead Man’s enhanced capabilities,” she said. “Which I objected to.”

“Fail fast to succeed faster,” Ibarra said. “Useful philosophy when you’re designing products… suppose living things are more unpredictable than robots and cell phones. Cease work on instancing Dead… Dead Man?”

“That’s what we call him,” Schofield said.

“You mean Lieutenant Kadish, United States Army, one each,” Ibarra chided. “Mr. Knight is my employee, Schofield. A loyal employee. You think he didn’t send me a copy of everything he gave you? I was curious to see what you’d do with the information. He’s aware of his pre-Imperative life?”

“His discrete memories seem to be clustered in and around the fighting in Korea,” Tivoli said.

“He’s aware of the indictment for war crimes,” Schofield said.

“Burn all that. I’ve made sure there’s no trace of him anywhere else. Can’t trust the military to do a proper civilian’s work to erase someone. His father’s received the death benefits, so his file’s closed out,” Ibarra said. “Speaking of, why wasn’t he sent to deal with the malfunction?”

Tivoli cleared her throat.

“He was deactivated while a number of diagnostics were running. It took time to decouple him from the computer banks. I made the call not to send any of the others as… I worried the malfunction could have spread to the others. Which was an unfounded worry, in retrospect. Chief Simko was locked down in the sub pen and unable to assist.”

“You panicked,” Ibarra said.

“I concurred with her assessment,” Schofield said.

Ibarra drummed his fingers against his desk.

“How long until you’re able to deploy them again?” he asked.

Schofield’s brow furrowed.

“Sir, we just had a major incident here and⁠—”

“The Revenants won’t care, will they?” Ibarra snapped. “There’s a target of opportunity we’ve been working on, and it seems the window on it will close sooner than later.”

“The Raven took superficial damage,” Schofield said. “How soon I can deploy them again will depend on the target and how much planning I need to do beforehand. Graves’ excelled in a lot of areas, but he had a brilliant mind for tactics and operations. Now he’s gone and my job is that much harder.”

“What’s that saying those cavalry guys always like?” Ibarra pondered for a moment and snapped his fingers. “‘Lean forward in the saddle.’ Get set for a new mission as soon as I can pull together the specifics.”

“What about Graves?” Tivoli asked. “What about the rest of the bodies?”

“More sacrifices on the road to win the next war,” Ibarra said. “Dispose of them onsite. I’ll worry about the official explanation. Don’t instance Kadish on the other test bed. Keep chasing nines on the rest.”

Ibarra held up a finger and swiped it down. The holo call ended.

“Is he going to kill us?” Tivoli asked.

“He most certainly can hear us if he wants to,” Schofield pointed to the microphone built into the table.

“Because if he’s going to kill us to cover all this up, I’d rather spend my last couple hours watching a few movies I’ve been putting off and crying about my shit life,” she patted her lab coat pocket and made sure the pack of cigarettes was still there.

“We quit on the objective and then there’s little reason for him to keep us around,” Schofield said. “Stay valuable and non-threatening. Tried and true method to survive any sort of purge. Also be known for keeping one’s mouth shut.”

“Sounds like you’ve done with before,” she said.

“Ever hear about the raid to seize Russian UFOs at Mount Yamantau?” he asked.

“What? No,” she looked at him sideways.

“That’s because there were no UFOs there. A bunch of operatives got killed and it never happened,” Schofield said. “Back to work, Doctor.”

“I should’ve stayed an international fugitive,” she grumbled.
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Simko dragged a pair of body bags into the incinerator room. Kadish hefted one up and shoved it into an oven. He slammed the door shut and sealed it with a twirl of a round handle. Another oven down the bank of five dinged and popped open.

His face was of the man he used to be, though his countenance was thin. Like it had been overlaid onto his skull mask.

“Thank God we’ve got robos to bag them up,” Simko said. “And to clean up. Such a mess out there.”

“How many more?” Kadish asked.

“Two,” Simko canted his head toward the door. “The colonel insisted on bagging up Graves. Tivoli’s poking through the other one… just so you know, this was always the worst part of the job.”

Kadish placed the other body bag into the incinerator.

“How many other Revenants were disposed of this way?” Kadish asked.

“Couple dozen. Imperative failures, mostly. Damage in the shoot house. Before you… they were all just units. Rubbery skin and zero personality. Mannies. Doc swears up and down that they weren’t really alive, as they couldn’t think. They were already ‘dead’ long before we got them.”

“Disposable,” Kadish said.

“Sorry,” Simko looked down. “You get numb to it all after a while. That moment you become the person who you swore you’d never become just slips by. Then it’s too late to go back.”

Ding. Another oven went ajar.

“I understand,” Kadish said. “Graves was a good man. I’m sorry I couldn’t save him.”

“You and me both,” Simko’s face darkened. “I have a feeling we’re going to spend a lot of time reworking our ‘oh shit one’s loose’ battle drill. Here they come.”

Schofield pushed a gurney with a body bag on it into the incinerator room. One of the electric motor chairs followed behind him, the headless rogue Revenant inside another black bag.

“No priest,” Schofield said. “I’m not even sure what religion he was. If any.”

“I remember one,” Simko said. “From when I buried a brother after a mission gone bad. He asked us to say it over him if he fell and I memorized it. Can I?”

“Don’t think anyone’s going to object,” Schofield gripped the zipper on Graves’ body bag and moved it down. He flipped it open, exposing Graves’ head and shoulders.

Simko lowered his head. Kadish did the same. Schofield put a hand on Graves’ shoulder.

“O Lord, support us all the day of this troubled life, until the shadows lengthen and… and the evening comes. The-the busy world is hush and the fever of life is over and our work’s done. Then in your mercy grant us a safe lodging and…”

Simko choked up.

“… and a holy rest. Peace at the last through Jesus Christ our Lord. Amen.” Simko crossed himself.

“He knew you,” Schofield said to Kadish as he closed the body bag. “Knew you before your current situation. Said you two were cadets together back at the Academy. Couple years ahead of you. Didn’t say much about it. You remember any of that?”

“No,” Kadish said. “Not him, but there’s something we did when one of us died…”

“All three of us together,” Schofield seized two handfuls of the body bag. The trio lifted Graves up and fed him into the incinerator. Schofield sealed the door shut.

“There’s a song,” Kadish said. “That we’d sing. I remember it now.”

“Go ahead,” Schofield said.

Kadish closed his eyes, his head bobbing to a slow tune.

“It’s… it comes and goes. I can’t, sorry,” Kadish put a hand to the incinerator door. “Well done, be thou at peace.”

Another oven opened.

Kadish seized the beast’s remains and thrust them into the incinerator without fanfare or ceremony.
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Huxley peered around a corner. The hallway stank of bleach. Sections on the floor and walls were far cleaner than usual, which only served to remind him where the red used to be. He closed his eyes and kept one hand on the wall to guide him as he made his way down the hallway.

He touched a smooth, cool section and shook his hand out like he’d just been shocked. He kept moving, shuffling his feet the entire way.

There was the expected gap in the wall for the entrance to the bathroom. Someone grabbed him by the wrist and slapped a hand over his mouth. Huxley let out a shrill scream that was muffled by the hand.

He opened his eyes and found Tivoli standing in the bathroom. She gave him a nasty look and pulled him inside. She shut the door and locked it.

“What is wrong with you?” Huxley managed after a second. “Haven’t I pissed my pants enough times today?”

“Shut up or the others will hear us,” she hissed.

“Wait… oh wow, Carol, I didn’t think you were the kind to get that sort of excited from a near-death experience, but since we’re both consenting adults I don’t see why we shouldn’t—ow!”

Huxley skipped back after Tivoli stopped trying to stamp on his foot.

“I didn’t pull you in here to fool around you-you absolute male. Believe me, we have not been down here nearly long enough for me to consider—that’s not what this is about,” she put her hands on her hips, then her whole body shivered for a moment.

