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When a platoon of mechanized combat rigs learns their sergeant’s brother is MIA, they go into a city wracked with centuries of war to find him.

By the end of the fight, they will learn of a massive government coverup by the highest officers in the expeditionary fleet, an alien invasion, new portal technology, and an AI uprising that may or may not be benevolent.

All they must do to put things right is save humanity.


BOOTS DOWN
TALL BOYS
BOOK 1


SCOTT MOON


[image: Scott Moon Productions LLC]



CONTENTS


Chapter 1
Chapter 2
Chapter 3
Chapter 4
Chapter 5
Chapter 6
Chapter 7
Chapter 8
Chapter 9
Chapter 10
Chapter 11
Chapter 12
Chapter 13
Chapter 14
Chapter 15
Chapter 16
Chapter 17
Chapter 18
Chapter 19
Chapter 20
Chapter 21
Chapter 22
Chapter 23
Chapter 24
Chapter 25
Chapter 26
Chapter 27
Chapter 28
Chapter 29
Chapter 30

Chapter 31
Chapter 32
Chapter 33
Please leave a review!
What’s next?
Characters
Military Units
Factions
Language
Miscellaneous
Places
Ships
Technology
Weapons, Armor, Equipment, & Other Gear:
Spread the Word
About the Author
Also by Scott Moon



CHAPTER 1


“Stay back, Jam,” she said.

My life was about to get complicated.

Sergeant Amy Stomper of the Capian First Expeditionary Fleet, or C-FEF, faced the mouth of an urban canyon. Not much glass was left in the windows of the skyscrapers. There was a twinkle here and there, like a miracle on the fiftieth floor of this building or that. Sunlight sparkled on the highest points of Yorp, a city that had hosted thousands of battles and would never be the same.

Stomper’s mechanized combat rig was parked twenty meters behind her. That was where I stood to watch the best boss I’d ever worked for brood on how far we wanted to take this. A fool could see she was wrestling with a decision. I told myself she knew what she was doing and that I was following her orders.

But I wasn’t. Not really. She’d directed me to stay behind her rig, maintain cover, and not get my stupid face shot because it provoked snipers. My reputation was sticky with consequences for actions that could never be undone. Our enemies didn’t like me.

The thought made me smile—that and the pleasant aroma of the cigar I wasn’t supposed to be savoring.

I leaned against her six-ton war machine, nursed the chopped down stogie, and felt better. Diligently marching toward cancer and bad breath were things I did well. And piss people off. My talents definitely trended in that direction.

Sergeant Amy Stomper was right about my propensity to draw fire. The way I saw it, that was all the more reason for me to be me. Drawing fire—that was a big part of my job.

There was no way in hell I would expose her, or anyone in Titanium Platoon IV, to the wrath of long-range cowards. Reckless indifference to living or dying had gotten me this far. When there were marksmen out there who could take down your friends from fifteen hundred meters, it was only right to smoke and joke and draw them into the open.

So many rooftops. Even more glassless windows. Construction cranes. The occasional dirigible. The rifle ghosts could lose themselves in the void for all I cared.

My boss, stoic and professional, as talented as she was loyal, was out in the open, feeling the air on her face, well ahead of the last point of cover, staring into the maze as though her intense concentration could see all the way through the city to find her brother.

“This is a no-smoking zone,” her mechanized combat rig, Wolf, spoke firmly, just loud enough for me to hear through my tinnitus.

“Zip it, you AI bucket of bolts.” Elijah might have scolded me, but he wasn’t here. Elijah Adler never would be, so my chance of being a better human was pretty much finished. He’d kept the entire platoon righteous before we really learned to fear snipers. My old friend had maintained a quiet kindness toward AIs. I’d given him so much grief about that. None of the jokes seemed as funny now.

Damn it, Elijah.

“Verbal abuse of C-FEF personnel and their tools is also prohibited.”

“You are a tool.” I heaved myself off Stomper’s MCR and stood straight—not to hide, but to show a little professionalism while the sergeant did her thing. Since I was well known for going the extra mile, I hung my hand down near my leg when not puffing. You’re welcome, universe.

Laughing at myself was important. Somehow, it felt like a way to honor those who had gone before me. Overthinking the idea never led anywhere good, so I didn’t indulge much. “Feeling good, looking good, ready to kick ass.” I laughed as the words came out.

“You are a juvenile in a man’s body.” Wolf wasn’t done with me. “I have made a note in your robust performance file. Consider this a warning before I issue another warning.”

“Give my operator a break, Wolf,” Benji, the artificial intelligence that helped run my rig, said.

“You are as undisciplined as he is. Your programming should serve you—and him—better,” Wolf said. “But have it your way.”

Stomper looked back, held my gaze, then stared into the forward sensors of her MCR AI, Wolf 1, or just Wolf, we called it because the old unit logos had never been removed. The rigs didn’t have a chain of command like we did. Wolf couldn’t tell Benji what to do. At first, they hadn’t been allowed to talk in a manner we could witness, but Stomper removed that restriction.

Most of the platoon liked the change, or had come to grips with the AI personalities and their emphasis on following rules.

I shut up and smoked in peace without the constant, lighthearted harassment of her rig’s AI.

How did she do that, silence it with a look?

Ten meters behind me, the rest of the platoon’s battered machines, including mine, were parked in a diamond shape facing outward per regulations. Their pilots sipped coffee and stretched their backs behind energy screens linking tons of metal.

There were four mechanized combat rig operators in C-FEF Titanium Platoon IV, plus the sergeant. We spent more time than the average rig crews outside of our tall boys because she’d taught us to operate our MCRs remotely, which meant removing most of the AI limitations. Command hated the practice because it was against regulations and was illegal according to the provisions of most treaties. No one wanted self-aware war machines wandering around guns-a-blazing.

Like that had ever happened.

Stomper did what she wanted in the field. Her bosses liked results and censured her in private, sometimes in her file, but only as a written reprimand to cover their asses—never a court-martial. We liked Stomper because she didn’t do stupid shit that got people killed.

Still, taking off, or even altering, the AI governors on MCRs was a big no-no. Much of their computing power was used for the obvious stuff: target acquisition and confirmation, heat management, and communications relays—things that aided in our operating far from support. These were the tools that allowed us to consistently kick the living daylights out of Republic of Vaux VI (ROV6) and United People of Vaux (UPV) forces.

The most autonomous function our rigs were authorized to perform was to return to base with unconscious or dead operators, but that was all. Had there been a few creative soldiers who sent the machines home with other types of loads—critical information or supplies the base needed or children in want of rescue—while the operators fought on the ground in light body armor and small arms like dumbasses?

Sure. I knew for a fact that three kids, ages four, six, and nine, could be sent to safety if the operator was willing to face certain death outside of his machine and a court-martial if he survived.

Another story.

Not worth telling.

Definitely not the reason I was here today.

I’d developed a persistent habit of helping salvagers and other locals out of tough spots. They were civilians, after all, and who else were we here for? Something told me I better not involve them in our current misadventure.

As the most senior member of Titanium Platoon IV, I had status. Not even Sergeant Stomper had been in the unit as long as me. Once, for half a tour, I’d done her job. The rank hadn’t stuck, of course, because I had a mouth that wouldn’t quit and a soft spot for kids and puppies and whatever.

This one time, I’d been smoking a rare Guran 50 we’d found boxed up in the middle of a collapsed building and drinking a can of beer when a colonel assaulted me with rules and outrage. I’d handed him one of the thick, perfectly rolled cigars and a brew. His tirade sputtered into a weak ultimatum as he stared at sin incarnate.

Cans were super unique on Vaux VI as well. I’d managed to cool it until beads of water condensed on the aluminum surface. We weren’t all barbarians down here on the planet, no matter what the fleet officers thought.

Lighting his Guran had been a tense moment, but it shut him up. The results were mixed. He left me alone for the rest of the day, but C-FEF investigators seized all of my contraband the next morning.

They’d also assigned Stomper to get us under control. I could have told them all they had to do was bring Elijah back from the dead and get Raquel released from the asylum. That would make the universe right again. I’d be good.

The cigar tasted like hell now, so I let the ember smolder with my thoughts of long ago and far away. I shouldn’t have been surprised. UPV tobacco was substandard, and that was being generous. This thing was barely worth putting in my pocket humidor.

Stomper and the rest of T4 were my people now. I would die before letting them down. That promise was money in the bank.

“Stop looking back at the platoon. They’re fine,” Stomper said via helmet mic. The woman had a great voice and the perfect tone of a leader who was in charge, not an asshole, and confident of her decision to search for Titanium I. Long before her promotion and noncommissioned officer training, I’d known she would be a leader. She had the bearing of a confident NCO and the loyalty of a platoon mate.

Was it a slight conflict of interest that her brother, Corporal Andrew Stomper, had been running T1 when it went MIA?

None of us gave a box of greasy ball bearings. At least, that’s what we told each other when fist-bumping and slamming the last of our coffee before climbing into battered MCRs over the last three days. There was something reassuring about the compact nuclear power plants coming alive and a range of weapons coming online. Even better was the camaraderie of fellow lost souls ready to march through hell on a dare—or a suicide mission to rescue friends. They were basically the same thing on Vaux VI.

“How do you know I was looking back?”

“Because you’re a huge pain in my ass with too much time dirt-side, and your loyalties are in the right place. I need you to take a look at this—without your MCR filters.”

A week ago, I would have chuckled and complied. Now, after three days of searching a contested zone without orders, I just complied. “On my way, Mon Capitaine.”

Stomper had this thing about seeing the terrain with her own eyes. She wasn’t wrong, though there was no way I’d admit naked vision was more satisfying than the technologically enhanced way we lived most of our lives. We could absorb the view with perfect clarity, plus magnification and other enhanced optics from inside our bipedal war machines. We could drop all the grid lines and enhancements and set the range to zero magnification. That would make the camera view functionally identical to what natural eyeballs could do. But mysticism came with seeing things raw, and killers like me needed a touch of it to remain relatively sane.

Too few people from the Capian Alliance of Terran Systems had toured the blasted-apart cities and scorched fields of the planets we seized from the Guran Federation fifty years ago. Five decades was a long time to kick their asses. Mostly, that was what we did. Once in a while, they turned the tables on us. At present they were barely on the sensor boards. Control of Vaux VI was the goal, for the C-FEF and two local factions that had gone astray and forgotten who won the planet from the GF in the first place.

The breeze on my face and the smell of war infiltrating my nostrils changed me as I sauntered forward, carefully putting out the shitty cigar as I went. Stowing the stumpy thing in my body armor was a comfortable habit.

“What don’t you see?” Stomper asked.

“Incoming fire. People. Anything of value.” The buildings lacked power or walls without gaping holes. Rubble had spilled into the streets wherever structures came down. Technically, we’d been in Yorp for a while and only just reached the inner ring where the average building stood twenty stories and sometimes dominated an entire city block. There had been rules about setting aside land for parks and other green spaces when the place was founded, and those efforts could be seen here and there.

Most of the city was on gently rolling hills, but there was a sector of the metropolis known as the heights. On three sides, it was accessible by climbing boulevards and narrower but still functional streets that passed through gaps in the walls so thick they barely seemed to be what they were. To the west of the city were farms that had been reclaimed by wilderness. East was the bay and the ocean beyond it.

“Everyone is hiding,” Stomper agreed as she marched crisply back to her mech with me in tow. “The smoke we saw on the way in is dissipating, but the fact of its existence means we’re only a little late to the grand event.”

“Chen, Malik, Sheila,” I barked into my comms.

All three of them tossed their coffee and climbed into their MCRs. Corporals Chen Lin, Malik Carter, and Sheila Davis were the best crew I’d worked with since Elijah, Raquel, Stomper, and me had caroused our way to legendary status.

Power cores whined as each rig dropped their linked standby shields. Weapons came online. I didn’t see the icons popping up in my unit’s HUD because I hadn’t mounted.

Every operator was a corporal or higher. The table of organization and equipment stated each mechanized combat rig platoon should have a lieutenant as the commanding officer, and that the rest of the unit should be corporal or above, with a preference for sergeants of broad experience and exceptional performance reviews.

That was from about three wars ago.

Corporals got things done. So did sergeants. Officers were fragile on the ground for some reason and just couldn’t stay alive. Or that was how it seemed.

“We will search and clear when feasible, but I want to get to Bridge 49 before nightfall,” Stomper said. “Intel is that the radio and laser comm towers there are operational.”

“You’re going to report in?” I asked.

She climbed into her rig and closed it.

I turned as Benji was just coming to a stop with the chest hatch open.

I crawled inside. “Thanks.”

My MCR had been the second in the platoon to have the AI restrictions scrubbed. That had been well before a UPV marksman ended Elijah as he was closing his rig’s hatch. Benji hadn’t spoken much since that day. We’d scuttled Elijah’s mech and hurried to catch up with the rest of the column. The United People of Vaux couldn’t be allowed to get their hands on our mechs.

Tough day, and the first of many.

Sometimes I wondered if Stomper pulled us from our machines so often to desensitize us. We’d been in companies where no one was allowed into the open air. That felt comforting for the first few hours. A week inside sealed cockpits had exposed disadvantages to most of us sane people.

I freaking loved my MCR. The protection, the mobility, the firepower—it was all good on the ground. But Stomper knew what we needed, and sometimes that was to face our fears.

Mechanized combat rigs weren’t silent, but they didn’t sound like a tank or airship either. Inside, they were as comfortable as the operator could make them. I turned on some music, keeping the volume down.

Corporals Chen, Carter, and Davis chatted but stayed below the threshold that would bring Stomper’s official attention—which normally meant an order for radio silence. I liked hearing them chat. How else could I get a feel for unit mood and morale?

We were doing all right. This mission hadn’t been easy. It wouldn’t get simpler either, and might land us in trouble with the brass. But no one had died or been seriously injured. We hadn’t needed to fight much. Our rations were only half gone, and we’d acquired some nice provisions, including my cigars, the day before yesterday.

If there hadn’t been a battle on the other side of Yorp, and Corporal Andrew Stomper hadn’t fallen off comms with his entire platoon, we’d still be conducting a relatively easy patrol near the coast.

I just wished I knew what was burning inside the city and who caused it.

“Jam, put Sheila on point and back her up. She’s got the best eyes,” Stomper said as we headed up a wide boulevard with undamaged trees and weed-choked grass down the center.

“Sheila, you heard the woman. Malik, rear guard and mind our left flank when you can see it. Chen, right flank and cross coverage to the left. Plenty of visibility right now, but don’t get lazy,” I said.

Sheila had the best eyes because her sensors proved more reliable and she paid attention to them. We teased her that she would wake up from a hard sleep and tell the on-duty guards what they missed—and be right nine times out of ten.

Each icon in my HUD flashed as we moved out. I was floating left to physically cover that zone. Stomper maneuvered too near the point position. A little more, and I would have to say something on our one-to-one channel.

Gotta take care of your boss, even when they wouldn’t like it.