“Yeah you’ve killed the mood,” Huxley said.

“They are going to kill him,” she said. “Our walking, talking mannequin. This whole thing is about to go tits up, and he is absolutely expendable. He’s already dead, so far as the rest of the world is concerned.”

“Why are we talking about this? In the bathroom?” Huxley raised his palms.

“Because this has to be the only room in the dungeon that’s not bugged. Even... he wouldn’t be that much of a control freak and or pervert. Now let’s work out how we can save Kadish before it’s too late.”

“I’m listening.”
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A few minutes later, Tivoli left the bathroom. Her hair was mussed, her lab coat open and shirt untucked. She gave the camera bulb in the ceiling an embarrassed look and increased the speed of her faux walk of shame.

In the bathroom, Huxley finally got to the toilet.


CHAPTER 18



Kadish walked down a rank of Revenants in formation near the Raven. All wore standard American Army camouflage and body armor. Kadish stopped in front of one and did a drill and ceremony perfect right face.

“State your name,” Kadish said.

“Revenant One-Four,” the Revenant’s Imperative answered.

“No, who are you?” he asked.

“Revenant One-Four ready for instructions,” it said.

Kadish continued down the line. He glanced at one’s left sleeve and did a double take—a camouflaged scroll of the 75th Ranger Regiment was on each of their shoulders.

“No. None of them earned this,” he reached for the scroll.

The Red Man’s hand stopped him.

No no no. Mission requirement.

The Red Man lifted his head over One-Four’s back and wagged a finger from side to side.

Kadish drew his hand back.

“Just because we’re dead men doesn’t mean we can steal valor,” Kadish said.

There’s no honor here, my boy. Blood and guts. Death and destruction. Don’t pretend there’s anything else.

Kadish tried to rip the scroll from his own shoulder, but his arm refused to move.

“We have a mission,” Kadish walked down the line of Revenants. “The Daegu Line is collapsing. The Chinese have launched division level assaults from Gwangju to Pohang. Theater commander has ordered the evacuation of all American military personnel from Busan along with every South Korean that chooses to leave. Most of them have decided to die in place.”

Kadish looked at another Revenant.

“Why? Why are we going to help secure the routes to the evacuation port?” he asked.

“Revenant Zero Five does not have that information,” the Imperative answered.

“None of you know,” Kadish smacked a palm against Zero Five’s chest. “None of you care. You’re just good little robots wearing a dead man’s flesh and coated in fucking rubber. Why don’t you know!”

Kadish growled in frustration.

“We can’t all be like this. I’m not.”

You are.

“Enough out of you. Where did you go?” Kadish stalked between the ranks searching for the Red Man.

What order have you ever refused?

Kadish slowed to a stop. He racked his broken memories for the last time he acted against orders. The massacre at the prison? But no one had been there to stop him. His augmented hearing picked up the sound of a vault door shutting in the armory. Simko was on his way.

Kadish touched the shoulder of Zero One and stood beside the Revenant. He slid his hand down the Ranger scroll that was on some of their right shoulders, denoting they’d been to combat with the regiment.

“No,” Kadish marched to the front of the formation. “Dead Men!”

“All here!” the Revenants shouted back.

The response took Kadish aback.

“Where’d you all learn that?” he put a hand to the Applegate-Fairbairn sheathed on his chest rig. “Dead Men… draw your combat knives.”

The all unsnapped the latch and drew the knives with movements identical to Kadish.

“Carve skulls into your masks. We will fight as we are. We fight as Dead Men,” he held the knife by the blade and began scratching lines into his face plate. The rest mirrored Kadish as he worked.

Simko arrived a few minutes later, dressed as the rest of them.

“All right, load up and… what the hell?” Simko pulled the arm of One-Two down and saw the nearly complete skull carving. “Kadish, did you tell them to do this?”

Kadish fixed the face plate into his helmet and donned it.

“Right. Stupid question, but we’re not supposed to—” Simko’s forearm mounted computer beeped. “—timetable just got moved up. Damn commies broke through Ulsan. They could shut down the evacuation port at Busan if we don’t get out there and fight like fucking legends. Revenants, load the Raven.”

They didn’t move.

Simko touched his earpiece, then looked up at the one-way observation mirrors high up on the far wall and smacked his gums.

“Dead Men,” Simko said.

“All here,” they all replied along with Kadish.

Simko tensed up.

“Holy shit, I don’t like that,” he said. “Board the Raven.”

They executed a parade ground perfect left face and marched up the ramp.

“Pack it in nut to butt and make your body smile,” Simko said. “La di dah di every body’s going on this one.”

He and Kadish were the last aboard.

“Did you know they answer to ‘dead men’ now?” Simko asked Kadish.

“Just figured it out,” Kadish shrugged.

“They’ve all got a new build. Tivoli says they’re more you than Graves now… shame. I’m going to miss him,” Simko slapped a hand against the controls and the ramp lifted up.

“Me too.”
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Schofield closed the blast doors over the hangar as the Raven ascended up and out into the night sky. Tivoli sat amidst a bank of holo monitors, watching as data streamed in from every single Revenant.

“They’re pinging as stable and ready,” she said. “Still not a good idea to send every one of them out.”

“The longer they can hold the routes open, the more soldiers and civilians who will survive to fight another day,” Schofield said. “No point in holding back.”

He pressed a button.

“Huxley? Meet me in the armory. We need to have gear prepped for a quick turn when they get back.”

“I’m taking a dump!” Huxley’s voice came from the speaker on the control panel.

Schofield shook his head.

“When you’re done,” he lifted his finger. “I better get to the armory before him. He thinks it’s OK to handle the explosives.”

“What’s the mission?” Tivoli asked Schofield as he went for the door.

The colonel stopped for coffee.

“The Huaxia Liberation Front is ready for their most important sabotage action yet. Check the order from the Director at the top of the message cue. Make sure they’ve got enough civil engineering specs loaded up to get it done,” he raised his cup to her and left.

“I’ve got a bad feeling about this,” she went to Schofield’s open profile on the control station and scrolled through the diagrams and instructions. “This is insane… there’s no way they’ll⁠—”

Her gaze flitted over the speaker in the consol. She closed the message and leaned both hands against the panel.

She pushed away and made for the door.
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Schofield held onto two carts full of canvas pouches and Chinese uniforms, weapons, and paperwork as the Raven set down in the hangar. The overhead doors didn’t close automatically like every other landing.

The ramp came down and Simko trotted out of the plane. He was covered in concrete dust and carried a small black plastic bag in one hand. The Revenants marched down in step with one another.

Massive rubber-lined wires rose from the floor and connected to battery ports around the Raven’s fuselage.

“All Revenants accounted for and returned,” Simko told Schofield. “Counted some coup while we were out there.” Simko’s face was pale from constant exposure to sweat and he had a sheen of dried salt across his forehead. He opened the bag and shook the contents to make the Chinese and North Korean officer rank epaulets bounce around. Most had bloodstains on them.

“Well done,” Schofield said. “Have all the ten series Revenants re-board the Raven. Got a quick turn mission.”

Simko’s face fell.

“How quick?” the SEAL asked.

“Wheels up as soon as the bird’s recharged so… three minutes,” Schofield said. “I’ll load the details to your comp. Don’t worry, you’re running the retransmission site. Easy day for you.”

“Day’s already been long and shitty, sir. Are they ready for this?” he hooked a thumb back to the Revenants, several of whom bore scars from bullet strikes. One had a pant leg completely missing from an artillery shell blast.

“They don’t need to rest,” Schofield gave a box of nutrient paste on the rack a pat. “This isn’t a discussion, Petty Officer.”

“No, sir, it isn’t.” Simko took a step back and wiped a sleeve across his forehead. “Rev—Dead Men!”