Bits of ash floating down on landscaped flower gardens and well-trimmed trees gave the scene a surreal quality. Where there was grass, it was a perfect green mat with dandelions just starting to invade. The asphalt was new, maybe less than two months old. The white and yellow lines stood out bright against the urban canvas that was the arterial roadways of Yorp. There had been a renovation effort here.

Total waste of time.

Steel and concrete and glass loomed above us for twenty to fifty stories now. There were older buildings from the colonization period of Vaux. These had been erected quickly and built to last. Concrete reinforced by sturdy metal beams. Over the years, most had obtained classic facades of planets we had left long ago. Wandering through the city could be disorienting. We strove to patrol with a purpose for that reason.

“Sarge, can you come up or send Jam?” Sheila’s voice held a tone I didn’t recognize.

“You have the platoon,” Stomper said, and everyone knew she meant me. Our HUD alerts confirmed this, which was how we’d grown word-lazy.

“Mind my pointer,” I said, earning chuckles from Chen and Malik as they moved forward and in, tightening the perimeter we were holding while at the same time edging near enough Stomper and Sheila Davis to act as a quick reaction force should they run into trouble.

I gazed across the apex of the curving boulevard and saw them. They had a C-FEF officer between their rigs, and I couldn’t tell if he was afraid or angry.

Time dragged out for minutes that felt like the entire length of the campaign. My skin tingled and my vision unfocused while still seeing everything. It was the opposite of tunnel vision, and wasn’t something that happened often.

Stomper stepped her MCR away from the stranger but remained facing him. She hailed me on our one-to-one. “I’m sending an audio file from Sheila’s rig. Tell me what you think.”

I waited for a recording that turned out to be the voice of their new friend. He sounded like a fleet guy if that made any kind of sense.

“Boots down. I repeat, boots down.”

I played it three times, then beeped Stomper.

“Well?”

“Well, what?” I didn’t like the message, but couldn’t say why.

“He’s on a covert op,” Stomper said.

“How do you figure?” I knew she was right, and the no-bullshit version of myself had understood immediately.

She didn’t bother to answer because we knew each other. The sergeant was the best platoon leader I’d worked for. We shared a connection.

“He’s injured and refusing medivac, which is good for us.” Stomper moved past Sheila and the C-FEF officer to study the next section of the city we would need to traverse.

“He have a name?” I asked.

The information popped up on the lower right side of my screen: Commander Reginald Dates, Special Advisor to Admiral Boal Markson IV. That last part wasn’t supposed to show. I knew because it was yellow on a dark gray background. That meant Sheila teased it out of his comms gear. People forgot that everything had a computer in it, and digital tags were hard to remove—assuming a person knew they were there. Most didn’t.

Stomper didn’t speak the name because she didn’t need to.

Our lives just got a lot more complicated.


CHAPTER 2


I ordered everyone, including Sheila, into a defensive perimeter. Sergeant Stomper stood with the fleet officer, and I didn’t know if they were arguing or chatting about mutual acquaintances. Her rig blocked my view of Commander Reginald Dates.

All I could see were his feet—which were planted slightly wider than shoulder width. One foot pointed to his right like he was ready to run. He could be afraid of Stomper’s center gun, scared to move, nervous she would vaporize him from shoulders to waist.

Located in the MCR’s torso below the operator’s cockpit, the rail guns were only as long as the front-to-back diameter of the rig. This limited the power and range, not that we noticed the lack of either. It was usually enough.

CG pellets were small but delivered an obscene amount of kinetic force. The real damage at such close range, and against a man in light body armor, would be the superheated air dragged after the projectiles.

Shockwaves killed. Made a mess too. There was nothing like having a wound canal the size of a fist through your body. Stomper could easily put three or four into him before he could flinch. Add that up, and what you got was a formerly alive person.

“We good?” Sheila asked, and I knew she was watching Stomper. Everyone in T4 was worried about this encounter. Officers, in general, caused problems dirt-side. An unannounced visitor with rank might as well have been black magic.

“Watch your zones,” I said to her and the rest of the platoon, then moved closer to Stomper and Commander Dates. Nothing made me less happy than realizing she was snapping at him, demanding answers, and yes, her CG ports were open.

“The perimeter is set, Sergeant,” I said.

She pivoted slightly. It was hard to tell where an MCR operator was looking because they could be using cameras to observe multiple zones. I’d been in the field long enough to interpret slight changes in a rig’s posture, and I also had Stomper’s number.

Her attention had definitely shifted to me and my closed center gun ports. Neither of us needed them active with the perimeter secured by the rest of the platoon. It only took a fraction of a second for them to pop open anyway.

“Very good, Lance Corporal,” she said without added emphasis. The woman wasn’t the type to smash her subordinates with her rank unless they started acting like idiots and deserved corrective language. “Ready your LG. Cover the main boulevard.”

“Right away, Sergeant.”

The fleet officer heard every word because we were using both internal and external comms. His attention went back and forth between us.

Neither tall nor short, my optics measured him at one point seven-seven-eight meters. Dark, neat hair, fresh combat fatigues, and boots that hadn’t been broken in—this guy was definitely not built for action in the field, though he probably had the training.

He swallowed when the heavy gun on my back simultaneously unfolded and slung itself onto my left shoulder mount, thus moving my smaller missile box to the vault on my back.

I carried the long gun for our platoon for a reason. Most of the time it stayed on the rear of my rig, folded in half and locked down tight. Even then, its bulk was noticeable. My MCR’s beefed-up frame and power plant felt the weight, especially when moving up an incline. Best not to use it unless ordered to as part of a larger operation.

“Relax, Commander,” I said, then sidestepped nearer his position. This allowed me to follow orders while also doing the right thing. “Standard operating procedure.”

Sergeant Stomper needed a moment, and she needed me to talk to this fly in our ointment. An MCR nod was invisible to people like Commander Reginald Dates, but I saw it and measured the step back she took.

“That’s good,” Dates said uncertainly.

I laughed like a good-natured meathead who was too fond of guns and breaking things because that was probably how he saw me. “This thing just feels good to whip out.”

He laughed and almost looked like he was blushing. “I don’t know much about your TO&E, to be honest.” Concealed confidence flickered in his eyes. “Except that you don’t follow half and make up the other. My duties generally keep me on a starship.”

We were going to get to that, but not right away.

“Generally.” He grew nervous and retreated into his faux personality, the version that let grunts like me and the rest of T4 think him an incompetent fool who should have stayed behind a desk.

I looked up the central boulevard, a movement that swung the longer rail gun over his head, forcing him to consider my destructive power before I returned my attention to the man.

“Move into this alley. Better cover. I’ll block the entrance with my rig. Wouldn’t want a sniper to see you.”

He looked left and right, then at the tall buildings all around us as he complied. I had his attention. This wasn’t an exercise. This was him wearing light body armor behind enemy lines with a random MCR platoon as his only protection.

I was certain he hadn’t planned for our arrival.

“There won’t be many firing lanes for three-kilometer shots here.” I gestured toward my long gun. “This can punch through most non-hardened buildings—commercial or civilian—but why shoot blind? Without an eye in the sky, it’s impossible for my computers to range a target without line-of-sight optics or drone video. Doesn’t mean I haven’t done it.”

“MCR platoons like yours have drones,” he said. “I remember that much from the academy.”

Behind me, Stomper watched impatiently. I could feel her eyes on us and knew she was restraining herself.

“Our drones don’t have the range for true target marking.”

Blasting military targets through civilian infrastructure was illegal. Violators were prosecuted. The trials were short. Consequences came quickly up to, and including, field executions, though it was more common to be dropped into a prison ship and forgotten.

“Not the best weapon for this terrain, then,” he said.

“What are you saying?” My heart raced.

Dates looked past me to Sergeant Stomper, then returned his attention to my rig and lowered his voice, “Nothing.”

“You’re a fleet officer.” My tone was professional—hard and businesslike. It really was. What kind of cigar smoking jerk would put a poor fleet officer on the spot?

“Who doesn’t command ground forces and is not in your TO&E.”

“We’re where we’re meant to be.”

“Of course.”

“What are you doing here?” I asked.

He looked at my long gun. Then the buildings on each side of the narrow alley and then something high in the stratosphere, probably the ship he came from.

“It’s a delicate matter,” he said. Both rank and resolve held up his words. “And none of your concern.”

“Sarge isn’t going to be satisfied with that,” I said, then paused just long enough for him to open his mouth before continuing. “And I don’t want to get stuck dragging you back to Alpha Base.”

His eyes said he didn’t want that.

I waited.

Stomper started to pace. Her MCR projected intimidation and impatience like they were weapons we’d been issued and encouraged to use often.

“A friend of the admiral has exceeded shore leave. Probably lost. I’m to escort said officer back to the warm embrace of the fleet.”

“Really. Well, his friend must be something special to throw away your life.”

He locked his jaw. I’d wounded his pride.

“Because you’ll never survive alone.” I turned to glance back, which wasn’t necessary for anything other than show. “Give this lost tourist’s last known location and anything else that will convince my boss not to waste my time and yours.”

Commander Reginald Dates hesitated, then transmitted a neat list of coordinates—places he’d been and planned to go. I studied each detail and thought he was holding back.

The information was enough for now because I was on to his game.

“That’s a big gun,” he said as we returned to Sergeant Stomper.

“Anyone in the platoon could take it from me if I went down, but their mechanized combat rigs would struggle. Hard experience has taught us that lighter rigs burn themselves out when carrying armor or weapons that are too heavy,” I said, then transmitted what Dates had given me to Stomper.

“You boys are talking guns and girls?” she asked.

I raised both MCR hands in the equivalent of a shrug. The fact that one was currently configured as a shield arm and the other was a hydraulic spreader, what civilians called the jaws of life, didn’t diminish the communicative power of the gesture. The fingers and thumbs, such as they were, of these appendages were both protected and hidden by the shield and the jaws.

“I can’t leave you here, and I’d rather not send you back,” she said. “Where does that leave us?”

“You can’t send me back.”

Right then, I thought Stomper would raise one mechanized foot and bring it down on the fleet officer’s shoulders. She wasn’t large enough to make him disappear beneath her metal boot, but it would definitely ruin the last seconds of his life.

She leaned down, something few MCR operators ever did because falling forward not only looked ridiculous but was hard to correct. The sergeant’s arms had neither a shield nor spreader like me or a ram like Chen.

Early in her time with us, she’d gone to the maintenance battalion and convinced them she needed construction abilities. In short, hers was the only combat rig I’d ever seen with large metal hands. Rumor had it that one cost as much as an entire rig, which was total bullshit.

“I know my chain of command perfectly, and you’re not in it,” she began. “Down here, on the surface, with UPV snipers in half the buildings and ROV6 patrols showing up uninvited, your life could be measured in minutes without us to protect you.”

Dates started to speak, but Stomper kept going.

“Gamma Company has already lost too many people, and they were in MCRs. Do not fuck around in Yorp, haven’t you heard that warning?”

He held her gaze and said nothing. Maybe it was easier to stare down a machine than I’d always assumed because he regarded her as little more than a stack of metal and gears. Without seeing her face, that was probably all she looked like.

“We were heading in that direction,” she said, pointing. “Now we have to go this way to find your lost kitten. We’ll get that done as fast as possible, send you home without a word, and get back to doing our jobs. Good enough?”

“Yes. Thank you.” Dates looked toward me, but I made sure to appear to have my attention elsewhere. “Sorry to be an inconvenience. I can speak to your CO if you need me to.”

I stepped between Stomper and Commander Dates, an action that required her to stand straight and him to scramble backward.

“Sorry, my bad. Thought I saw something.” The excuse was nonsense. If he thought he could intimidate her by insinuating he would tattle, then he was crazy and stupid. No one in T4 was going to allow an outsider to show that kind of disrespect to our boss.

“I’ve got movement in my zone,” Sheila Davis said, her voice clear in our MCR comms. “Fast bastards.”

Reginald Dates didn’t hear but saw our reactions. He looked from Stomper to me and then toward Sheila, farther away, and I realized we must have turned in that direction. Human habits were hard to break.

“Details,” Stomper said.

Sheila was on point, still within line of sight near the next intersection. Her icon was lit up in my HUD, showing her exact location down to one decameter. She gave it anyway, her words crisp, then moved to the meat.

“Got two possible blood cloaks using a bounding overwatch, south on Avenue C. Moving at reckless speeds for being on foot. Estimated time to arrival at our position, five minutes. They must really want to see what we’re doing here.”

Inside my rig, I clenched my jaw. The worst of the ROV6 festooned their armor with more than just strips of cloth. Everyone in T4 was an animal lover—never killed them because we always had rations or could scavenge pantries and what was left of grocery distribution centers. Or we could just suck it up for a couple of days until the fleet sent a lifter. Furry woodland creatures always got a pass from T4.

There was one ROV6 battalion I knew of who used human scalps as part of their macabre decorations. Calling it camouflage like the brass did was a joke because that wasn’t what it was. Maybe it broke up their outline a bit, but calling things as they were was what kept MCR platoons alive on the surface of Vaux VI.

That made me glance at Stomper.

“Got ‘em,” Sheila finally said. “Definite ROV6 markings.”

“I think they look like aliens every time,” Chen said. Stomper didn’t order him to clear the channel. He wasn’t about to get chatty on the mic, and we were all thinking it.

“Can you confirm their unit?” Stomper asked, shifting her stance to better protect Commander Reginald Dates if the enemy charged around the corner.

“Not the unit number, but one has an eclipse on his helmet. Snapped a zoom pic. Sending it to you now, boss.”

“Got it. Thanks, Sheila. Hold where you are. Jam, get up there with her.”

Jogging forward, vibrations radiated from each footfall. I weighed six and a half tons, more than anyone in the platoon. Each foot strike was many times that when moving at speed. Birds burst upward from buildings. Dust from the street and less so from the structures nearest me popped into the air and drifted hesitantly. There was a reason they called us Tall Boys. We were like titans on the battlefield.

“You see what I’m seeing?” Sheila asked when I arrived on the opposite corner. We were both south of the intersection, using angles to remain behind our corners as much as possible. Neither of us stood close to the buildings. That was a rookie move, and no one in T4 was that fresh.

My blood was pumping now, not from effort but from anticipation. Breathing exercises and a series of pre-battle mantras allowed me to funnel the rush. If it got bad enough, I’d crave the release more than safety.

No time was like the first time, but each battle after that felt neither better nor worse. My veins ached, and my ears were ringing more than normal.

Was I clenching my teeth? Of course. Bad habits were hard to break. Humans loved routine and were slaves to momentum no matter what we claimed.

I sighted down my long gun and felt the power cells activate. There was always a little shudder, though the engineers said that was my imagination because their designs were perfect.

“Okay, it looks like the Republic of Vaux VI has sent a division. Got more of them using a bounding overwatch to join the first two squads. Behind that I caught some reflections Benji tells me is a company moving in a travel formation. Expect more to bound around the flanks.”

We weren’t supposed to be here.

I checked one of my rear cameras to spy on Dates. That guy definitely wasn’t supposed to be here either.

“I’m sharing my audio and video feeds.” Stomper’s image and voice popped into one of my HUD sections as she spoke. “Tell me if it distracts you.”

There was no offer to mute the link, which meant something. I shelved my speculation as digitally marked enemies closed the distance between their position and ours. An increasingly bad feeling made the hair on the back of my neck perk up.

“We’re going to protect you. The chain of command is me. Then Jam, if things go bad,” she said.

“Jam?” Dates looked like he was paying attention—just a good student asking the teacher for clarification.

“Lance Corporal James Anthony Malone, T4 Platoon, Gamma Company, 1st Long Range Reconnaissance Battalion,” she said. Her tight delivery didn’t hide her nervousness. The long answer was her version of stalling, something I rarely saw. She could have continued to describe my position within the 2nd Mechanize Division, 3rd Planetary Army, Capian First Expeditionary Fleet, but she didn’t.

“Got it,” Dates said. “Just checking.”

That was a weird response, but whatever. It was time to do work.

“His rig is Benji,” Stomper said, and my heart about fell between my feet. She really was off-balance if she was rambling with that kind of unofficial and unauthorized talk.

“I see.” Dates was now as cool and calculating as I had always imagined the captains of C-FEF warships to be.

What the hell had they been talking about before she brought me into the feed as a witness? The man worked for Admiral Boal Markson IV, was operating alone in the most dangerous section of Yorp, and had knowledge that unsettled the toughest, most competent sergeant in the 1st LRRB.

Fantastic. This mission wasn’t going off the rails at all. We were totally good. Nothing but candy pops and beer bongs from here on out.

Stomper rallied, “Do what I say. Do what any of my platoon says if they bother to give you an order. It won’t be to satisfy your ego.”

“I understand. You are the professionals here. Next time I will request an MCR escort,” he said, then wiped sweat from his face. Standing still, in this weather, that could only mean one thing.

Commander Dates must have heard about ROV6 POW treatment—mistreatment was what a person got on a good day, because the rest were torture. I’d liberated a few survivors and found plenty of bodies to prove the truth of those rumors. There had also been that incident I tried not to think about. Two of my best friends had been ruined, and I’d met a young salvager who had bitten off more than he could chew.

“We don’t have air support,” Stomper continued. She was being careful while managing his expectations. “There will be no reinforcements or relief for us, or you, unless you’ve got friends coming you haven’t told me about.”

“Just me.” He smiled and spread his hands for emphasis. “Unauthorized missions have disadvantages.”

“You’re here without orders?” Stomper asked.

“I’m not here at all, Sergeant.”


CHAPTER 3


There was an intense silence between my boss and the fleet officer.

I watched the ROV6 approach and listened to armored scout vehicles speeding up other streets. Memories came unbidden. The sound of racing engines did it, because of the oil pit some of us had been held in for the first three days. They hadn’t found room in their POW camp, so into the oil trap we went. Standing for that long doesn’t sound horrific unless you think about why it was necessary. The voice of my boss and her new acquaintance sounded far away and unimportant.

“Great. Outstanding, Commander.” Stomper put her mech fists on her mech hips. “I actually like that.”

“Do you?” Dates shot back.

“One hundred percent I do, because it requires me to run the show. Why didn’t you obey the C-FEF commander’s orders, they’ll ask. And my response will be, what commander? There was no one from the fleet with my platoon.”

I tried to remain in the present. Memories that should have been wiped from my mind burned hot. Drowning in used oil, in the dark, while mechanics revved engines above us still felt like hammers in the back of my brain.

Why do they do that? Raquel had asked as she squatted over my huddled form.

Elijah had been staring up at the trickle of light coming down. Checking the carburetors. Probably think it sounds cool. Had a cousin who was a gear head. This will go on a while. He’d joined Raquel and me in the corner. More importantly, he dismissed our tormentors entirely. Let’s have our own little world here. None of what’s up there can hurt us.

He’d kept Raquel and me alive.

So many times, I wanted to just lie down and sleep, knowing if we fell unconscious at the same time, the end was inevitable. The oil wasn’t that deep, maybe a few inches.

Still, it would have been enough to do the job.

“We can reach an agreement,” Dates said, his voice lower now. Did he know I was listening and watching through Stomper’s MCR? The guy didn’t come across like an idiot. Surely, he’d figured that out.

“Good. One street at a time, one enemy at a time, one objective at a time,” Stomper said.

“One mission at a time,” Dates finished.

Sheila interrupted, “Got scout cars moving on side streets.”

I’d heard them first. In the middle of an artillery barrage, the sound of carburetors opening up and engine revolutions per minute redlining cut through it all for me. The ROV6 and their damn combustion engines had fascinated me since childhood.

But not anymore. Not since my time as a prisoner.

Oil had soaked through my boots, not through the waterproof material, but between laces I had never been able to tie tight enough. The black sludge had passed through my bloused fatigue trousers. Through my socks. Into my skin. Under my toenails.

“Jam.” Stomper pinged my MCR with our one-to-one link several times, a sure sign this wasn’t her first attempt to get my attention. “Benji, rouse your squishy human host.”

“Right away, Sergeant Stomper.” Haptic feedback points in my head-to-toe harness vibrated three times. “Rise and shine, Jam man. The boss lady requires your immediate response.” The AI of my MCR was strong, stern, and comforting all at the same time. There was a touch of snark in Benji’s tone that someone, probably Chen and Sheila, programmed because his secondary specialty was rig mechanics, and she was the platoon’s practical joker and software engineer. Sometimes, it was the voice Elijah used in my dreams. That was backward. I shoved the thought away.

“I’m here.” My HUD showed only seconds had passed. We were in no danger. “Heard the ROV6 cars.”

“Understood.” She knew all about my time as a prisoner of war because she’d led the rescue operation. “We can blow up their entire motor pool later. I need you now.”

I laughed. Had that mission been off the books too?

“Glad you’re amused.”

“Sorry, Sarge. I was just wondering if your previous rescue efforts had been authorized.”

“Stow that talk, Jam. We’ll go for a beer after. I’ll tell you plenty.”

“Promise?”

It was a joke that either fell flat or just disappeared into the ether. I couldn’t tell which. One thing she’d told me after one of my promotions was to never make promises. Just do the job, that had been her advice. It worked like a charm—until I established a habit of following every promotion with two demotions.

“We’re moving,” she said. “Jam, watch CRD.”

Commander Reginald Dates just got a new name as far as T4 was concerned.

“Got him.” I shook off dark thoughts and moved to his side. “Climb on my back, but be ready to get dropped. When I fight, you will find cover elsewhere and wait for a member of T4 to re-acquire you.”

“Sure thing, Corporal.” Dates found the footholds on the back of my rig and scampered. The man was naturally athletic, more so than I’d guessed. My habit was to be less than generous with fleet officers. They looked soft to me, warriors who studied theory and moved pieces on digital screens in holographic displays.

I began moving even before he was settled, because Sheila had taken the lead without encouragement from Stomper, and that meant there was only one direction we could go and it needed to happen now.

Light armored vehicle engines made their noise. New images of bounding infantry populated my auxiliary files. Sergeant Stomper gave me a video link. The image popped up at the top of my screen.

Normally, this was to warn of an important, one-to-one strategy session. Instead, she merely stared at me for a second. The woman was wrestling with a decision. The screen blinked out.

“Sheila has the only route out of here that doesn’t involve a gunfight, so move your asses, people. Keep up with her. I’m taking the rearguard position. No arguments, no jokes. These ROV6ers are more professional than most. Stay sharp.”

T4 picked up the pace without a word. All five of our six-ton mechs jogged through a narrow street that had been quaint before the war. The cobble-stoned roadway blasted apart each time I brought a metal foot down. No one looked out from shuttered windows or arched passages into courtyards.

I wondered why the civic engineers created a place from story books.

New rows of icons flashed red in my HUD. Sheila, if she continued in the same direction and made the obvious left turn, would lead us directly into a tank company. Our tall boys could handle tracked vehicles, but maybe not this many. Regardless of who would win that fight, she made the right decision and backed us up to a small, manageable side street where we made a hard right turn.

We kept our distances consistent because that allowed us to control space. That was challenging in this environment.

But it had to be done.

Getting bunched up never went well for MCR platoons. Icons flashed faster than spoken words between our rigs. Some required a touch, and that meant lifting a thumb or finger from a joystick long enough to brush one of the screens dedicated to that task. A lot of it we handled with directed eye movement or short vocal commands each of us had developed for use inside our own rig.

CRD held on and kept his mouth shut. That earned points with everyone in T4. I was sure we all expected him to be another useless, loud-mouthed officer always on the verge of getting us killed.

Turn. Update scans. Confirm with visuals. Turn. Advance. Turn.

Cities weren’t actually mazes, they just always felt like it when things went bad. At present, we didn’t have any civilians to contend with.

Which was fantastic.

They always seem to show up in the wrong places. Minimizing collateral damage could be a challenge given the environment. Elijah had always made sure we did our best, and we continued the tradition though it caused us no end of grief.

He’d been right then and was still right now, even though he was dead. Our job was to take out military targets and protect civilians. Period. Paragraph. End of discussion.

“Pay attention, Sheila,” Stomper said. She sounded unusually terse and short-tempered. That bothered me. It probably bothered everyone. “You’re taking us closer and closer to the city wall.”

I’d already noted how the buildings were getting smaller. In most cities, that was a good thing. It meant the population density was being better managed, and there was more green space. Here, on the northern fringe of Yorp, it meant we were reaching a blast wall with almost nothing beyond it. Not even Tall Town, our primary base, was this far from the coast.

We considered approaching from that direction but elected to use standard roadways instead. Every route to the more rural area beyond the blast wall was dirt. They were probably dry at the moment, but why chance it?

There was also no cover or concealment in that direction. In short, we needed to stay in the city despite how difficult that was turning out to be. I didn’t want to hold the line against a ROV6 division, but transforming ourselves into easy targets with almost no way to retaliate would be far worse.

Marching through electrical storms on decently maintained highways to reach the city had been dangerous enough. The skies were clear now, but one step into the farmlands that fed this metropolis would see us dead or captured.

“All right, I know everyone saw this coming, but we have to break the city perimeter,” Stomper said.

The entire platoon came to a halt, each of us minding our zones, looking for enemies that may have crept too close and needed to be dealt with. I watched CRD with one of my cameras and could see him assessing the situation as well. The man was ready to run. When an opportunity arose, he’d be gone.

That would most likely be for the best if I didn’t suspect that Stomper would send me after him, or maybe she’d send Sheila. Our platoon leader didn’t like unfinished business or loose ends.

“Sheila, you go first, but stay close to the walls. You have the best eyes. Keep those sensors dialed in, and let us know if there are air patrols,” Stomper said. “Jam, go right after her and be ready with your long gun. Make sure the commander knows what we’re doing and what his job is.”

“I think I can convince him to hold on tight and keep his head down,” I said.

“Chen and Malik, you’re bringing up the rear. Look sharp. Let me know immediately if we have to turn around and form a line. I don’t want to slug it out with a ROV6 Vanguard, but you know I will.”

Acknowledgments glowed in my HUD. We were all on the command channel, everyone except CRD.

“Listen up, Dates,” I said, thinking that he tensed when I didn’t use his rank. He made no complaint. That was good because time was going to be increasingly important. “We have to slip outside the city and run the wall. It’s dangerous as hell, and we’ll be looking for a way back into cover and concealment as soon as possible. Your only job is to stay as tight to the back of my rig as you can and keep your head down. If you fall off, I won’t be coming back for you.”

That last part was probably a lie, but it seemed to motivate him, and he gave me a vigorous nod of understanding. “Like I said before, you are the experts. I’m along for the ride.”

I thought there was a lot left unsaid but sent Stomper a signal that I was ready. She checked in with everyone else and gave the order.

Sheila moved smoothly down a narrow alley and reached a square of light that looked like a door but was really just a gap in the infrastructure. Seconds passed, then she pushed out into the open and turned left.

I hurried after her and faced right after sweeping my sensors across the middle of our field of fire. In no time at all, we had our backs to the wall and were facing acres and acres of tall corn. That was another world we dared not approach.

We couldn’t crouch low enough to hide, but infantry might. There were no signs of tanks, other armored vehicles, or airships. Sheila and I both sent our reports to Stomper and were given silent orders to continue counterclockwise to the city.

I acknowledged the digital command and fell in behind Sheila, who led the way. We kept twenty meters between us, and that felt way too close. Both of us hoped to find a miracle so we could leave amateur hour behind.

My rear-facing camera showed the rest of the platoon out in the open now. With all of us hustling along the wall, we shared the responsibility for watching the farmland. I also had cameras facing upward toward the top of these buildings. It was a terrible angle, and anyone who looked over the edge would probably be missed.

That wasn’t the worst of our worries, of course. They could drop grenades on us or aim their small arms down the wall. Granted, it wouldn’t do much to our armor, but once they saw our platoon, they could call in other assets, namely airstrikes or even artillery.

“I hate that this is happening in the daytime,” Benji said.

“You and me both.” I checked on CRD, then my zones, and hurried to catch up with Sheila, who had stopped suddenly. “What’s up?”

She pointed at a round opening that reminded me of a mouth. Once, there had been metal grates to keep animals or other trespassers outside. Those had either rusted away or been intentionally destroyed.

I laughed. “Instead of going down the drain, we’ll go up the drain. That has to be better, right?”

“I’m voting you out of the platoon comedian spot,” Sheila said, then crouched as low as she could to look up the slight incline of the large tube. “I’m streaming video to Stomper now, and she says this is the way we have to go. It’s going to be a squeeze.”

“I’ll go last and cover the platoon with my long gun for as long as possible,” I said.

“Good call, Jam,” Stomper said and was soon directing the rest of the rigs into the shadowy entrance we found. It should lead us to concealment, at least, and take us out of the path of the advancing ROV6 units.

Sheila started swearing on the tactical channel and I knew there’d been a problem. She must’ve run into something that had to be breached, which wasn’t her strong point. Our mechs were the same size, except for mine. We all carried the basic tools, though each of us specialized in certain things.

Sheila’s problem was that she just didn’t like it. Something about cracking open a blast door made her nervous, and while she still performed at a high level, it wasn’t as spectacular as how she ran point.

“Just get it open,” Stomper said. “I’m right behind you with Chen. We can push you if necessary. And he has the ram.”

“It’s going to take brute force,” Sheila said. “A lot of rubble piled in front of this grate. It’s vertical, so that’s good, and people have been coming and going through here. That much is obvious. But none of us are small enough to get through without redesigning this freaking mess.”

“What’s happening?” Dates asked.

I explained the situation.

“I can slip through, scout the area, maybe find a better way,” he volunteered.

“No. If it comes to that, Stomper will have a pair of us dismount and go together. You’ll be kept safe with the MCRs.”

He started to talk, but I held up my door spreader as though it was my hand, signaling him to be quiet for a second. Sheila, Stomper, and Chen grunted and cursed and argued and encouraged each other. I could hear things being broken and metal being twisted in the background, and was soon rewarded by their cheers.

They’d made it.

I didn’t see how badly Sheila’s rig was damaged until I got to the front to consult with Stomper.