“All here,” they replied, voices lower this time.

“Revenants One-Zero to One-nine, load the Raven. Kadish. Kadish?” Simko looked at Schofield, who nodded. “No rest for the wicked, buddy. Back aboard.”

Simko and Schofield pushed the racks up the ramp and into the troop compartment. They secured them to the hull with rubber straps. Schofield turned and hurried out. He didn’t bother to look at Kadish or the other Revenants as he went.

Kadish sat on a bench and slid his helmet off. His pseudo-flesh had pulled tight into his skull visage. The Raven jostled as the battery lines detached and the VTOL engines spun back to life.

“This is some bullshit,” Simko sat down hard across from Kadish. Their forearm computers buzzed as new orders arrived. “Back in the teams, we always had time for a shower and hot chow after getting back to base. What the hell’s so important that we gotta…”

He held up his forearm.

“Oh… wow,” Simko looked through the holo display at Kadish. “This might be a bridge too far. Should’ve brought the rest of you guys.” He reached for a canvas sack and flipped it open. Plastic explosives were inside.

“If it wasn’t critical, they wouldn’t ask us to do it,” Kadish said.

“We haven’t screwed the pooch in a while. That’s why we get all the hard missions… like sabotage deeper behind enemy lines than we’ve ever gone before,” Simko frowned at a text box. “This is an extended operation. Huxley’s got micro-machine blisters in the paste box. Says here yours has a different formulation, as you haven’t burned through an older batch yet. Make sure you get the right one.”

“Understood,” the Imperative answered.

Simko stretched his arms out.

“Who needs sleep anyway? Let’s get you all changed and equipped for infiltration,” he smacked his gums and yawned.
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Kadish sat in the Raven as turbulence jostled the plane. Simko kept one hand on the bench across from Kadish, his other arm up in front of him. The Red Man was next to Simko, one skinny leg bent over the other and his foot bouncing along with the bumps in the flight.

“Well, we haven’t been shot down yet,” Simko gave Kadish a thumbs up.

Yet.

“I know it looks like plain Jane C4,” Simko gave a satchel on an empty seat next to him a pat, “but it’s the Director’s new explosive he calls denethrite. Big fucking nerd, right? Should be all you need to take that damn down. It’s supposed to be more shock stable than C4, but don’t shoot it. Or let it get shot. Not getting shot is still a best practice, right?”

Kadish loaded 7.62mm rounds into a magazine. He looked up briefly to let Simko know he was indeed paying attention to him.

“The mission’s not to blow the dam for the hell of it,” Simko twisted his fingers in the holo and it projected toward Kadish. “Chinese keep a significant number of their tactical nuclear warheads at the PLA base at Shaowachu downriver. Blow the dam and the flood will bury the nukes in tons of water and debris. Good times…”

Kadish watched as Simko panned around the river. The SEAL lingered over cities that were downstream from the Gongguoqiao Hydroelectric Dam.

“Lot of people are going to wake up to bad day,” Simko said. “But that’s war, right? We take these warheads out now, or they’ll use ‘em against us or whatever nation they want to invade next.”

Moralizing pussy.

The Red Man looked at Simko with contempt.

“There should be downstream alerts for dam failures,” Kadish said.

“Oh yeah, sure,” Simko nodded quickly. “If there’s anyone on Earth who cares about their citizens, it’s the Chinese Communist Party… do you ever laugh?”

“No,” Kadish slid the full magazine into a pouch on his Chinese National Police fatigues. He pressed his fingertips to his temples and pressed up. Kadish’s face went slack, then twitched and stretched into a face that almost matched Simko’s.

“Hey, knock that shit off!” Simko kicked at him. “You know that freaks me out.”

Kadish tugged at the edge of his face and his countenance became East Asian.

Simko swiped through his holo and let out a slow breath.

“Five minutes to landing. You got this, Dead Man?” Simko asked.

“Tivoli ran the mission through sims over a hundred times for us,” Kadish said. “We’ll see where Murphy gets his vote.”

“Never goes as smooth as the sims, you ever notice that?” Simko tilted a cardboard box and took out a tube of nutrient paste. “Y’all got your micro-machine blisters I see. Hungry? Still got some Cinnamon Apple—” he read the label again “—Cinnamon Zapplesauce? Loads of caffeine. Take it as a snack?”

“I’m good,” Kadish said.

“Yeah, don’t want to be jittery when handling explosives,” Simko leaned back. “Dead Man… everything seem OK back at base? The colonel was acting a little squirrely.”

“Doesn’t matter,” Kadish loaded his decrepit AK-74. “We have a mission.”

“Right. Probably nothing… don’t take your time. I’m gonna be sitting in the middle of a clearing waiting to exfil you all. Longer I’m there, the longer some dipshit farmer or sheep herder has to find me. Not a call I want to make.”

“Understood,” the Imperative answered.

The Raven shuddered as landing gear extended from their housings.

“Remind me to compliment the Director’s stealth tech in this thing,” Simko said. “Ain’t been shot down yet!”
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Simko watched as two Revenants swung a cammo net over the Raven and drew it across the plane. They’d set down in a small clearing miles from any roads or civilization, but the eyes in the sky could detect them if the enemy was bothering to search this deep behind their own lines.

Kadish and the four Revenants all wearing dark coveralls shouldered backpacks and marched into the thick woods.

“Have fun storming the castle,” Simko cracked open his flack vest. This part of Yunnan province was significantly warmer than the Korean peninsula at this time of year.

Kadish spun on one foot and walked backward behind the rest of the Revenants as they disappeared into the brush. Kadish gave him a sharp salute and spun around again.

“Godspeed,” Simko returned a quick salute. The sound of the nighttime forest rose all around him. He swatted at a mosquito on the back of his neck. “Hey, dumb and dumber, let’s get the drone and trip line perimeter set up. Can’t have you just standing around with your thumbs up your rubber asses the entire time.”
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Kadish zoomed in on a police car sitting just off the side of a paved road. It had a clear path from where it was parked to the asphalt, a decent spot to spot and pursue motorists traveling too fast. According to the intelligence report loaded into his Imperative, the spot had been used for years to catch drug smugglers moving product in from Myanmar. While the smugglers quickly identified the location and changed their routes, the National Police kept the spot manned.

The mountain of discarded bottles and other trash down the hillside behind the parked car indicated the place had been occupied for years. Two cops sat on the front bumper of their vehicle, both smoking and staring at their phones. A deep part of him remembered his father calling this a “10-6” spot. They were “busy” on the tracking software but not doing anything useful.

“One-One, One-Three, set,” Kadish heard a double click on the IR tight beam radio, signaling they were ready. Kadish handed his rifle off to One-Five and slunk through the underbrush.

He stumbled into the clearing with the police car and pointed a finger down the road.

“Comrades!” he said in Mandarin, “there’s been an accident. I need help!” He fell to his knees and clutched his chest.

The two cops reacted quickly. One went for Kadish and the other opened the driver’s door and reached for the radio. One-One slunk out of the darkness and clamped both hands on the cop’s head. A twist killed him instantly. One-One eased the body to the ground.

One-Three jumped out from behind a tree and rammed the curve of his hand from thumb to pointer finger against the police officer’s throat and crushed his windpipe. One-Three snatched him by the collar and lifted the man off his feet as he sputtered and fought to breath. He lost consciousness a few seconds later. The Revenant stripped him of his weapon and equipment belt.

They slipped out of their overalls, revealing National Police uniforms.

One-Three tossed the car key fob to Kadish. The two Revenants threw the bodies into the trash heap, then packed into the car with the rest of the team. All four sat in silence as Kadish started the car.

Shrill pop music blared from the speakers as the car rolled out onto the road.
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Schofield watched a live drone feed of Kadish’s pirated police vehicle driving down a highway.