“I think there are some internal hydraulics compromised in one of her rig’s legs,” Stomper said to me on a private line. “And she’s going to have problems overheating if she moves too fast. This isn’t good, but we can handle it.”

“Would it help if I smoked a cigar?”

Sergeant Stomper snorted, and it sounded a little bit like a laugh. The noise of enemy drones searching above us ruined the moment.

“Are those drones?” Dates asked.

Stomper brought him into our conversation via external helmet speakers. She regulated the volume, something she was good at. We didn’t want to give away our position if they also had infantry assets close by.

“The ROV6 has been using them more,” she said.

“All the briefings we received stated it was impossible to keep anything in the air without kicking off a drone battle and inviting surface-to-air missile attacks,” Dates said.

The sergeant looked at me. We shared a moment. “At least they read our reports,” she said.

At some point during the Capian expansion, surface-to-air defense became everyone’s job/passion. It was one of the reasons MCRs had been developed to their current level. There was a time and place for aerial combat, just like there always came a time for military assets to seize territory and hold it with boots on the ground.

The two rolls could support each other but didn’t always play well or share their toys, especially if one had the advantage. At the moment, I wasn’t sure who had air superiority. The metric was surprisingly difficult to measure. The United People of Vaux had the best snipers but also the best shoulder-fired rocket teams. They were the most likely to use unconventional warfighting tactics and incorporate local resistance fighters into their military units.

The Republic of Vaux VI armies had been increasing their drone program since the conflict began and generally had several armored vehicles that were packed with the things in every company-strength force or larger. ROV6ers were as likely to be drunken barbarians as soldiers, which made their technologically advanced units seem out of place. I wondered why the nomadic bands tolerated such variance.

Not my problem. Not my circus. Not my clowns.

Sergeant Stomper had decisions to make. T4 would execute her order with verve and tenacity.

One of the best things about being inside an MCR rig was privacy. No one heard me laughing or saw me chewing on an unlit cigar stub.


CHAPTER 4


“Jam, Malik, get some drones up,” Stomper said. There was steel in her voice, the kind I recognized from previous engagements. None of her irritation was directed at us but at the enemy. I could practically feel her concern for Sheila and her frustration over CRD. The man was a complication we didn’t need right now.

I typed quickly with my left hand and confirmed that my drone package was ready to launch. A bright green icon glowed in my HUD. For some reason, the little airplane-like graphic always put me in a good mood. This felt like playtime rather than war.

“Launch at the same time?” Malik asked.

“Count it.” I reviewed my other cameras to make sure there weren’t more pressing concerns. Sure, we all loved to play with the whirligigs, but that would have to stop if there were enemies coming around the corner. I thought they were close, but not that close.

“Try not to lead the ROV6 vanguard right to us,” Stomper said. “I hate to ruin this mediocre hiding place we found.”

I laughed and suspected the rest of the platoon was having a few yucks as well. Stomper was good in a fight. We all were. Thing is, I had a feeling this might be more than even we were ready for.

“Three, two, one,” Malik said.

I tapped the launch button on my primary panel. It was one of the few analog controls we still used. The feel of it clicking was satisfying. Malik did the same thing at the same time. Three of his drones, and three of mine, simultaneously blasted into the sky and spread out.

We’d done this so many times in training and on live missions that it was like second nature. Walk in the park. Nothing to it. I covered my area, and he covered his.

“I’m going to dip down behind this water tower a couple of times to make it look like that’s where I came from,” I said.

“Nice.” Malik appreciated the subterfuge and was looking for his own version. In this type of scenario, we spoke as though we were the drones.

“I’m coming around at our two o’clock with good eyes on a primary thoroughfare,” I reported.

“I see you on my flight,” Malik reported. “I’m going to stay low and maybe cut through this warehouse. There are a lot of broken windows that should make it easy.”

“Show off,” I said. My zone turned out to be easy to monitor, a luxury I used well. Some pilots might slack off, but I did an extra thorough job because I could. There would be times when fighting would be more important than executing a textbook drone scout mission.

I also monitored all channels that Stomper allowed me access to. This wasn’t the best practice because it could be distracting. Except I also wanted to know who was doing what and if they had some sort of restrictive timeline.

Sheila and Chen were working frantically on her MCR. To my surprise, Dates appeared to be helping. I tried to remember if he’d shared his MOS. Hopefully, he had skills that would be useful. Because so far, he had been nothing but a liability that was going to get us all either killed or in trouble, or maybe in trouble then killed.

Warning sounds filled my cockpit. I pulled my drones back, then dropped altitude. Something had seen them and was preparing a countermeasure. That was the problem in our modern battlefield. It was nearly impossible to keep anything in the air for long. Malik and I were excellent drone pilots. We spent a lot of our free time screwing around with them, performing tricks, and racing through the most impossible obstacles we could find.

That didn’t mean we were missile or laser-proof. Sometimes, we faced enemies that would just set off an EMP to ground everything. That leveled the playing field and was a reason we had to have manual restart systems for each of the MCRs.

“I’m looking at your short reports, such as they are,” Stomper said. That was another running joke in the unit. She claimed our surveillance write-ups were disorganized on a good day and incomplete every day. The truth was exactly the opposite. I thought I was pretty good, but Malik was even better. We took pride in our work, and this wasn’t that hard.

“Great, boss. Then you’ll be super excited to check the video feed I’m sending you. The ROV6 are definitely searching for us.” I sent a short clip of the enemy drones scouring street by street. They had a lot more of them and worked on a grid pattern. Sooner or later, they would find our mediocre hiding place.

“Good work, I guess,” she said. It was as close to humor as I had heard for days. “Malik, what you got?”

He sent another feed showing a similar situation in his zone of responsibility. “Seems like a lot more of these jerks are looking for us than there should be. This isn’t even a contested area. I mean, there’s nothing here to be seized tactically.”

We all knew what this part of the continent was. It could best be described as no man’s land. A shoot on sight don’t go there unless you want to die type place. Why our enemy would put so many resources here was a mystery.

I laughed and made sure no one heard me. It really wasn’t that hard to figure out. The ROV6 wouldn’t be looking for Andrew Stomper’s T1 unit, not with this level of intensity. Commander Reginald Dates and his secret mission had to be at least somewhat related to the mess we were in. What have you got us into, CRD?

“All right, bring in our little flying friends,” Stomper said. “Sheila’s rig should be able to hobble along at a decent pace. It’s game time, people, and I demand your best.”

I did laugh at that, because she’d cribbed it from what a visiting general once said during a motivational speech that none of us found all that motivating. He’d been a guy we’d never heard of, with almost no meaningful decorations on his uniform, not that we cared much about that sort of thing. His youthful exuberance had made him look like a kid.

Of course, we were all the same age except for Stomper. She might’ve been thirty, though I never asked.

The drones could land themselves, an option I rarely used. How could I ever get better if I took the easy way? Today, however, was a special occasion—as our lives were on the line. I started to move while my drone package floated back to my MCR and secured itself in place. A sheet of armor slid over them, and for all the outside world knew, they didn’t exist.

Malik was done before I was and moved into position. Chen took point. Stomper put me on rear guard for now since the bulk of our enemies were hot on our heels, and I would have the best chance of slowing them down with my long gun. That left the sergeant and Sheila to mind our flanks, which was tricky in this urban canyon. They had to travel a lot closer to each other than was ideal, but that also allowed them to keep tabs on CRD.

We slid out of the area like it had been planned, and I started to relax. I’d been in this business long enough to accept good fortune when it came.

Nervous laughter rippled through T4 once we were certain the ROV6 was now searching in the wrong area and would take a considerable amount of time to reach us using their grid search method. I thought the leaders of this group were anal-retentive rule followers, probably with a compulsive disorder trained into them or tweaked through genetic selection. It was a weird contrast with their savage appearance and habitual brutality.

“Good work,” Stomper said. “Gold stars for everyone.”
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“Now this is just surreal,” Sheila said as she walked to the edge of the waterway and stared at a delightful collection of shops in delicatessens. “Are there people in some of those? Didn’t anyone tell them there was a war to destroy this place?”

I stepped to her side and felt pretty damn good. We had come through our latest brush alive and stumbled across an oasis. “I would love to find some kick-ass bomb shelters like that place we ran into in Shippensburg.”

“One of us should run down there and bargain for supplies,” she said.

“You mean alcohol,” Stomper said. “Not a chance. You know what happens if we lead ROV6 to them? We wouldn’t want to endanger the salvager kid and his warren.”

“You’re killing my vibe,” Chen said, then went back to work on our rigs. CRD was at his side, double-checking everything we had done during our hasty repairs and fine-tuning everything else.

As it turned out, he was trained as a ship engineer. Nothing about our MCR seemed very challenging to him, which was good. Repairs in the field could be sketchy even with somebody as skilled as Chen working on them. He had a rating as a mechanized combat rig mechanic, though he spent most of his time fighting. Stomper sometimes teased him that she would send him back to the motor pool for a while to dust off his skills.

We all knew that would never happen. T4 was in this until the end, brothers and sisters for life. Sometimes it seemed that’d be a much shorter partnership than would be ideal.

Sheila and I fell back to help out with the work. Stomper hunched over her terminal at the feet of her MCR. She was composing a report. How we described our actions here might be more dangerous than the actual doing of it. We were far outside of our operational zone, acting without orders, and now we had this secret squirrel with us. CRD was trouble. That was a fact.

He looked up from his work, smiling. The man clearly felt our good mood and appreciated how rare this was. That raised him a notch in my book because not everybody could go from near-death experiences to appreciating a scenic little river walk where people were trying to continue their lives.

I looked at the people in their shops and thought I heard a bit of laughter and music. Strings of lights crisscrossed the canal, and I thought there was just enough room for some sort of barge or tourist boat. Those things were popular in cities that weren’t bombed out, or so I’d heard. Before I joined up, I’d grown up in the country and had rarely been to town.

Sheila and the others never let me forget that fact once I let it slip. Still, I’d watched movies and understood how romantic this little twilight scene was.

“I was lucky you found me,” CRD was saying. He seemed drunk on the camaraderie, and might be willing to share more than he intended. It was like he knew the danger and just couldn’t stop himself. “When I came down here, I didn’t think I would have any assistance.”

We were all listening now. This was the moment of truth.

He opened his mouth, then closed it, then looked down at his hands, embarrassed. “All I can tell you is that what I’m doing is important and you wouldn’t be embarrassed to tell your grandchildren about it someday.”

That was a type of opening that practically invited a joke. T4 was a collection of hardened combat veterans, and we never passed up a chance to hang trash on someone. A grandiose statement like that was an invitation to get verbally pummeled.

No one said a word.

Dates looked up. “I’m sorry. It’s not just the classified nature of what I’m doing, but the person I’m doing it for is a friend I respect. I can’t say anything more.”

“One time, Jam ate an entire hot dog in one bite,” Sheila said, earning instant laughter from everyone else in the group. CRD chuckled, taking the easy way out by shutting his mouth. We were all joking and doing minor chores before long. Some of us even took a half-assed bath at the water’s edge.

Stomper sat with me when it was my turn to eat. Chen and Malik were on guard duty. None of our drones were in the air. “What do you think about those ROV6 units?”

“Those things are brutes. I don’t think we’d see them unless they were on some sort of search and destroy mission, or spearheading a major offensive, which they’re not.”

She ate some of her field rations and sipped from a flavored water packet.

“Do you think they’re looking for CRD?” I asked.

“Almost certainly,” she said while still chewing. “What I have to decide is what to do about it.”

“That’s why you get paid the big bucks.”

She nearly spat out her food. “I told you not to make me laugh while I’m eating.”

“Hey, boss,” Malik interrupted over comms. “I think we should put up some drones.”

Stomper touched the side of her jawline to activate her mic. “Why is that, Malik?”

“I thought I saw some units pass by the end of the canal. Look like ROV6 heavy infantry. Combined with some of those other units we saw, I’d say we’re not quite in the clear.”

“Leave the drones on your rig,” Stomper said. “We’re moving out.”

I gave her a look. We both knew it was possible to run drones and move at the same time. It wasn’t in the training manual, but we’d done it on live operations before.

She just shook her head and headed to her MCR. I checked on CRD and mounted my rig. “You can ride on my back, or someone else’s, wherever the fighting is coolest. Keep in mind you don’t have shit for body armor, and I tend to be a pretty popular target.”

He gave me a serious look. “I won’t forget that warning, Corporal.”


CHAPTER 5


Dates climbed onto my MCR. I told Benji to go easy on him. The AI that helped me run this badass war machine was easygoing but hadn’t warmed up to the commander. Instead of connecting with his C-FEF-issued ear mic, Benji just illuminated the best handholds and footrests.

CRD knew more about MCR platoons than most fleet officers because he picked up on the silent treatment. “Have I done something wrong?”

I laughed. “Dude, let me write you a list.”

“I am an officer of the fleet.”

“Who no one will miss if he disappears where he isn’t supposed to be,” I said and concealed how much I regretted the impulsive statement.

He could have shot back with condemnation of Stomper’s leadership and the fact that we were just as out of bounds as he was. “Good point. But can you answer my question? In the interest of staying alive, I would like to know what I have done wrong. Maybe I can correct my mistake.”

“What do you think of Sergeant Stomper?” I asked.

“She seems a capable leader, and very by the book.”

“So what would draw us into the city?”

He thought about that and came back with a pretty solid answer, “Downed comrade? You guys are on a rescue mission. Probably looking for someone of lower rank who C-FEF planetary command won’t authorize assets to recover.”

I said nothing.

He likely knew he was close, but not quite there. “More than just a comrade then? A lover? Someone who owes your boss money?”

Sheila picked up the pace, and in her condition, that meant the new speed wasn’t optional. Once again, we were facing encirclement by a vastly superior force in enemy-held territory with no chance of reinforcements. I accelerated hard enough that CRD shut his mouth and held on with both hands.

MCRs weren’t made to jump, but life and the terrain didn’t give two shits about our limitations. Sheila shared a view of what she was approaching. We were moving into a military shipyard. I couldn’t see the connection with the bay, but there had to be a way to move repaired vessels out of there.

What I did see was a canal that was wider than the one where we’d had our little picnic less than an hour earlier. Sheila was picking up speed, which meant she was going to leap it.

The raw acceleration and jumping force needed to complete such a feat were off the charts. Landing could—probably would—damage her already compromised rig. Her MCR AI was feeding data to Benji, who was already displaying accelerating vectors and jump points I would need to hit if I wasn’t planning on swimming.

“What’s happening?” Dates asked.

“Hold on. I need to jump a canal.”

“You can jump?”

“We do it all the time. Easy as pie.”

When it was my turn to approach the water, what had Sheila worried became visible. To the north was a still collapsing building, and to the south, everything was on fire. ROV6 heavy infantry, and the armored units and mechs sometimes attached to them, liked to smash their way through buildings and burn anything that would catch fire.

To civilians, it came across as psychotic and juvenile, but I understood why they did it. There were now two directions we couldn’t travel through, especially on this side of the canal.

I pressed forward on my controls, reviewed the jump point Benji promised me would get us across, and worried too late if Commander Reginald Dates’s weight would make a difference.

Surely, my MCR AI would have factored in the weight of our passenger.

“This is it, Dates.”

He grunted something.

I reached the edge of the canal and leaped with everything I had. My power cells whined. Cooling tubing screamed, and I wondered how hot it was right now for Dates. He wasn’t near the exhaust vents, but everything would be spicy on the outside of my rig for a while.

The time in the air wasn’t long. I glanced at the map as it updated. The shipyard was far larger than I’d realized. Cranes and buildings concealed most of it from view.

“Benji, how many more of these are we going to have to jump?”

“If Sheila makes good decisions, none. Would you like me to send a recommendation to Sergeant Stomper’s rig?”

“Yes.”

“Message received. She is on top of it,” Benji said almost instantly.

“Malik, launch your drones. Help Sheila find a way out,” Stomper ordered.

“Moving to support point, and launching drones,” Malik said.

The guy was good. Driving and flying at the same time required serious skill. Not everyone could do it. We had AIs to help, but that didn’t make anything easy. Humans had to remain in control, which slowed things down by a lot. Our training and experience made our decision-making process freakishly fast compared to what civilians expected. We’d startled more than a few when assigned to perform demonstrations at dog and pony shows.

Dates grunted. His profanity was lost in the noise of my MCR, but I got the point. He was hanging on with everything he had. I checked my speed and laughed. “Will you look at that? New personal record.”

“Same,” Chen said dryly.

ROV6 drones appeared at the edge of the shipyard. They were a kilometer away and already working their search grid aggressively. I was glad they couldn’t, or wouldn’t, improvise. Benji was more spontaneous than those assholes.

“Is that the woman on point?” Dates asked.

I barely made out his voice as we passed Sheila’s limping rig.

“Sheila, bring up the rear,” Stomper said, her voice cold as ice. “Malik has point. Watch your zones.”

We made several turns, some right, others left. Once, we plowed straight ahead after Malik kicked a civilian ground car out of the way.

“Your sergeant has fallen back to protect Sheila,” Dates said.

He wasn’t wrong.

I hopped violently sideways, cut across a plaza, and matched paces with Chen. “Take the fleet guy.”

“Can’t do it,” Chen said. “Stomper said you would try something like that. She emphasized you’re responsible for him no matter what.”

As if on cue, someone opened fire near the back of our line of march. Stomper and Sheila were just out of sight. One was my platoon leader, and the other was operating a damaged rig.

“Screw this.” I headed that way.

“Stomper wouldn’t want that!” Chen shouted as he held his position. He wasn’t wrong. Seconds later, I heard him exchange fire with a lighter element. Most likely, someone was trying to mark his position, and therefore ours, through scrimmaging.

“You might want to think about getting off,” I said to CRD, even though that was the exact opposite of my orders. Chen had only reinforced what I already knew was the truth. Stomper trusted me to protect the fleet officer.

Dates didn’t respond right away but eventually disappointed me. “This isn’t a good spot.”

What else did I expect? We shared five minutes of camaraderie by the river walk. That didn’t make us blood brothers.

Rounding the corner at speed took skill. I brought my center gun online first, then checked the range. Gears groaned. Turbines whined. My power cells cooled, which was a bad sign because they should be heating up—unless they were past redlining.

I would feel the power drop in seconds, which was all good because I had targets.

“Stay low. I’m using the gun.” There was no need to call it the long gun. Everyone knew what my tone meant. I could have said, “Stuffed animals are cute,” and everyone would have ducked.

One, two, three times, I fired.

Dates again proved he knew a lot about MCR capabilities. “That is a lot faster than recommended. You’re going to overheat.”

Sheila was far behind us and had turned to fight. Sergeant Stomper had climbed a pile of rubble to fire down on the ROV6 heavy infantry units swarming her.

My primary weapon removed three from the fight, and removed was not an exaggeration. Their torsos ceased to exist. I selected other targets and made difficult shots with my center gun. At this range, the chest-mounted weapon was less than ideal. This was akin to trick shooting, and I was doing it far faster than even Benji could anticipate.

My AI worked to cool my guns and keep my power plant running. He didn’t chastise me, which meant he was busy talking to other rigs in T4.

“Maybe now would be a good time to dismount,” Dates said.

“Too late. We’re moving.” I rushed between buildings, charged up the pile of rubble Stomper was holding, and back down the other side.

“Damn it, Jam!” She followed me for a step, then went back to shooting ROV6 heavy infantry units coming around the corner.

She was kicking ass, and so was Sheila. But I knew something extra about how the ROV6 HI operated. It was from a time in my life I didn’t talk about, not even with Benji. Being MIA made being AWOL a lot easier and I had been desperate to never fight again. Instead, I watched the enemy work from closer than anyone should. The ROV6 HI never cleared out civilians before they attacked, and that included the community that sheltered me for three weeks.

I knew right where they would drop their shield generator and heavy gun. Sheila would be a sitting duck, and if Stomper tried to help her, she’d die as well.

The only way to win was to strike first, then keep striking until they decided this wasn’t a good place to put up their pounders, as they called them.

“I can’t hold on much longer,” Dates said as I slammed into a building to break my forward momentum.

Concrete, steel, and tons of dust exploded from the impact. I aimed, fired, and fired again.

“…monster,” Dates said.

I hadn’t caught the first part of his statement and didn’t care. The enemy was before me, and my position was good.

There was another trick that wasn’t in the manual except to tell people to never do it—firing the long gun and the center gun at the same time.

“Get off!”

Dates scrambled into the still-collapsing rubble behind me. Apparently, falling debris seemed safer to him than my tone.

I spread my feet and leaned into my next shot. “Help me out, Benji.”

“I am not allowed to kill sentient beings,” my AI complained.

“Worth a try.” I alternated my attention between my long gun and the center gun. All of my sensors showed my MCR overheating, but I kept shooting. Some people wondered if combat AIs had a true desire for self-preservation. They said that was just programming. I didn’t care, but experience also said that Benji would pull miracles out of his circuitry to keep me from melting.

There were limits, of course.

I was just glad the ROV6 heavy infantry units were falling back before I reached mine.

“See,” I said. “Super easy.”

Dates didn’t respond because he was slipping into a hole in the ground. It looked like it would either take him successfully under a collapsed building—through a subway or something—or be his death. I tried to grab him, but it wasn’t even close.

My rig moved like cold molasses now. There was always a price to be paid. I realized, to my complete amazement, that I was disappointed to see the fleet officer go. It wasn’t just that Stomper would have my ass.

Post-battle blues always kicked me in the gut. What I needed right now was a cold beer, a cigar, and a nap afterward. The chances of getting all three weren’t zero, but they were pretty out there.

“Do I need to come to you, or can you rejoin the platoon?” Stomper asked. When she spoke on the main channel without identifying who she was talking to, it was always me, and she was always mad as a wet cat.

“I’m moving toward you.” I looked around one last time for CRD—he was definitely gone. “ROV6 elements have fallen back. Probably calling for reinforcements.”

“No shit,” Stomper said. Again, that was a bad sign. She rarely used profanity on an all-platoon channel. “Is the C-FEF package okay?”

I decided to wait to explain until we were face-to-face.


CHAPTER 6


“There was this hole in the debris,” I said.

“I bet there was,” Chen said.

“He went through it.” I wasn’t paying attention to Chen or anyone but Stomper.

“Like a rat.” Chen smacked his hands together. “Never expected much else. I just hope he doesn’t run his mouth when he gets back to his ship.”

“If he gets back,” Sheila said.

Stomper held up one hand, a clear sign that everyone should shut their mouths and let me suffer through my explanation.

“I opened fire with everything I had. He was sheltering behind me because of the heat and recoil. I kept tabs on him. Benji did too, but there was a lot of heat management and sensor disruption going on.”

“Your AI is good against rockets and other smart attacks,” Stomper said.

Everyone in the platoon but the sergeant met my gaze in turn. We were all thinking the same thing. Stomper was really and truly pissed. She walled off her emotions half the time like it was her duty as a leader to never show weakness in any form.

I thought something else and wouldn’t be surprised if other members of T4 were seeing this the same way I was. CRD had his own mission, and we were never meant to be part of it. Could there be consequences if he made it back to the admiral, because it had to be the admiral who sent him on what was basically a suicide mission?

Yeah. He could screw us all the way out of the C-FEF 3rd Planetary Army.

I didn’t think he would. My gut told me the consequences of losing him were going to be a lot worse than some court-martials. But what did I know?

“Take care of your gear. Eat. Sleep in shifts. We have some long days ahead of us. I’ll be reviewing drone footage for evidence of T1 in the area.” And with that, Stomper left us to our devices. Malik and Sheila took the first watch. Chen talked to me about his latest obsession—building a theme park on the planet he came from.

I listened, but everyone in the platoon had heard it before. Maybe that was why it was so relaxing for both of us. Easy conversation was nice after a day of fighting for your life.

The night was dark and full of small battles in the distance. If I could see farther down the coast, I would witness a different story. That was where the real war was happening, and it was hell.

I took my turn in my hammock and slept like the dead. Benji woke me up, started coffee in my MCR, and gave me an update on everything the other members of my unit reported. It wasn’t much. We’d really pushed to get clear of the ROV6 units. That was only possible because of their predictability.

They were also determined and prone to asking for and getting greater and greater supplies of reinforcements. Sometimes, those who responded were elite units like the heavy infantry, and other times, they were drunk, demoralized conscripts. Either way, they always showed up and fought.

Sergeant Stomper was the first into her rig. She looked like she’d had a bath and a good night’s sleep, though I doubted she’d had the luxury of the first and knew she hadn’t come near the second. She’d been lurking at the edge of the camp before and after my watch.

Benji’s report confirmed that Stomper had barely closed her eyes. Not every platoon leader liked it when I had my AI monitor their activities, but I never really asked, so it wasn’t a problem.

“Rally,” Stomper said.

We all finished our safety checks, and Malik came in from the morning overwatch.

“We’re going to find Commander Reginald Dates,” Stomper said.

Of course we were. It was the right thing to do, and also what standard operating procedures required us to attempt. Mostly, I thought Stomper felt the same instinctive warning I did. CRD was important, and not just for us.

Was that because he was a hero or a villain?

I didn’t care.

“Malik, on point. Keep your drones ready, but don’t use them until I give the signal. Sheila, remain in the center as our quick reaction force. I’ll take the right flank. Chen is on the left. Jam, you’re our tail-end-charlie for now. All of you, keep your eyes open for the commander and also T1. Report everything. I want a steady flow of details.”

We went to our positions and moved out.

“What do you think, Jam?” Sheila asked on a one-to-one channel. It wasn’t something we were supposed to be doing, and it was disrespectful of Stomper to talk behind her back.

“I think this is the most screwed up situation we’ve been in.” I wanted to say more, to explain this would likely be our last time together. That feeling was in my guts, too, but I wasn’t sure exactly what it meant. There were lots of ways the platoon could be broken up.

None of them were good.

Stomper rotated us through each position. She liked keeping us sharp on every possible duty we might have to perform. “I require you to be experts in everything,” she’d once said, only half joking.

The fog of war often put us in our least favorite places. I liked to be point, so when it was my turn, I held onto the assignment for as long as possible. We moved nearly twenty kilometers before finding the C-FEF officer. None of that was in a straight line, so we were tired and needed to recharge our auxiliary batteries—the little stuff that made mech life bearable. Our compact nuclear generators made short work of this task, but it still needed doing.

It took me point-five seconds to know we were all going to regret finding Dates.

“I’ve got eyes on CRD. You better come up, boss.”

Sergeant Stomper was there in less than a minute, and I barely felt her approach. Hearing an MCR move could be difficult in a loud environment. There was a lot of noise here, even though all the battles were far away. Crumbling cities sang the bitterest dirges.

What was easier to detect, for me at least, was the vibration of a six-ton war machine walking closer and closer. There had been larger versions in the past, but what we used now straddled the sweet spot. Materials got lighter. Power plants became smaller and more efficient. Weapons followed the same technological progression.

“What do you have?” she asked when her MCR was set.

“It seems that CRD has never hot-wired an armored car in a war zone.” The vehicle looked in good repair, which should have been a clue to a man as smart as Dates. He was a fleet engineer. Surely he would see the potential for booby-trapping such an enticing gift.

“Commander Reginald Dates,” Stomper said via her external speaker. “Do not approach that vehicle.”

He froze like a kid caught peeking at his Christmas presents.

“Guilty,” I said.

“Like you’re one to talk.”

“I’m sorry, Sarge.”

“You know my policy on apologies.”

Everyone did, especially me, since I was usually what prompted her to explain they didn’t mean nearly as much as not committing the offense in the first place. Doing things right kept people alive. Not listening to orders, charging off on your own, and screwing around with your platoon when you should be watching for incoming missiles got people hurt.

We all understood that, and none of us wanted to let Stomper down.

“We’re going to talk after this. You may need a promotion so you can run your own platoon,” she said. “Or something.”

Her words cut through my guts like a UPV sniper round. That made me think about Elijah and how disappointed he would have been with my screw-up. I was the one who should have been taken out.

“Right now, I need you to gather up the C-FEF. Try to convince him I am so angry that I’m dangerous to talk to.”

“Sure thing, boss. I’ll be right back.”

I slipped out of my rig and told Benji to alert me if there were threats moving my way.

“You know I cannot provide cover fire like that last time you found a loophole in my programming,” Benji said.

“That was fun, wasn’t it.” Conversations with my MCR AI were always private unless he brought someone onto the channel or we joined someone else. Maybe that was why I dismounted.

There was a solid tactical reason for my actions, but not when I had Stomper and the rest of T4 to watch my approach. When operating as a solo unit, it sometimes proved advantageous to have the machine scan the area while the operator performed traditional infantry tasks—so said the manual. I needed to be operating as part of the team but couldn’t resist the impulse driving me to go forward on foot.

When I reached Dates, I knew exactly why I’d dismounted. This needed to be face-to-face. He saw my ire and backed up, hands held before him in an attitude of surrender.

“I don’t want to drag you and your platoon down with me,” he said. “Trust me. My leaving was the best thing that ever happened to you.”

“Well, you shouldn’t have let us catch up then,” I snapped. Where was the profanity, the threats? I walked around the armored car from a safe distance, spotted what I was looking for, and pointed it out to Dates.

“Were those footprints in the dust?” he asked.

“Yeah. They rigged it to blow, then crept away to watch.”

“Are they still watching?”

I scanned the area. “Probably not, and if they are any good, they will know there is an MCR platoon in this zone and won’t risk exposing themselves. Not even to mutilate the body of a dead C-FEF officer.”

“That’s a comfort,” he said.

“I need you to come with me and talk to Sergeant Stomper.”

“Do I have a choice?”

“No.”

He started back the way I’d come from. “We might as well get it over with.”

“Slow down, champ. I’ll tell you when it’s time to face the music. Do it now, and I can’t promise anything.”