“Phase Line Bravo achieved,” Schofield said. He reached for a microphone and tapped in a code on his consol. The drone vectored toward the Raven’s landing zone. He let the hand with the microphone fall to his side.

Schofield removed a small red-and-white striped envelope from his pocket and tore the top open. He fished out a slip of paper and angled it in the light. The holographic lettering showed three different lines of code words. An open text box from Ibarra on the holo bore four numbers.

He waited for a green border to appear around the drone feed.

“God forgive me,” Schofield flipped a switch on the panel. The green border flashed on and off.

“Deployed element, initiate override Silver. Grape. Battery. Romans,” Schofield waited a few seconds. A single text message came back.

AFFIRMATIVE.

Schofield tapped in another code and a call warbled in a new holo field.

“Go,” a woman said.

“We’re set,” Schofield said.

“See you soon.”

The line clicked off.

Schofield sat in an office chair and opened a drawer at the top of the console. He shimmied it off the rails, then reached inside and pulled out a small bottle of whiskey. He unscrewed the top and took a swig.
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Simko popped a stick of caffeinated gum in his mouth and looked out to the East. The sun wouldn’t rise for many more hours, but the idea of being out in the open during daylight hours didn’t fill him with confidence, even with the active camo netting over the Raven.

A buzz rose from the tree line. Simko brought his rifle up and called for the two Revenants patrolling the perimeter to report in. A small saucer-shaped drone flew under the net and made for the Raven’s open bay door. More of the drones he’d deployed to scout around their position as early warning devices returned.

“What in the hell?” Simko tried to access the drone controls on his forearm computer, but he was locked out. The camo netting slid back from the aircraft, revealing a star-filled sky. “No no no, who triggered the exfil protocols already⁠—”

He turned around. Revenant One-Eight had snuck up on him.

“Command overrides engaged,” the Imperative said. One-Eight seized Simko’s rifle by the breach. “Immediate exfiltration authorized.”

“By who? Let go of my—stop stop stop!” Simko shouted.

One-Eight did not stop. One-Eight cracked Simko’s rifle with a simple squeeze of its hand, rendering the weapon unable to fire.

“Voice print unrecognized,” the Imperative said. “Personnel evacuation begins time now. Pain application to achieve compliance authorized.”

“I’m not leaving them behind,” Simko released his weapon and went for his sidearm.

One-Nine grabbed Simko’s wrist from behind.

“Do not resist,” the Imperative said. “Pain application is authorized.”

“You can’t do this!” Simko tugged against the Revenant’s hold, but he felt like a toddler trying to escape from a parent. Cuffs went on his wrist from One-Nine. One-Eight grabbed him by the belt and lifted him off the ground.

“God damn it!” Simko struggled and kicked but couldn’t escape the Revenants. One-Nine pinned him to the back of the bay as the last of the drones and the camo netting were brought inside. Simko got a hand into his flack vest and found the kill switch hanging on his dog tag chain.

“You better back down now,” Simko swore at One-Nine. “We don’t leave people behind, you understand me?”

One-Nine stared back with soulless eyes.

Simko mashed his thumb into the kill switch.

Click.

The Raven’s ramp began to rise.

Simko clicked the kill switch several more times. The Revenants didn’t seem to notice or even care.

The ramp locked shut and the VTOL engines spun to life.

“The hell you will!” Simko lunged for an emergency shutdown switch. His fingers scraped across the switch. One-Nine had caught him by the collar just short of his goal.

“Unacceptable,” One-Nine said. Simko kicked the Revenant in the crotch with no effect.

“Low oxygen compliance method engaged,” One-Eight said. There was a hiss from the air vents and Simko saw stars as nitrogen flooded into the sealed compartment. He breathed, but every breath brought him less and less oxygen.

Simko passed out before the Raven had even reached cruising altitude. One-Nine cuffed his ankles together and set a foot on the SEAL’s chest. There was a chug in the vents and oxygen flooded the compartment again. Simko breathed normally, the blue tinge to his lips and ears fading away.


CHAPTER 19



AChinese National Police vehicle rolled up to the security gate outside the Nuozhadu Hydroelectric Dam. The tall chain link fence topped in razor wire surrounded the service area and on the left bank of the river. Bugs warbled in the night air, swirling around the flood lights.

A young guard came out of a shack, weighed down by full body armor and a helmet that was a size too large for him.

“Hey,” the guard tapped on Kadish’s window. “Full lockdown in place by the Interior Department. Can’t let you in.”

“Our battery almost went empty while we were on patrol. Damn things never hold up to the specs or the range estimates. Just need to top off at your power point,” Kadish said.

“Uhh,” the guard looked back at the guard shack. “I’ve got to clear it with my sergeant. Hold on.”

The guard went back and shook a sleeping man not wearing the body armor piled in the corner awake. Kadish snapped his fingers and the back passenger door opened and shut in quick succession.

The guard came back, a sheepish look on his face.

“So, we’re actually metered on the power station we’ve got back there. Supervisor comes around in the morning and we’re down charge and he’s going to ask why, and then it’ll come out of our pockets. Know what I mean?” He wiped one hand across the other palm.

“Better than getting stranded on the side of the road. Would be embarrassing,” Kadish plucked a couple bills from a pocket and held them up for the guard to see. The man’s eyes lit up and he licked his lips.

Kadish counted a few bills out, enough for a day’s worth of pay, and handed them over.

“I’ll get the gate for you,” the guard went back to the shack. He did a double take at the empty seat where his sergeant had been, then pressed a green button. The gate rattled open.

The guard waved Kadish and his car through.

“Huh… weren’t there five cops in there?” he shut the gate and opened the back door to the guard shack.

“Sergeant Hu?” he called out. He looked down and spotted a pair of drag marks through the dirt. “Hu?”

He didn’t see Revenant One-One’s hand swoop down from the roof. The Revenant snatched him up like a fish on a hook and broke his neck in the process. He dropped the body on the roof and ran the sensors built into its hand over the guard’s face and fingertips.

Two minutes later, the same guard in the same outfit was back on duty.

“Gate, this is central,” warbled from One-One’s newly acquired radio. “Who the hell showed up at this hour?”

“National Police needed a charge. Hu OK’d them coming in,” One-One said in the guard’s voice.

“Shit, don’t let them anywhere near the party room,” the other guard said.

“They’ll be in and out,” One-One sat down and kicked his feet up onto the desk.
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Kadish got out of the car. The damn rose over two hundred and fifty meters above a constrained river down a man-made gully. The water through the damn was minimal, as the generators didn’t need to create as much power this late at night. A staircase zigzagged up from the service entrance at the other side of the parking lot all the way to the top of the damn.

“One-Two, One-Three emplace your charges against the bottom of the damn on the other side,” Kadish told two Revenants. “Positively ID there’s a ladder to climb out before you dive in. Contact me if there’s not. Time hack to activate the countdown is… eleven minutes and nineteen seconds. Move out.”

The Revenants, each carrying a satchel full of denethrite, took off at an inhuman sprint. They climbed over a fence blocking off the stairs leading up the dam and kept moving at a high rate of speed. They’d be in the water and setting their charges in short order.

Kadish and One-Four went to the main door into the dam control center at the base of the structure. The door was magnetically locked. Kadish leaned against it and forced it open with a controlled bash from his shoulder.

An alarm warbled.

Turbines twisted slowly across the power plant. One at the end spun at full power. The rush of water beneath the plant was minimal, but Kadish felt the clock ticking against him. They were to have all the denethrite charges in place and secured with enough time for them to get clear of the disaster, but splitting his team meant they all had to adhere to the timetable for things to run smoothly.

And just like that, things stopped going smoothly.

“Hey!” a man yelled from a second story cat walk. “This is a restricted area!” He was armed with a rifle. He spoke into a radio attached to his upper chest.