“Are you saying your platoon leader, or your entire platoon, would harm an officer of the Capian First Expeditionary Fleet? You understand that I work directly for the admiral?” His eyes tightened when he realized he let that last part slip. We already knew, of course. But it was fun to hear him verbalize the truth for once.

I stepped close, and as it happened, I was larger and stronger than he was. My scars weren’t pretty, my attitude was bad, and I probably stank like a month in the field behind enemy lines. “Look into my eyes, Dates. Tell me you know about my file because I bet you do. I caught those not-so-subtle hints.”

He kept his composure, which was impressive given the circumstances. “Why would I know anything about you?”

“I’ve watched you since the moment we met. You know a lot about mechanized combat rigs and how we work. Was that a crash course before you found yourself on this private mission for Admiral Markson IV?”

“I’m working on my own initiative.” His attempt at damage control was lame, and he knew it.

“Sure you are.”

He held my gaze for a long time. “I reviewed what I could before coming to the surface. But you should know that all fleet officers participate in extensive tabletop exercises, most of which include both fleet and planetary operations. You should give us more credit.”

“I know you can run and hide like a rat.”

This time, he was the one whose eyes blazed with anger. “Watch yourself, Malone.”

“You remembered my name from our first meeting or have read my file.”

He glanced down like he would see my name tape and use that as an explanation, but it wasn’t there. I rarely bothered to sew it onto my rig fatigues since I went through them like paper towels.

“I remember.”

“Then remember this. If you embarrass me in front of Sergeant Stomper again, or get anyone in my platoon hurt, I’ll disappear you.”

He didn’t bother to call me out on threatening a superior officer or using bad grammar. We both knew that would do less than nothing.

“Forget about me and start thinking about what you’re going to say to my boss. Start with the truth, and assume she is smarter and more determined than you are, because she is.”

He kept his mouth shut all the way back to camp.


CHAPTER 7


“Eating outside our rigs is better,” Sheila said. “Never thought I would hear those words from my mouth.” She was half in and half out of her MCR, which was another nonstandard adaptation our platoon had nurtured over time. This left her mech, Gina, standing in a deep squat with the main compartment open like a clamshell. Her center gun was offline in this configuration. She had smaller weapons on each shoulder, which reduced fields of fire so long as she stayed like this. Sheila sat with her feet in the stirrups, so to speak, and her hands near the controls.

She spooned soft rations into her mouth and never took her eyes from Sergeant Stomper and Commander Reginald Dates. Our platoon leader and the C-FEF officer had been in a deep discussion for nearly a half hour. With so many enemy units in the area, that felt like a lifetime.

I wanted to be moving. That was the best way to avoid becoming an easy target. Maintaining momentum was often the difference between life and death.

Malik and I were watching as well, though I hadn’t touched my food. Gel nutrients through a tube would be just fine. Water came through the same delivery system and flushed it out. All of us hated eating that way, but satisfying my tastebuds, or even my hunger pains, was the least of my worries. Maybe later I would indulge in a flavored water pack.

Chen was the only member of the platoon performing overwatch. We liked to have two, but getting enough rest and dealing with CRD was spreading us thin. Too much of our concentration, individually and collectively, was on Sergeant Stomper and Commander Dates. Their conversation would decide our fates.

“You two should rack out,” I said.

Sheila dropped her food packet into a recycling slot and started closing her canopy. “Don’t have to tell me twice.”

Malik followed suit. Neither asked to hang hammocks. We’d gotten too used to the practice anyway. It was time to toughen up.

“Can you hear them, Benji?” I asked.

“Of course, but my programming will not allow the information to be processed. Sergeant Stomper has raised a digital privacy screen.”

“What do you think of our C-FEF officer?”

“He hardly belongs to us,” Benji said, then paused for two seconds. That either meant something was interfering with his processing ability or that he was crunching an unusual amount of data. “There are very few strategic objectives left in this part of the theatre. I find no missing persons of interest unless the admiral has a girlfriend or boyfriend who is dodging his attentions.”

“There are easier ways than coming here,” I said, though I wondered if that were true. How did you dodge the romantic advances of an admiral, especially when there was only one fleet in this sector? No one was more powerful than Admiral Boal Markson IV.

“Sergeant Stomper is heading our way, and she has dropped the digital privacy screen,” Benji said. “I don’t think that means everything is back to normal, but it is a start.”

“Thanks. Keep an eye on the C-FEF.” By that, I meant the C-FEF officer. Benji understood my verbal shorthand. We’d been through a lot together.

Stomper could have opened the conversation with platitudes like “I was talking with Commander Dates” or “I need to get your take on something.” She didn’t because stating the obvious wasn’t her style.

“We’re screwed.”

That was unusual. Before this mission, Stomper rarely indulged in profanity, but more to the point, she never let that kind of negativity show. She looked tired.

“You have my attention,” I said. “Tell me more.”

“CRD is looking for a stolen portal generator.”

“Shouldn’t be hard to find. Aren’t those things the size of a starship?”

“This one is something he thinks he can carry.” She looked to where Dates was spreading a borrowed bedroll and getting comfortable. “The person he is after allegedly stole the device.”

“That sounds like a big deal. Like something that would get an army diverted, or at least some special operations teams out doing their thing.”

Stomper ripped open a meal packet and started eating it cold—which was yet another delightful delivery system for calories in the field. The part of the pack she tore off became the eating utensil. She spoke as she chewed, “I went after him with everything I know about interview and interrogation. Then I just hammered him with questions and hoped he would slip.”

“But he didn’t. This portal thing is real.”

“Yeah.” She finished her food in two huge spoonfuls. “We’re going to help him.”

On any other day, I might have razzed her or made humorous suggestions. This time, I just listened. I knew better than anyone that her going after her brother was probably the only time she’d done anything remotely selfish. The C-FEF Planetary Army was lucky to have a noncommissioned officer like her.

I sure as hell was glad she was my sergeant. A burning desire to never let her down flared in my chest and it wasn’t the first time. She wasn’t the type of platoon leader to make things easy for us. Maybe that was why none of us would voluntarily leave T4. Come hell or high water, we were in for whatever Stomper decided to dish out.

I looked toward Chen on overwatch, then to Malik and Sheila in their closed MCRs. Lastly, I checked on Commander Reginald Dates, all cozy in the bedroll reading a book.

“What’s that?” I asked.

Stomper glanced over her shoulder, then back to me. “Some novel. He told me about it, but I wasn’t in the mood.”

That sent a chill through me. She didn’t realize we understood the intensity of her vice. The woman read physical books whenever we came across them. What she didn’t realize was that we were aware she never turned these in at the end of the mission. Stomper had quite a library back at Tall Town.

“Am I doing the right thing, Jam?”

“Yeah. You are.”

She smiled. “You don’t know if I’m talking about helping CRD or looking for my brother.”

“He better not keep us from finding T1.”

She held my gaze, then patted me on the arm and went to her rig. I watched CRD reading his book and wondered if he knew anything about cigars.

“Something on your mind?” he eventually asked.

I sauntered over to him and sat on the ground near his little campsite at the feet of Stomper’s MCR. “What are you reading?”

“Historical fiction,” he admitted. “With a fantasy twist, I think.”

I leaned close enough to skim a few lines, then nodded like I cared.

He put the book away and sat up, though he kept the bed roll covering his legs because it was getting cold and he was soft.

“Tell me about this portal generator.”

His face flushed red.

“None of us are saying a word unless Sergeant Stomper tells us to.” I paused. “Or if something happens to her. We’d probably just start talking about all kinds of things in our grief.”

That drained his color. “I assure you that I would never put your boss in harm’s way.”

“That’s good, Dates.”

He set his jaw to hold in his instinctive response to my words. Maybe it had something to do with my right hand being clenched into a fist and my general attitude.

“Problem?” I asked.

“Good night, Corporal. I need to turn in.”

“Nah, you should read a bit longer. Don’t tell me you’re ready to sleep. Never seen a man as alert and wired as you are.”

“I am not wired.”

I waved that off. “Can I ask you one question?”

He stared at me.

“Why didn’t the admiral send an entire army to recover this device?”

“Keep the admiral out of this.”

This time, I stared.

Dates put away his book, then tugged at his bed roll like he really was about to sleep—or pretend to. “Who says he didn’t?”

I looked around, eyes mockingly wide. “Oh, yeah. There are Titanium Platoons everywhere. Lots of support divisions. Air patrols. Orbital assets. He is really going all out to find this person and the alleged portal generator.”

“Good night,” he said, then twisted under his paper-thin field blanket like this would dissuade me from asking questions.

“We’re all screwed if we catch up to this person with the stolen technology, aren’t we?”

Dates remained curled up and facing the other direction. Of course, he wasn’t asleep. I could sit there and wait for a response, maybe keep him up all night, but what good would that do?

I didn’t need a sleep-deprived fleet officer dragging us down. The sooner we offloaded this guy and his screwed-up mission, the sooner we could find Lance Corporal Andrew Stomper and the rest of Titanium I.

Dates had an ulterior motive no one, not even Stomper, suspected. There was not a doubt in my mind about that.


CHAPTER 8


I had the last watch of the night and was thus only listening from the overwatch position outside our camp when Stomper gave us new orders. One of my MCR cameras watched the gathering. I tried not to stare because they were eating cooked food, even if it had come from rations. Sheila had brought me coffee, and that was nice, but it wasn’t a proper breakfast.

“Everything we do from here on out is clubhouse rules,” Stomper began.

Sheila, Chen, and Malik closed their hands like they’d caught something small, then tucked it away in their pockets. Dates watched all of this. His reaction was unreadable.

“More than our careers are on the line this time,” Stomper said. She jerked her head toward Dates to indicate his professional well-being was included in the statement. “Technology like this could change the course of the war and have long-term effects on the society we want to go home to someday.”

Dates moved forward and reluctantly laid it all out for us. The only thing he held back was any direct mention of the admiral or the name of the officer who split with the portal generator.

“These are his last known coordinates near Bridge 37. He is officially AWOL, though I am one of three people who know what he stole from Research and Development.”

“We know,” Sheila said.

“You don’t.”

“Right. We don’t. Silly me.” Sheila’s tone was hard and nowhere near naive. The more facts we possessed, the more danger we were in after the mission. That didn’t mean she liked feigning ignorance. Maybe none of us were aware of the intricate details, but we had the basics, and it was all bad news.

“We should move out, Sarge. Looks like there will be airships today,” I said like I was forecasting the weather, because in a way, I was.

That got everyone’s attention because it wasn’t common. There weren’t enough air patrols. Fleet and Planetary commanders used them sparingly.

“We all have to be on board with this,” Stomper said. “I’m ready to send anyone who wants to return to base.”

Profanity cracked and rattled through the unit like billiard balls.

“We’re all in,” I said.

“Good enough.” Stomper addressed Chen, “Can you listen to air patrol traffic without starting a conversation?”

“You mean, can I keep our existence secret?”

“I’m more worried about revealing our location and the orders that will follow.” Stomper was her stoic self again, and that comforted the hell out of me. The rest of T4 probably relaxed as well.

“I’ll try, but it’s risky.” Chen climbed into his MCR.

“Don’t take chances. Just let me know if we’re lucky. Flyboys like to chat on open channels,” Stomper said.

“But do they really?” I asked.

“Watch it, Jam.” She mounted her rig and closed it up tight. We were all ready to move thirty seconds later. Dates looked at me, and I motioned for him to climb aboard.

“These would be a lot nicer if they had a passenger compartment like the MCR-S.” He had to know I was only going to snort or curse the support versions that never intentionally went into battle.

“Your platoon doesn’t mess around,” he said, using the plug-in comms on my back. It was designed for mechanics. I assumed he knew where it was from his time helping Sheila with repairs.

“First of all, it’s not my platoon. Stomper runs T4. Second of all, what did you expect?”

“I’m not complaining. Just pointing out that once a decision is made, your unit springs into action.”

“Springs. Yeah. That’s what we do.” I plodded along behind Sheila, who was on point again. Chen was guarding our rear. Malik was on our left flank, and I was out on the right. Stomper was in the center of our diamond, though that wasn’t where she always put herself.

It occurred to me that Commander Dates should probably be on the back of her rig.

I didn’t say anything.

Stomper always had her reasons.

Jets flashed overhead. We faded into the shadows of buildings. If the pilots were looking for us, they could find us. Signal jamming only went so far. All they had to do was slow down and follow the streets. None of the C-FEF planetary airships were doing that, which made me think they were looking for something, or someone, else.

Dates didn’t comment on the activity. He was alert, though. I had to give him that. Most officers would bitch and moan and give me orders to stop. I would pretend not to hear until Stomper personally gave me orders. Any officer worth his weight in ball bearings knew that was the way of things.

The practice remained risky, but that was what we all did in T4.

An hour passed without conflict.

“Jam, take point. Tell your passenger he better lead us to his package soon,” Stomper said. Her tone suggested she was disappointed that he hadn’t contributed more direction before now. I kept my mouth shut on suspecting he didn’t know where to look.

“On the way.” Before long, I’d seamlessly traded places with Sheila up front. She hated the right flank for some reason but at least she didn’t complain about switching this time.

The buildings were lower here, so there were moments we weren’t on the same street. None of us could see more than the occasional glimpse of each other’s antennas over the one-story buildings, but our signals could. This allowed visual snapshots and short videos. We were together, while not together. For a mechanized patrol, this was perfect.

“I don’t see the others,” Dates finally said.

“I have them in my HUD. We’re good.”

“Okay, because there is a park up ahead.”

“I see it.”

He hesitated, then sent me a series of coordinates for my camera view. That was impressive. The man was sharp. I looked where he indicated and spotted the AWOL officer immediately.

“That was slick, Dates.”

“Thanks. Precision matters.” He paused for a second. “That’s something ship engineers say. I suspect it translates into combat operations well.”

“Stand by. I’m forwarding the information to Stomper and the rest of T4,” I said. “Your officer buddy looks hurt.”

“Nearly dead, I’d say.” Dates sounded tense, like he was trying to come off tough but was struggling to prevent his heart from beating all the way up into his throat.

“Tell me something,” I said, hoping to catch him off guard. “What does boots down mean?”

“That is standard terminology for having landed on the surface of a planet,” he said too quickly.

“What does it mean to you and your boss?”

He hopped down and jogged into the park. To follow him, I would need to expose my MCR and leave an easy-to-follow trail through the poorly maintained but healthy landscaping.

“Go with him,” Stomper said. “I’m moving up to guard your rig. Everyone else, set a defensive perimeter and remember we’re trying not to be seen by anyone. That includes people from our side.”

I punched a hot key that opened my rig, locked out the controls so no one could steal it, and would close the canopy ten seconds after I was out. I grabbed my rifle, glanced at the side arm hanging against my thigh, and slid to the ground without needing to look for the ladder. My left hand held one side, and my feet gripped the other. My right was holding my rifle on a tight sling.

Dates disappeared through the overgrown hedgerow. I sprinted after him, laughing darkly. The guy had no idea how quickly I could move or how aggressive I could be when determined.