“National Police, we’re here to serve a warrant,” Kadish said. He angled up the badge on his uniform, unsure if the bluff would work.

“On who?” the guard demanded.

Kadish realized that the infiltration plan for this mission was severely lacking and that he had one decent chance to keep the entire guard force asleep with a decent guess.

“We’re looking for Ma. Where is he?” Kadish called up. China had a surprisingly limited number for surnames, with most of the nearly billion Han Chinese using only about a hundred discrete names. The chance of one any of the guards or plant workers having that name was good.

“Huh? I’m Ma!” the guard tapped his chest.

A little too good.

“Then get down here,” Kadish pointed to a stairwell leading up.

“This is bullshit, I’m calling my supervisor,” Ma switched the channel on his radio.

One-Four drew his sidearm and fired twice, striking Ma in the legs. The guard fell to the catwalk and rolled between the rails and fell, crying out briefly before smacking against the concrete a few yards from them.

Kadish looked at One-Four and blinked.

You were taking too long.

The Red Man crawled out from under Ma as the man groaned in pain from his almost-fatal landing.

Kadish finished the guard off with a stomp.

“If anyone’s awake, they heard the gun shots,” Kadish said to One-Four. “Get to turbine number five and set your charges before⁠—”

A door on the far side of the power plant burst open. Three armed guards rushed out, all in various stages of dress. Kadish picked up Ma’s rifle and rushed toward the nearest turbine. He leaned around the massive casing and shot the lead guard with a burst to the chest. The other guard’s returned fire faster than he anticipated, and a bullet bounced off the turbine and slashed across his forehead.

The hit tore up the thin pseudo-flesh but didn’t penetrate the graphenium layer. The synthogloben clotted almost instantly. Kadish went around the turbine and surprised the guard who tried to flank him.

Kadish swung an elbow up that did significantly more damage to the guard than the bullet he just took and laid the man out flat.

A burst of rifle fire hit him in the back and arm. There wasn’t the pain he’d had when he was shot before augmentation, but his brain still went atavistic from the impacts. He fell to the ground and rolled against the fallen guard for cover. The third guard had a radio to his mouth. He did a double take at seeing Kadish still moving.

Kadish shot him through the eye. He shifted the rifle to the door the three guards had come from, but no one else joined the fray.

Kadish reached into his breast pocket and removed a pill blister pack disguised within a cold medicine carton. He tore the op off and lifted out the foil lined pack. One pill cover was bright red from a marker and had arrows pointed to it and the words “EAT ME” scrawled across the pack.

Cute.

He examined the rest of the pack as he shifted cover back to the turbine. Kadish popped the marked pill from the blister and set it between his teeth. He cracked the outer shell and swallowed hard. He felt the micro-machines scratch down his throat, then a dull tone rose in one ear.

“—dish? Is this thing on?” Tivoli’s voice hummed in the ear. “Had better work, Huxley. Yes I see the red light… Kadish? Dead Man, you need to listen to me. You’re on a suicide mission. Schofield and Ibarra are shutting the whole program down. They’re going to kill you and erase all the evidence before anyone else can find out what we’ve done. Do NOT—I repeat—do NOT activate the timers. They’ll blow immediately, and you’re not built to have an entire hydro-plant come down on you.”

Wait. What?

Kadish’s jaw locked up and the muscles up and down his spine spasmed.

“I’ve disabled external overrides with the micros you just activated. Should keep you from being shut down for a couple of hours. Run, Kadish, run, and don’t look back. Don’t let Schofield find you or⁠—”

Distortion tore her voice apart and the buzz in his ear cut out. The itch of micro-machines repairing his bullet wounds continued.

The Red Man leaned a shoulder against the turbine. He stared at Kadish and offered nothing else.

“Everything she said… fits,” Kadish opened his canvas sack full of denethrite. He slid the detonator and timing fuse out of a plastic sleeve. He mashed a button and the timer blinked on. The twenty minutes of lead time to escape the blast began… then suddenly switched to thirty seconds. He clicked the button again, but the countdown didn’t stop. He flung the timer away. It skidded across the power plant and popped as the timer ran down.

“Ah… shit,” Kadish stood up. One-Four came around the turbine two emplacements away.

“Dead Man,” Schofield’s voice came from One-Four. “Can you hear me?”

Kadish checked the clock on his forearm computer under the police uniform sleeve. Nine minutes until the countdown was scheduled to begin. Nine minutes and thirty seconds until the dam came down on top of him.

One-Four blocked the door they entered from.

“Dead Man Six,” One-Four’s face transformed into Schofield’s. “You don’t have much time. The detonators are counting down and in a few seconds… hold on… that’s not right?”

“Murphy gets a vote,” Kadish ran for the door. One-Four didn’t react at first, then dropped into a combat stance. Kadish grabbed the railing of the spiral stairs leading up to higher levels and swung up and onto the stairs, landing hard enough to rattle the metal.

“Stop stop stop!” Schofield yelled through the other Revenant.

The Red Man appeared in Kadish’s way and held out a hand. Kadish ran through him and got to the second level. Windows at the far end of the catwalk promised an escape that didn’t require him to fight with One-Four.

Bullets sparked off the catwalk as One-Four opened fire with his pistol. A bullet caught Kadish in the heel. It threw his gait off and Kadish stumbled against the railing. More shots caught him in the arm, knocking hunks of pseudo-flesh away.

Kadish lurched forward and jumped through the windows. He hit the canyon wall and fell down, taking hits and scrapes until he landed in a steep ravine filled with water and trash. Kadish climbed out and saw the police car… surrounded by a half dozen more guards.

“How is he still alive?” one of the guards asked another.

The door to the power plant burst open. One-Four immediately opened fire with his pistol, killing one guard and hitting the police car’s electric battery pack. The packs were normally proof against a single shot, but One-Four emptied the rest of his magazine into a shot group that could’ve been covered with a dime. Bullets ripped into the battery case and kicked off a fire.

The car exploded into flames and caustic smoke. The one guard who survived the blast was engulfed in flames. He fell over the safety railing and into the canyon where the Lancang River passed through the dam.

Kadish ran, but the damage from the bullet hits offset his stride badly enough that One-Four was able to close the distance and tackle him from behind. Kadish’s face ground across the asphalt. He rolled and landed an elbow against the Revenant hard enough to crack a normal man’s skull.

One-Four took the hit in stride and hammered a punch at Kadish. Kadish bent his head to one side. The Revenant’s fist skimmed Kadish’s face and cracked a divot into the road.

“When did you break conditioning?” Schofield asked nonchalantly as the fight between the two cyborgs continued. One-Four shifted its weight forward to pin Kadish’s to the ground. More blows came down. Kadish had his arms up and covered up against most of the damage.

He thrust a thumb at the Revenant’s eye. While he could take the damage and keep fighting, the normal human One-Four was patterned to fight off of—Graves—reacted to get the fragile target away from Kadish’s hands.

The Revenant sat up, still pinning Kadish down. Kadish swung his legs up and wrapped his feet around One-Four’s head. He rocked down and bounced the back of One-Four’s head against the road.

The Revenant spasmed and his limbs went wild for a second. Kadish shifted his hold on One-Four, bent one leg over another, and pulled One-Four’s head into a triangle choke. Kadish had leverage and positioning on his side as One-Four struggled to get free.

Kadish didn’t have the time to wait for One-Four to lose consciousness from lack of air or blood to the brain… he wasn’t even sure if that could happen to them.

“Sorry,” Kadish clamped a hand on the back of the Revenant’s head and pulled hard as he thrust his hips out.

One-Four’s spine snapped. Its body went rigid and into a starfish position. Kadish pushed the body off of him.

A smell of burning plastic rose in the air. One-Four’s body began to disintegrate as the micro-machines in its bloodstream intentionally overheated.

Kadish rolled onto all fours.

He heard rapid footfalls and looked up to see One-One coming right for him. Kadish rolled away from a punt that probably would’ve taken his head clean off his shoulders.

“This isn’t personal,” Schofield said through One-One as it swung the dead guard’s flashlight like a club at Kadish.

“Were you against this, or did you salute and execute whatever Ibarra told you?” Kadish wiped blood from his lips. The other Revenant kicked low at Kadish’s legs.

Kadish lifted his front foot and robbed the kick of much of its force. He stepped in and punched at One-One, who blocked every attack with ease.

“This is war, son. Sacrifices will be made,” Schofield said.

“I died once,” Kadish dodged a flurry of blows. He recognized the pattern. One-One still fought like Graves. “And that wasn’t enough for you!”

Kadish feinted a jab. The Imperative tried to send out a cross, but Kadish doubled the jab and caught One-One over the eye. He lifted a knee to kick and stomped on One-One’s forward foot instead. He shoved the Revenant away hard and there was an ugly pop from his ankle.

One-One landed on his rear and pushed away from Kadish with his hands. The broken ankle corrected itself with a crack of tendons. It popped back to its feet, favoring one side.

“You’re outside of our control, Dead Man. If monsters like you can’t be controlled, then you have to be put down,” Schofield said. One-One ducked and sprang forward, firing an uppercut at Kadish’s jaw.

Kadish sidestepped and smashed a fist into the Revenant’s face. It landed hard, one arm still extended.

“And a man—zzt—kills—a man kills his own dog,” Schofield said. One-one rolled over, its jaw badly dislocated.

A beeping sounded in Kadish’s ear. The timers had activated.

Kadish’s shoulders slumped. He turned and looked at the dam.

NO. Run!

“I get it,” Kadish said. One-One limped over to him. “Tell the others… tell them I said goodbye. My father. Take care of him for me. Please.”

“I will, son,” Schofield said. “I’m sorry about this. Orders. You understand.”

“I do… I do.”

The denethrite charges shattered the massive concrete cliff of the dam. A torrent of water blasted out from the base of the collapsing structure. A hunk of concrete surfing the tidal wave obliterated One-One.

The torrent of ruin swept Kadish off his feet and carried him away.


CHAPTER 20



Schofield watched as the just-arrived Raven lowered its ramp. A pair of Revenants escorted Simko from the plane. The overhead doors remained open.

“I have a project update,” Schofield turned to Tivoli and Huxley. “The Director has determined that the Revenant program met all his goals and he’s shifting resources to different focus areas.”

“Drop the corpo speak,” Tivoli said. “I thought you were a uniform, not another office drone.”

“Office drone. Ironic,” Schofield opened a drawer from his desk at the back of the command center and took out a pistol with thigh holster. He attached it to his leg and moved a third chair next to Tivoli.

The door opened and Simko was forced into the chair. He was still in uniform but stripped of all his gear, and his hands were cuffed behind his back.

“Chief, so glad you could join me,” Schofield said. “Sorry you had to⁠—”

“You son of a bitch,” Simko growled. “You left them all behind. What about Kadish?”

“‘He’s reached the end of his operational usefulness,’ as the Director put it.” There was a tinge to his voice. One suggesting he didn’t fully believe what he was saying. “And they’re all dead men, chief. Officially. We can honor their continued sacrifice.”

“And you called them monsters,” Tivoli said.

“We’re at a crossroads,” Schofield continued. “The Director is pleased with our performance and has us all slated for future assignments within his companies. Except for you, Chief Simko. You’ll be released back to the SEAL team of your choice with a Distinguished Service Cross and Silver Star added to your record. The certificates will be redacted, but you still get to wear the awards.”

“You can’t just abandon him out there,” Simko leaned forward in his seat. Schofield raised a hand and put the other on his sidearm.

“They are dead,” Schofield said. “Time to accept it. Now, the decommissioning shouldn’t take more than a few hours. We need to have this facility empty of any and all Revenants and key databases. This site will suffer a catastrophic fire in the next few hours.”

He turned his back on them and activated the holos.

Tivoli reached over and slipped something into Simko’s hand.

“Huxley, I need your micro-machines transferred to the EMP ready cases we have in storage locker three,” Schofield said. “Then we can load them into⁠—”

There was a rattle of cuffs opening.

Schofield spun around. He got the flap of his holster unsnapped by the time Simko had crossed the few steps between them. The weapon came out just as Simko’s fist hooked into Schofield’s jaw.

The gun fell to the floor.

Schofield’s head clipped the side of the desk and opened a nasty gash across his temple.

Simko picked the weapon up. He flicked the paperclip to the far side of the room and shook off the cuffs. He tossed them at Schofield and pointed the gun at the metal rod under the holo station that was bolted to the floor and the desk above.

“Cuff yourself,” Simko said.

“You are making one hell of a mist⁠—”

Simko shot Schofield in the calf. The rapport earned a scream of fright from Tivoli and Huxley sank deeper into his chair.

Schofield slapped his hands on the graze across the outside of his calf. It bled, but it no artery had been struck.

“I am fresh out of fucks right now, sir,” Simko said. “I gave you a flesh wound because I used to respect you. Now you cuff yourself to that bar, or it’s two to the chest and one to the head. Pick. Now!”

Schofield picked the cuffs up with shaking hands and cuffed himself as ordered.

“Tivoli. Pull enough files from the command console so we can prove all this actually happened,” Simko pointed at her. “We don’t abandon our people, Schofield. ‘Dead’ or not, Kadish isn’t some tool you can just throw aside.”

Tivoli went to the command desk and tapped away. She stopped and reached unto a computer stack and pulled an optical hard drive out of it.

“The encryption on this…” she started.

“I know plenty of folks who can crack it,” Simko said. He turned the gun to one side and shot the controls several times. The lights dimmed in the room.

“They’ll kill you for this,” Schofield said. “Don’t be stupid.”

“We’re operators, sir,” Simko said. “We used to believe in death before dishonor. To never abandon anyone on the battlefield! What you’re doing… I’m done with it. No more from me. Anyone asks, they’re my hostages.”

Simko reached into a back pocket and tossed a bandage to Schofield.

“Let’s go,” Simko pointed at the door.

He herded Huxley and Tivoli to the spiral staircase leading to the upper level. Tivoli tapped in a code at the door and frowned when it buzzed at her in error.

“What was it? Eight six seven…” she tapped again and bolts in the frame retracted.

“How’d you know the override?” Huxley asked as they went into a hospital-clean hallway.

“Schofield likes to talk after fooling around,” she shrugged. “Told me he didn’t want me to die in a fire if anything ever went too wrong down there.”

“Eww,” Huxley shivered.

“You’re welcome!” Tivoli snapped back.

“Real shame all the security got itself merced,” Simko said. “Keep an eye out for Knight. He’s still out here?”

“Probably asleep,” Huxley said as they stepped out of the building and into a snow-encrusted parking lot. “Ugh,” he rubbed his arms in the cold. “What’s that smell?”

The data processing facility was well lit and empty. Two-story block buildings were all painted the same shade of beige. Only red colored numbers set any of them apart. Wind whipped loose snow in swirls across the parking lot.

“Fresh air?” Tivoli looked up at the full moon. “Chief… exactly what’s your plan here?”

“We secure transportation and then get to Rishiri. I’ll contact my people at Sasebo or Yokosuka. The sooner we get this information out there, the sooner that asshole Ibarra will have to answer for all this. Car’s over there,” Simko pointed to a bumper jutting around a corner. He cut around the building with the weapon braced in front of him.

Simko lifted the handle and the door opened. It being a Japanese vehicle, the driver’s side was on the right. He crawled into the driver’s seat and felt under the wheel, then yanked a panel out. He pulled a component from behind the engine button and bent a metal prong against another. He snapped it back into place and pressed the start button.