This situation qualified for maximum effort. Dates had tried to pull a fast one. That was enough of a reason for me to run him down. Had to let him know who was the ground pounder and who was the fleet geek.

I doubted he wanted to ditch us completely, but he probably wanted to speak to the wounded officer before we had a chance to get answers. In the darkest possible scenario, he was going to silence the man before we arrived.

“Dates!” I snapped the word hard, hoping intensity would work in place of volume. “Stop. I’m trying to help you.”

It was hard to hear his movements over my own. That was the worst part of a foot chase. To be fair, creeping around outside of my rig wasn’t my favorite activity, though I had a lot of practice from the days before Stomper.

“Benji, can you see anything useful?”

“Forward-looking infrared suggests he went to the left,” my mech’s AI said. “But there is a surprising amount of heat-reflective material in there. Could the AWOL officer have set a trap?”

“Balls.” I took a hard left where there hadn’t seemed to be one. This place was a maze. Nothing appeared that tangled from the outside, as was probably the case with every cluster of underbrush in history. I forced my way through where necessary, heedless of how much noise I made.

Anything I did to get through, Dates had done it first. With my luck, there would be UPV spooks in here looking to rob someone or even a ROV6 elite recon team. Or maybe Dates could go homicidal and drop grenades behind him as he ran.

None of that was going to happen. My imagination entertained me during the boring parts of my job, which was ninety-eight percent of the time. Right now, it was just creating noise in my head. I laughed away ridiculous scenarios, but also kind of watched out for them.

I burst into a corridor of green and brown leaves and found Dates standing like he didn’t know what to do. Beyond his position was a poorly trimmed archway that probably led to the clearing we’d seen from the cover of the buildings.

He looked over his shoulder.

“I told you to wait.” My breath came harder than I thought it should, while he seemed to sweat from nerves rather than exertion. Officers like him probably had treadmills and personal trainers on their starships. That’s why he had smoked me.

But he hadn’t. I’d caught him, so whatever.

“You got out of your rig for this? That’s a relief. We need to get to Rhiannon quickly.”

“His name is Rhiannon?”

“No. I might have unintentionally misled you about Lieutenant Rhiannon Elda’s gender, but it doesn’t matter.”

I pushed past him to get a better angle on the archway. Most of what lay beyond was visible from this side. All I had to do was shift across it while covering the danger zone with my rifle. My eyes looked right over the tops of my optics. At this range, it would be instinct shooting anyway.

Dates followed.

“Not so close.” I glanced back and realized he had an officer’s pistol.

Of course he did. I just prayed he didn’t shoot me in the back by accident.

He nodded, took a step back, and was soon in the textbook-perfect position for a two-man assault of a room. I hoped he had some actual experience to go with that knowledge and the guts to use it.

Mostly, I hoped neither of us would need to start blasting.

Going through quickly was the best way, so I did, cutting right first, then swinging my barrel back to center. Dates went left, froze briefly once he was through the fatal funnel, then mostly covered his zone.

I’d seen worse performances. The guy had paid attention during whatever training the fleet provided.

“Come on.” I moved toward the downed C-FEF officer and the device she was lying across. Her gender was obvious now.

I was such an asshole. How had I let this detail slip past me? Maybe her gender mattered, and maybe it didn’t. If we’d known, there might have been concerns this was a romantic entanglement not worth our time.

Stomper had probably figured it out. She’d hinted at something like that. She was smarter than me and better at hiding her emotions and what she was privy to about any given situation. That was why none of us played poker with her.

I cleared the area around her, including the hollow side of a tree where she must have hidden earlier, then knelt at her side. Again, Dates seemed glad I was there. My first aid was faster and better than anything he was coming up with.

First, I stopped a slowly bleeding wound on her thigh. She’d applied a tourniquet but hadn’t cranked it down very tight. That or it’d loosened. Or who the hell cared what had relaxed the fit because she was nearly dead from blood loss now.

Pressure bandages went on other cuts, probably from bullet grazes. One, however, looked a lot like someone had slashed her with a blade.

“Will she live?” Dates asked.

I pushed her arms inside of her jumpsuit, then tied the sleeves around her like a straight jacket. “Bind her ankles with her shoelaces.”

“Are you worried she’s going to run away?”

“No, asshole, it will make her easier to carry back to my rig. Benji can do a scan and maybe give her intravenous fluids.” I patted her down, then removed anything that would fall out of her pockets or that looked interesting. One such item was a personal photo of the admiral.

I shook my head. Of course, this had a romance gone bad aspect.

“I’ll take that,” Dates said firmly.

I shoved the picture into one of my side pockets. He reached for it and I struck away his hand and glared straight into his eyes.

He stepped back.

“Where is this portal generator?” I propped Rhiannon Elda up so I could get a better hold of her.

“Don’t say that where anyone could hear it.” Dates searched the hollowed-out tree. “Here it is.”

“No one can hear us. Grab it and follow me. If you run, I’m going to drop the admiral’s girlfriend and come after you—and I’ll be pissed.” The effort of carrying the woman colored my words. She wasn’t big, but she wasn’t the smallest woman I’d ever put my arms around, either.

“Understood.” He walked by my side and constantly looked around like C-FEF commandos were going to fall out of the sky and steal his prize.

The device looked like a metal suitcase, which shouldn’t have surprised me. Why wouldn’t galaxy-altering technology not have a convenient carrying handle?

“Give me a hand.” I hated to ask, but pride wasn’t a reason to let someone die. Dates grabbed onto her with his free hand and sort of helped with her weight.

We waddled back into the hedgerow maze. The trip back to my rig took about five hundred years. Half of it I spent silently cursing Commander Reginald Dates and the espionage train he rode in on. My arms felt like they were longer by the time we arrived, and I was pretty sure I would never get the smell of Elda’s vomit out of my nostrils.

Stomper was out of her rig and waiting for us when we arrived. “God, how long was she like this before you found her?”

“Let me check my psychic hotline.”

“Don’t start with me, Jam.” Stomper lowered Lieutenant Elda to the ground, checked my work, and found no issue with it.

Malik and Sheila came running.

“Get her into my rig,” Stomper said.

“My rig.” This time, my voice carried weight that not even my superior questioned. Malik and Sheila followed the wounded personnel loading procedure exactly and soon had the unconscious fleet officer in my war machine.

“Beginning diagnostic,” Benji said on the platoon channel. “I assume this means you will be walking for the rest of the mission.”

“I might jog a little to break up the monotony.” I didn’t want the woman in my rig, but there was no way in hell she was going in Sergeant Stomper’s MCR. That just wasn’t right.

“We can get her stabilized with Benji, then put her in my rig, since it’s already damaged,” Sheila suggested. “If you’re sending her back to base by a safe route, might as well put in a request for repairs.”

“Forget about it,” Stomper said. She gave me a long, hard look that everyone saw. “He won’t let anyone else go on foot.”

“He is stubborn,” Sheila said.

I could have fired back a half-dozen rejoinders, but focused on putting together my infantry kit and cleaning myself off as best I could. Elijah would have done it this way.

“Take care of her, Benji,” I finally said.

“I will rendezvous with you and the rest of T4 at the first opportunity.”

“They’ll never let an MCR head back into the field without a pilot,” Dates said.

“We know that,” Sheila said. “Now give Jam some space. Unless you want to get throat punched.”

No one talked much until Benji was heading back to base with the lieutenant. He would take the longest possible route because once he and his wounded passenger were recovered, it wouldn’t take command long to know how far out of our assigned zone we were.


CHAPTER 9


I faced Dates across the campfire, which was a luxury we didn’t often have. Fortunately, there were a lot of buildings burning. Flames tended to jump from street to street. It was unlikely anyone would notice our cozy little scene unless they knew exactly where to look.

We had found a cul-de-sac of sorts, except that this one had two routes of egress other than the street we came in on. Not getting backed into a corner was something we all valued.

The four-story buildings were half destroyed and vacant, and they shielded us from anything but a flyover or orbital surveillance.

Stomper also stared Dates down. He didn’t dare try to take the portal generator back, despite how badly he obviously wanted to. That was why Malik lurked nearby in his rig while Sheila and Chen stood guard. The entrance, in Sheila’s case, and the escape route, in Chen’s case.

“What are your orders?” Stomper asked. “Or is this too hush-hush? Something you can’t even admit to? Like you did all of this on your own, without the admiral’s knowledge.”

“That is true for the next part,” he said.

I cursed under my breath and saw that his words had taken Stomper by surprise.

“The admiral gave me the authority to command any assets I encountered once I had the device or knew where it was located and felt it was necessary to bring the full might of the C-FEF, including fleet and planetary units, into play,” he said. “So we could all be going back with Lieutenant Rhiannon Elda and Jam’s MCR.”

“Tell me why we’re not,” Stomper said.

I already knew the answer and wished I’d shot the man when we first encountered him. That would have appeared psychotic then, but presentient now.

“A portal generator like this will do more than change the war. It will alter star travel in general. Why get on a ship and go through gates at specific, governmentally controlled points when anyone with enough money could travel straight from a planet.”

“How much loot can be taken through this thing?” Stomper asked, gesturing toward the case.

“Not much, but you see where the technology could go,” Dates said. “I’m not giving this device to anyone. It must be destroyed or lost forever.”

I leaned closer to the man. “You’ve got huge balls.”

“Pardon?”

“You’re sitting there with the most valuable commodity in the known galaxy, telling us you intend to trash it, and expect us not to just kill you right here and take it for ourselves,” I said.

“Or arrest you and turn the device over to the admiral per your original orders,” Stomper said, then shot me a look.

“That’s what I meant.” I relaxed. “But I think the way I phrased it has actually made him think. For a fleet officer, he doesn’t seem to do much of that.”

“I’m a good judge of character,” Dates said.

Stomper snorted a curse.

I waited for clarification and was about ready to give up when he poked at the fire with a stick and continued.

“MCR platoons, most of them anyway, do things in unorthodox ways. It isn’t just you driving Command crazy. Everyone respects your professionalism and commitment despite your reputation. Still, what you said is true. The value of what we have in this case can’t be overstated. Empires have been built on less.”

I thought about pulling my sidearm and putting a stream of kinetic micro-pellets through it, but I didn’t.

“Even now, when your entire platoon is risking court-martial, it’s because of loyalty and basic goodness. You’re willing to risk everything to rescue Sergeant Stomper’s brother and his platoon.”

“I just like to blow shit up and kill people. Sometimes, I find cold beer and cigars in the rubble.”

Dates smiled. “Nice try, Jam. Your file is the only one I know much about, probably more than your sergeant does. If I’d realized you were here, it might have changed my plans. You were right about that much.”

“How?” Stomper asked.

He shrugged. “Not sure. But no one can discount Lance Corporal James Anthony Malone.”

I wanted to punch him so badly. What would it take to shut this guy up? My past was where it belonged. That wasn’t me anymore, or it wasn’t me often anymore.

Stomper stood and took charge. “You’re asking for us to help you, and that brings with it a commitment more than I can ask of my people. Each of them will need to make their own decision.”

“That’s fair,” Dates said. “But don’t give them a lot of time to decide. Their gut reaction to get the hell away from me and the portal generator will most likely be the correct one.”

I already knew what I was going to do. Having Benji here would have been nice. The AI kept me calm, saved me when I needed saving, and made the best coffee in the platoon. He also had most of my cigars and all of my scavenged whiskey and beer.

“Just to be clear,” Dates said before Stomper could tell the rest of T4 what was happening. “My intent is to remove this thing from the realm of possibilities. The disruptive potential it represents is too much for humanity. Someone will argue it is a great leap forward, but it isn’t—and I think all of you know it.”

Stomper held his gaze for a while longer, then stepped into the night to talk to each platoon member face-to-face.

I stayed with Dates and fought down the desire to frag him and run off with the device. The funny thing was, my reasoning would be about the same as his. If I took the entire burden, it would save Stomper and the others—not to mention humanity.

“You already made your decision,” Dates said as he watched me sulk.

“This will land us in a military prison if we’re lucky,” I said. “We’ve all been disciplined before, but they don’t understand how bad it can be when the C-FEF really drops the hammer.”

“You do,” he said. “And you’re still here.”

“My circumstances are special.”

“You brought back Admiral Keron’s daughter after the delegation she was with was captured,” he said. “If you hadn’t killed so many UPV officials during the process, they might have touted you as a hero.”

“Haven’t you heard the phrase, kill them all, let God sort them out?”

His face lost color.

“That was the only way we weren’t going to be followed.” I stood but couldn’t leave. Someone had to watch Dates and the device. “I didn’t want it to go down like that.”

When he spoke, his voice was barely audible. “I know you didn’t, Jam.”

Stomper came back into the light.

“That was quick,” Dates said, standing to receive the news.

“No one in T4 has ever been called indecisive,” Stomper said. “We’ll continue to search for my brother, which is an unsanctioned mission in an area we lack authorization to travel through. That is all we will talk about going forward. There will be no references to anyone else in T4 about the device.”

“That works for me,” Dates said.

Stomper stepped nose-to-nose with him. She was shorter, but that did nothing to diminish the force of her words. “Shut your mouth and listen.” There was no sir in her tone. “What works for you means nothing to me or anyone in this unit. Your actions have screwed us straight into the middle of next week, and that isn’t something that can be undone.”

She stepped back, then paced, talking with her hands, another unusual mannerism I noticed. “This will give each of them, and you if you need it, plausible deniability. They’ll say the sergeant just kept going. She was emotional over the loss of her brother. Obsessed. We did what we could with a bad situation.”

“That won’t work for me. I’m not in your chain of command.”

I watched the conversation go back and forth between them.

“Don’t care,” Stomper said.

“Probably for the best.”

“Listen, you fleet asshole. I know what you have to do, and what I have to do, and what the consequences will be. So let’s get this over with.”

Dates spread his hands as though to agree, but in the end, said nothing.

“Let’s find a place to sleep since my rig is gone,” I said.

Stomper took my arm, pulling me back a step for a short, private word. “I want your best right now. That is the Jam we need.”

“You got it, boss.”

She let me go, and I spent the rest of the night planning the best way to frag Commander Reginald Dates, just in case.


CHAPTER 10


We were never going to surrender the portal generator. Dates had expressed that part of the plan clearly. That wasn’t what kept me up all night.

Sheila had come by first. We’d made sure Dates was really and truly asleep, then stepped away from the bedrolls to have a no-bullshit conversation. My eye was on the fleet officer the entire time. If he was faking being asleep, he was really good at it.

“You need rest as much as we all do,” she began.

“You’re not lying. When this is over, I’ll sleep for a hundred years.”

She laughed quietly. That was what we always told each other when there was no rest in sight and we still had work to do.

Meteors streaked through the atmosphere above us. That wasn’t uncommon on Vaux VI. This shower wouldn’t come near Yorp or any of the smaller cities connected to the megalopolis that dominated the coast. Gazing at the jagged skyline, I wondered what it looked like before half the buildings had been blasted apart.

“Do you think we’ll find Andrew?”

“Stomper won’t stop until his platoon is rescued or proved KIA,” I said.