The electric car hummed to life, blasting hot air from the vents.

“How’d you do that?” Huxley asked as he went for the front seat. Tivoli yanked him back and took shotgun. Huxley flopped in the back, already sweating.

“You think the SEALs only taught me how to shoot, move, and communicate?” Huxley tried to activate the windshield wipers to brush the light snowfall on the windshield and activated the turn signal by mistake.

“Sorta,” Huxley said.

Simko adjusted the rear view mirror so Huxley could see the disappointed look in his eyes.

Another Raven cut low across the facility. The rush of air from the VTOL engines rattled the car as they drove toward the unmanned gate. Simko drove through the gate and out onto a lonely road.

“Who the hell was that?” Huxley asked toward the roof.

“There are only bad answers,” Simko said.

“Ray… how is this going to work?” Tivoli asked.

“I’m taking a page out of the Marines playbook,” he said. “Improvise, adapt, and overcome. We are in the improvise phase. Best thing we can do now is get to a very public place where we can make calls and have plenty of witnesses to keep Ibarra from just killing us because it’s convenient.”

“Great plan,” Huxley said. “Really great. How about some music?”

He reached for the radio.

Tivoli slapped his hand as she and Simko both shouted “No!”
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Simko turned the car hard around a corner. The rear wheels juddered over black ice before the vehicle evened out and continued to the next turn down the winding road.

They came around the next corner and the lights hit a man in American military fatigues standing in the middle of the road. He raised a weapon.

Simko hit the accelerator and crashed into the man. He slammed into the hood and rolled over the car and flopped against the road.

“You just killed a guy!” Huxley looked out the back window. “Oh wait, he’s getting back up… he’s getting back up?”

“That was a Revenant,” Tivoli said, dejected. “Simko, I think it’s time we consider—look out!”

Automatic weapons fire burst from the forest. Bullets shredded the front tires, sending the car into a swerve and off the road. Simko tried to steer them down a hillside as snow and dirt kicked up around them.

The car rumbled against the ground, then tipped over. The roof crunched against the ground as is slid like a sled further down a hill and finally careened off a tree stump and slid to a stop.

“Anyone hurt?” Simko unsnapped his seat belt and fell from his seat. He crawled out a window that had ejected itself when the car first lost control and helped Tivoli out. Huxley crawled from the other side. A very concerned female voice repeated something in Japanese from the car over and over again.

They were in the middle of a field. The lights of a nearby city glowed over the far side of the clearing.

“Got to love electric cars,” Huxley said. “Built to survive.”

He looked over the shredded front wheels.

“Why didn’t they just kill us all?” he asked. “Their aim’s better than this, right?”

“They were trying to disable us,” Tivoli said. “They want us alive.”

“Who’s ‘they’?” Huxley followed Tivoli and Simko across the field. They kicked up ankle-deep snow as they crossed the farmland.

“Keep moving. We’ll figure answers out later,” Simko said. Fog puffed from his mouth with every breath. They crossed to the forest and both Tivoli and Huxley were already shivering.

“Look, I’ve been a fugitive,” Huxley puffed, his breathing taking on a high pitch as they kept moving towards the distant lights. “It’s no fun. And being a fugitive in Japan is not going to be easy. You think—ah Jesus, can we take a break?—you think I’m going to blend in here?”

“Shut up,” Tivoli clutched the hard drive to her chest. “Just shut up and keep moving.”

“Down!” Simko shoved Huxley into the snow and fired off two shots into the forest. He put his back against a tree and pointed at line of boulders for Tivoli.

“Hello out there,” a woman’s voice carried across the forest. “Perhaps we’ve a bit of a misunderstanding.”

Simko closed his eyes and said a short prayer as he recognized the voice.

Shannon Martelle. Ibarra’s enforcer.

“Why don’t we talk this out?” her voice came from a different direction.

Tivoli shivered against the rock. She looked to Simko and shook her head, eyes pleading.

The crunch of snow sounded from nearby.

Simko swung around the tree and fired on a shadow. The bullets hit and rocked the shadow slightly. A Revenant stepped into a moonlit patch.

“This is your last chance to be reasonable,” the Revenant spoke with Shannon’s voice.

“The hell it is,” Simko raised his gun to aim at the Revenant’s eye.

A shot rang out.

Simko howled in pain. The bullet had pierced through both hands gripping the pistol and exploded the grip. He fell to his knees, both palms red and dripping, his fingers askew

Shannon stepped out from another tree. She was in a black overcoat, her long dark hair loose against her shoulders. Smoke drifted from the barrel of a snub-nosed pistol in her hand.

“You big dumb bastard,” she said to him. “I get it. I get that you military types just have to cling to your morality and ethics to help you sleep at night. It’s adorable, really.”

She crouched down, weight on her toes.

Simko hands shook badly as blood dripped into the snow.

“There’s still a deal on the table,” Shannon said toward Tivoli and Huxley. “I’ve got absolute discretion on who I kill tonight and who I don’t. But the colder I get, the less patience I have.”

“Don’t kill him,” Tivoli called out. “I’ll give you the hard drive.”

“Someone’s smart,” Shannon tilted her head slightly and more Revenants emerged from the darkness. “You, on the other hand… not so smart. Made it pretty clear to me through your actions that you’re going to be a liability. That’s not something Mr. Ibarra can afford at a time like this. Got to win the next war and all.”

“Kadish deserves better than this,” Simko said. He looked at the Revenants leading Huxley and Tivoli away, then back to the stigmata in his hands. “They all do.”

“Yeah,” she stood up and aimed her pistol at his head. “You ready?”

Simko looked up, his mouth twitching in fury. He roared and took a step toward her.

Shannon shot him in the face and Simko flopped to the ground. She put two more rounds into his skull, then stepped closer and emptied the rest of her magazine into his chest. She reloaded, then stood sentinel over his body for a moment in the pale moonlight.

She canted her head to one side slightly.

“Issue resolved,” she said. “Yes, Mr. Ibarra. I’ll handle the other two. Out here.”

She turned and walked a few steps, then stopped.

“Your soul’s still here… I can feel it,” she said. “I take no pleasure in killing good men. At least you won’t be waiting for me in hell. You’ve earned your rest.”

She disappeared into the forest.
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Tivoli and Huxley boarded a small executive jet. While there appeared to be windows on the outside, the interior was sealed. Knight sat in a rather opulent chair, a pair of folders on his lap.

Shannon followed behind them

“Ah, welcome aboard the Ibarra Corporation express,” he said to the scientists. “Nonstop back to the States. Showers and fresh clothes are in the back.”

“So you’re not going to execute us and leave our body for the wildlife?” Huxley asked.

“Mr. Ibarra prides himself on efficiency, unless expediency is needed,” Knight smiled. “You have all the choices you can make for your future. I’m here to extend Mr. Ibarra’s offer to you both, and I do suggest you consider it.”

“And if we don’t?” Tivoli asked.

Knight shrugged.

“Consider the offer first,” he handed her a folder. “It’s a long flight to Fort Knox.”

“Where?” Huxley accepted his folder.

“Kentucky. God’s country. Hello, Shannon,” he stood and pecked her on the lips. “How’s the home office?”

“A nightmare, as usual,” Shannon said. “I’m going for the showers.”

Tivoli opened the folder and held up a piece of paper.

“New identity?” she raised an eyebrow at Knight.

“Standard procedure when onboarding to a major new project,” Knight said. “Knight isn’t my real name, but I like it.”

“Who am I supposed to be, Ms. X?” Tivoli asked.

“If you want. Perhaps a more clever spelling?” he suggested.

“Carol… Eeks,” Tivoli said. “Might as well pencil that in.”

She flipped to the next page and frowned. She speed-read through the file then flipped back to the beginning.

“This shouldn’t be possible,” she said.

“Your research with the Revenants opened up a whole new field of possibilities,” Knight said. “Success with the Armor Program will be a fair bit more acceptable to the public than the Revenants.”

“This is all a bit out of my league,” Huxley said. “Giant walking robots with… how’re they supposed to pilot it?”

“I’ll do it,” Tivoli said.

“Same. Not like I have a whole lot of options,” Huxley said. “Can I change my name too? Maybe something from a cousin so the family might think I’m still ducking the cartels?”

“Be my guest,” Knight smiled at them like a predator. He handed them a pen and they filled out the top forms and handed them back. “Very well, Dr. Eeks and Mr… Standish? Do keep your first names, old secret squirrel trick.”

“My cousins are into all sorts of illegal shit up in Canada. I might as well join that part of the clan,” Huxley said.

“What about Schofield?” Tivoli asked. “Is he OK?”

“Who?” Knight smiled again and winked at her. “Long flight ahead of us. Back seats fold into beds.”

He went to the rear of the plane.

Eeks nee Tivoli pulled her knees to her chest and leaned against the wall. The newly minted Kevin Standish reached into a side pocket on his seat and found a bunch of peanuts and other snacks.


CHAPTER 21



“Get that one!” a man shouted from the top of a small boat. He pointed at a body floating down the bloated banks of the Lancang River. A boy ran down to the bank and threw the crudely bent aluminum hook lashed to a wooden pole over the body. He tugged several times, but the body continued its leisurely float.

“He’s too heavy!”

“Weak little brat,” the man jumped off the wheelhouse and ran along the shore until the body swung into an eddy. He grabbed the cuff of a pair of dark pants and managed to drag it just onto the broken branches and other detritus that had washed up.

“Shit, this one is heavy,” the man got the body a few more inches onto the shore. It took him and the boy to get it fully out of the water.

“Check his teeth?” the boy asked.

“Yeah, of course,” the man leaned against a tree, breathing heavily. “All that effort and he’d better have some silver or gold in there.”

The boy worked a pair of pliers into the corpse’s mouth and pried the jaw open.

“Nothing,” the boy kicked the body’s leg. “What’s he wearing? He a Chinese soldier or something? And what’s wrong with his face? He looks… plastic.”

“Maybe a cop,” the man sneered and checked the pockets. “Nothing! I thought those bastards were all rich. Keep looking.”

“We going to take him to the others?” the boy asked. “The priests might feed us for collecting up all the bodies.”

“They will, but I’m done with this one,” the man took a small bottle of alcohol from a back pocket. “I don’t think we’ll catch anything else. We should get out of here before the Shan realize this is a good spot to fish.”

They left the body half buried in mud.

Hours later, Kadish opened his eyes. He sat up abruptly and looked around. His arms shook with weakness as he reached into a back pocket and pulled out a pack of micro-machine pills. He downed two and they went to work repairing his body.

He crawled toward a growing stench and found dozens of dead Chinese soldiers and civilians piled atop each other. He tore off his shredded police uniform and found a dressed body that was just about his size.

Kadish stumbled, shoeless, into a clearing and looked to the sun and then at the angle and length of shadows cast by the trees. The Imperative ran calculations and put him in northern Myanmar, not far from the city of Putao.

He looked around for the Red Man, but he was nowhere to be found.

A cry of fright came from behind. The man and boy had another corpse held between them, but they were staring straight at him.

“Say luu!” the man dropped the body and ran away. The boy froze for too long. Kadish growled at him and he ran off yelling “Say luu!”

The Imperative translated the Burmese onto his optics.

Dead man.

“All here,” Kadish followed the river south.


EPILOGUE



TWO MONTHS LATER

The cargo ship Charun weighed anchor off the port of Long Beach, California. The crew leaned against the deck railings, chattering and smoking. Some boasted about knowing the best place to find companionship, while others were excited to find a food truck that was supposed to have the best curry in all of Los Angeles.

The tall cargo cranes and lifters were still moving along the docks even in the middle of the night.

“Hey, one of the sailors looked around. Where’s that weirdo Thuza?”

“Think he’s in his bunk,” another said. “He just does his job and nothing else. Boring.”

On the other side of the ship, someone jumped into the ocean.
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Kadish waded onto the beach. The water was bitterly cold but hardly bothered him. Cars ran up and down a highway close to the water. He fell to his knees and squeezed sand between his fingers.

“Home,” he said.

A dark underpass beckoned to him. He trudged up the beach, shoeless and in clothes that hadn’t taken the surf or the swim well.

His optics didn’t adjust right away as he went into the underpass. The smell of sewage and a mix of ammonia and cat piss.

“Piss off. This is our spot!” someone called from the darkness.

Kadish balked, then backtracked carefully.

“Ah hell no. You don’t get to skip out without paying the tax,” a big vagrant came out of the shadows, a length of metal pipe with a tape wrapped around the bottom for a handle in one hand.

“You swim here, boy? You don’t look like a fish,” his eyes were wild with whatever drug he was on.

“Don’t want any trouble,” Kadish said.

“You got it anyways,” the vagrant swung the pipe at him.

Kadish and the Red Man caught him by the wrist in an iron vice.

Finally.

The Red Man barred fangs at Kadish.

Take our time with this one.

Screams echoed through the night.
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The Weapon will continue in Book Two, Red Man!
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Check out the entire series here! (Tap or scan)





THANK YOU FOR READING BATTLEBORN



We hope you enjoyed it as much as we enjoyed bringing it to you. We just wanted to take a moment to encourage you to review the book. Follow this link: Battleborn to be directed to the book’s Amazon product page to leave your review.

Every review helps further the author’s reach and, ultimately, helps them continue writing fantastic books for us all to enjoy.
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Red Man

[image: ]
Check out the entire series here! (Tap or scan)




[image: ]


Want to discuss our books with other readers and even the authors? Join our Discord server today and be a part of the Aethon community.

Facebook | Instagram | Twitter | Website

You can also join our non-spam mailing list by visiting www.subscribepage.com/AethonReadersGroup and never miss out on future releases. You'll also receive three full books completely Free as our thanks to you.

Looking for more great books?
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Follow commands or save his renegade family... He must choose. No one defies the Protectorate. They’ve got relentless cyborg assassins who never quit and never fail to take out their targets. Until one defies them by becoming a parent. Camden 1192, and ninety-nine other killers, are assigned to locate and capture the traitor. Orders specify taking the child alive, if possible. Only, theres one problem. The traitor happens to be Camden's sister, and the child, his nephew. At the end of the day, everyone knows the Protectorate's Cyborgs are only good at one thing—ending the lives of anyone daring to disobey. But it's family... Blood versus duty. Can one man win the most unwinnable scenario in the galaxy? Fans of The Last Reaper, John Wick, and the Expanse will love The Cyborg Option, a new Military Science Fiction Series by Scott Moon, bestselling author of The Last Reaper and Homeworld Lost.




Get Honor of Cyborgs Now!
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He thought impersonating a planetary Marshall would be easy... Until he was needed. William Burton, wanted bounty hunter, has killed Marshal Steelgrave, who tried arresting him. Desperate to escape, William impersonates Steelgrave on the backwater where they fought: Pavo Dos, a desert planet filled with bandits, cultists, and the oligarchs who pit them against each other. But as ‘Steelgrave’ plays lawman while seeking passage offworld, acting the part proves more than he bargained for. He finds himself entangled in schemes within schemes while battling gangs, gunfighters, androids, and drugged cultists. But it’s the affections of Ori Jo, a spunky deputy, that makes it hardest for Steelgrave to keep living the lie—while everyone else wants him dead. Don't miss the next action-packed space opera from Tony Peak. With everything you want in a spacefaring adventure, including a western twist, it's perfect for fans of The Mandalorian and Firefly!




Get Imposter’s Gambit Now!
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For all our Sci-Fi books, visit our website.
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