She nodded along, a sign that wasn’t what she really came here to talk about. “Sarge explained what the device was. I don’t like it, Jam. How could we have this technology without anyone knowing? Our security clearance is pretty high. Something like this portal thingy could really cause us problems. What if the enemy starts appearing in front of us or behind us, for God’s sake.”

“That would suck for them.”

Her eyes laughed because that was quieter than the real thing. “You mean it would suck for us.”

“No. They’d have the advantage of surprise, but then they’d be dead.”

“That’s what everyone likes about you. Such a violent optimist.” She grew serious. “You know what I mean.”

“Yeah. Someone should have briefed us so we would know what to expect. Command must think none of our enemies have this ability yet.”

“What if he’s going to sell this to the UPV or the ROV6?” she asked, and I cursed myself for not having thought of that possibility.

“Then he’s a dead man, and our decision will have become a lot easier. The second we think that is happening, one of us has to grab the case and haul ass back to base. Everything will be forgiven if we save the entire Capian Alliance of Terran Systems.” The words tasted dry in my mouth.

“Pinky swear.” She hooked her finger through mine. “We won’t let those bastards have this thing.”

“That much, I can guarantee.”

Malik was the next to visit, and I was getting tired but still unable to sleep. He didn’t say much but seemed to have come over to stare at the sleeping form of Commander Dates and the case holding the portal generator—which I kept close.

“How do we know it works?”

That was his only question, and again, I cursed myself for not asking it sooner. Stomper had probably considered everything I’d missed, hence, the reason she was in charge. Right now, I was feeling off my game. Thinking a few steps ahead of my adversaries, and my allies for that matter, had saved me often. I needed to get it together before I let everyone down.

“Pop over there and test it,” I said. “I’ll let your sisters and your mother know what happened to you.”

He shook his head. “I’m glad you’re keeping tabs on that guy.”

We fist-bumped before he left.

Chen almost didn’t show. The sun was about to come up, and I was resenting how Dates had been able to sleep through the night like he didn’t have a guilty conscience.

Chen looked pale, like someone had drained the blood from his body and replaced it with windshield fluid.

“Talk to me, Chen.”

He fiddled with his hands, kept his eyes down most of the time, and never looked directly at me. “I don’t know if I can do this. You guys laugh at facing a court-martial. I’ve been through it and hated every second. Even when the punishment is minimal, or even when I’m exonerated, the process churns my guts.”

“We’ve all been through it,” I said, then softened my response. Slightly. Going easy on the truth wasn’t my style, but I’d been advised to work on my delivery. “You wouldn’t be worth a thrown tank tread if this stuff didn’t get to you.”

“Yeah?”

“You’re human,” I said. “Not like me.”

He laughed. That was the joke. The crap I waded into and somehow escaped was the story of numerous, mostly inaccurate, speculations in the MCR brigade. Some jerk once quipped that I had inhuman luck, which became the frequent jibe that I wasn’t built right. The haters weren’t completely wrong. I was a freak. But, then again, we all were out here.

“Do me a favor,” I said. “If you think you’re going to cave, tell someone—preferably Sergeant Stomper. She’ll give you an out.”

“What kind of an out?”

“Orders you can’t disobey that will make you look less guilty of being on an unsanctioned mission far outside of our zone,” I said and left out any reference to the portal generator. From here on out, I wasn’t even mentioning the thing existed to Chen. Maybe it would be easier for him to forget what we were doing. He might even believe some alternative version of the truth if he repeated it to himself enough.

That was his business, though. It wasn’t my place to tell him to lie or how to lie. In the end, it never worked, and I risked driving a guy crazy.

Morning came too soon, and we were on the move. I jogged behind Sheila, who was on point. Dates stayed with me wherever I went. Stomper no longer ordered me to watch the man, and she rarely talked to him at all. We’d entered that portion of a hard mission where everything just continued on its own momentum.

In the past, we’d done all the things to make sure that was a good thing. When you laid the groundwork, plotted a good course, and attended to every detail from maintenance to obtaining proper orders, this part of being in the field felt natural. I loved the peace and quiet that came with running a solid patrol.

Most of that was out of our reach, but there were elements we kept. The ability for Sheila to know right where Malik and Chen were with or without checking her scans was one thing that hadn’t changed. The way we anticipated Stomper’s orders—which direction to travel, when to slow, stop, or backtrack—and other things like that came as naturally as breathing.

T4 was a great team. I hated that this was our last trip together. We all knew it. One way or another, this was it. The brass would break us up if we survived.

“Damn it.” Sheila sent the signal to hold. “Another ROV6 armored column. All wheels this time. No tracked vehicles or repulser craft.”

“Log it,” Stomper said. “Send me your video feed. Should we wait them out or alter course?”

“Wait,” Sheila said. “I think. Video on the way.”

“You barely have visual confirmation,” Stomper complained. “How would you get a target lock if it came to a fight?”

“We’re staying out of sight, right? That means ducking low as I can.”

She wasn’t wrong. Stomper didn’t correct her, though I could feel her frustration.

“If you can watch CRD, I’ll scout the area on foot. Easier to hide without my rig slowing me down.” We all knew I missed Benji almost more than breathing air, but tough guys like me had reputations to protect.

“Do it, but be careful,” Stomper said. “Dates, climb on my back.”

“Right away, Sergeant,” the officer said. “Why does this give me the absolute worst feeling of Déjà vu?”

He was probably glad for the order despite their rank disparity. Stomper was carrying the portal generator, and he undoubtedly wanted to stay as near to it as possible.

I waited until he was where Stomper wanted him, then went past Sheila, who had her MCR squatted down.

“Alley just ahead and to your left,” she said. “There’s something burning on the street farther that way, so don’t go too far.”

“If I don’t like the alley, I’ll stay right even if it means cutting through buildings.” What I didn’t say was that going through things was my preferred route. No one lived here. Most of the damaged buildings that were going to fall had fallen.

More importantly, MCRs, ours or our enemy’s equivalent mechs, couldn’t surprise me inside a building. ROV6 heavy infantry liked open areas as well, and airships couldn’t read heat signatures when I was dashing through hallways and dirt-filled lobbies.

Once I was well beyond the platoon, I slowed my pace. It was necessary to turn three hundred and sixty degrees from time to time to check my back trail. Solo operations were a no-no. Even snipers always had a partner.

I pushed aside thoughts of Elijah and his fate.

The first building was just as vacant and dusty as expected. A second-floor window gave me a perfect view of ROV6 infantry spread out from one side of the street to the other and moving forward with good use of cover.

“Add ROV6 regular infantry to the report,” I said.

“Copy.” Stomper wasn’t much for needless words.

I moved carefully through the interior until I had seen as much of the opposing force as possible. The Republic of Vaux VI troops were doing things by the book. Their armored column wasn’t going to be attacked with shoulder-fired rockets, and they weren’t about to drive over concealed mines. These guys had infantry spread out to protect them, and in urban environments, that was key.

“Can you find an alternate route?” Stomper asked.

“I think so, but I need to backtrack. Just heard some of them in the building I’m using for concealment. They must be checking the rooftops like good little grunts.”

“Watch yourself.” Stomper wanted to come herself. I knew she did. Each member of T4 could do this, but Stomper and I were by far the best at it and worked well together. If not for Dates and the portal generator, she’d be right beside me.

“Malik sent up a drone and immediately spotted other ROV6 elements in the area,” Stomper said on a channel just for me. “This city is crawling with them. Be extra careful.”

“Caution is my middle name,” I spoke carefully because I was slipping around a group of the enemy taking a smoke break. That wasn’t a big deal. I found it exhilarating.

The sight of an abandoned T1 rig in the vacant lot across the street sucked the wind out of my sails. Debris concealed where it was squatted down, which suggested the operator hoped to return. From the bird crap and layers of dust on the visible sections, it had been there for several days at least.

“I found something, boss. Pray that the ROV6 doesn’t come down this street, or they miss it.”

“You found a camouflaged rig abandoned,” she guessed.

“The ROV6-ers are at the corner. Looks like they are either awaiting orders, or their unit commander is trying to decide which way to turn,” I said.

Stomper was probably considering creating a distraction. I didn’t think drawing the ROV6 units toward T4 was worth it. If there had been an operator in the T1 rig, then maybe. I couldn’t tell if this was her brother’s MCR or not.

Burying your machine in rubble was taught during training, though no one did it. Breaking up was hard to do. Better to die in your rig than leave it for someone else to salvage.

Had it been Stomper’s brother who had become that desperate? Was his body in that rig, dead before he could complete his escape? Where was the rest of the platoon?

I didn’t like the answers to those questions, not the ones that came immediately to mind. Images of bomb craters with pieces of MCRs at the bottom filled my head. “Hold on. There are units in the other directions as well. ROV6 mechs. Big bastards. Three of them. Looks like they might be scuffling with UPV snipers.”

Tension filled Stomper’s voice. “All units hold.”

I wondered how much of this she allowed Dates to hear. He had been in the area for a while when we found him.

Long enough to shoot Lieutenant Rhiannon Elda, then let her escape?

Where had that idea come from? I didn’t like Dates, but I doubted he was a cold-blooded murderer. My brain tried to remember if the woman had been shot in the back while I also calculated distances and travel times to prove or disprove the theory.

There wasn’t enough information, but it seemed unlikely.

I tracked enemy movements. Some came close to the buried MCR, but firefights broke out where I couldn’t track all the participants, and everyone was on the move but us.

Time dragged on before Stomper gave me the order. “Get confirmation and report immediately.”

“On it.” I checked the street in both directions, waited two minutes, and checked again. Something was eating at me, and I wasn’t satisfied. Since unlimited time wasn’t one of my assets, I bolted across the boulevard, hopping bushes and curbs with equal alacrity, then finally threw myself down behind the first pile of concrete and rebar.

Two new holes were torn in my uniform, and my knee pads saved a chunk of flesh from being gouged away. I licked blood from my lips and wasn’t sure how I caused that delightful injury.

Lying on my back for fifteen seconds, or about the length of three breaths, I stared at the sky and listened. The fighting was getting farther away.

I crawled through what was left of a building and wondered what the place had been before war came here. Had there been office parties, work drama, and perpetually out-of-order drinking fountains?

That last idea sprang to life as I stepped on what remained of a spigot. My boot left a clear impression in the dust that covered it.

The first thing I did upon reaching the MCR was check the cockpit. The operator had locked the hatch, but the general code we all knew opened it. The seat was empty, and there weren’t blood stains.

Stomper and the others were waiting for news. I wanted to update them, but first needed to be sure of a few things. I checked the area around the rig twice, then examined the machine itself. The operator was definitely gone, and so were some of its parts.

I recorded the unit’s identification number and struggled to remember who ran it. Connecting with the Gamma Company database was out of the question. Normally, this type of trivia was easy to remember.

“Fuck.” I sipped water from my backpack, forced myself to relax, and remembered. “Okay, here it is.” I held the button of my lapel mic a second too long, then continued. “Corporal David Rupp is not with his MCR. He did a good job hiding it. Looks like the rest of T1 scavenged parts from it before leaving.”

“Can you determine their direction of travel and a timeline?” Stomper asked.

“I’ll work on it.”

“Is there any advantage to moving up the rest of T4?”

“Only if you want to get caught.” I moved through the debris until most of the street was visible. “Let me work on this for a bit, and I will call if I need help. Tell Malik to be careful if he runs drones. There are a lot of ROV6 and UPV forces playing war. They still hate each other, apparently.”

“We noticed,” Stomper said. “Watch yourself, Jam. Get it done. Don’t take risks. I need you back with the team.”

I knew what she would ask next.

“Is there any chance you can get it running? I could use you back at full capacity.”

“This rig is completely trashed. They only buried it to hide parts they might want to come back for,” I said. Protocol was to scuttle an MCR to deny it to the enemy, which was easier said than done. The six-ton mechs were made to survive artillery rounds and other nasty insults. Short of sinking them in the ocean or calling down an orbital strike, they were hard to erase.

I worked systematically and took my time. Light faded from the sky. Once, I heard voices and thought it was either locals out scavenging or an enemy recon unit doubling back to see what they’d missed. Neither was good news. In the lawless no-man’s-land of a place like this, the locals weren’t likely to be benevolent. I’d met exceptions, of course, but wasn’t ready to bet my life on meeting another dude like Bameron Kold and his buddy Sketch.

“That’s all I can do,” I finally reported. “There aren’t obvious signs of where T1 went, but there aren’t a lot of options for them to have taken either.”

“All right. Hold where you are. I’m coming up with Chen and Dates to see if we can get that rig running,” Stomper said.

“Negative, boss. This thing is missing parts.”

She chuckled darkly. “We have a ship engineer with us. I think you’ll be surprised what he and Chen think they can do.”

They weren’t wrong. When the three of them showed up dragging scavenged parts from other areas of the battlefield, I knew I would be embarrassed to operate the monster they were about to create.

Driving another person’s rig was taboo, even though each of us was trained to do it. The standard practice was to leave the next person to drive your MCR a “gift.” Usually, it was something sticky and mysterious but relatively easy to clean off because it was your rig, after all. At the end of the day, you had to be combat-ready. No one liked going to war in their own practical joke of simulated vomit or other bodily fluids.

I caught Chen looking at me.

“Sorry,” he said. “It’s just, you know. Weird.”

“Like wearing a deadman’s underwear. You should try it.” I climbed into the T1 rig, thanked my lucky stars it hadn’t belonged to Corporal Andrew Stomper, and activated the overpowered cells they scavenged from a damaged C-FEF tank. Where they found it was anyone’s guess.

“Plenty of juice,” I reported as I started sweating. “Probably won’t overheat and burn me to death. You might head back to your own C-FEF-issued units just to be sure.”

“Oh, come on, Jam,” Stomper said with one of her rare but easy-to-hear smiles. “You’re not going up like a nuclear bomb. It will be more like melting.”

“Yay, me,” I said, then waited until they were gone before pushing aside the concrete, dirt, and other detritus that had been used to conceal the MCR.

I moved slowly at first, stomped to remove a web of telephone cables dragging behind me, and a pole and a bunch of other random stuff that looked like clothing or scraps of sheets. The rig limped at first, then smoothed out once I got used to the settings. The damage it had taken prevented me from entering my own preferences, so I had to adjust.

“Step it up, Jam,” Stomper said on our private channel, still using my in-ear mic instead of the comms of my new ride. “There are C-FEF troops moving through this sector.”

I wondered if she would contact them. Not reporting our presence was yet another violation of protocol. In a hot combat zone, that was a serious offense. Even I was feeling a bit queasy at the idea of hiding from our own people.

They’d moved to some sort of rail yard, which explained where they found some of the parts we needed. I slipped into the shadow of a carport, squatted down, and regretted my choice as metal squealed with ear-piercing intensity.

Dates was holding his head with both hands by the time it was over.

“Sorry.”

He looked toward Stomper. “So I have to ride with him again? I’m not sure I can endure that noise. Hard to cover my ears while holding hand rests.”

“Pick your favorite ear and cover that one,” Stomper said, and I was pretty sure she was only half joking. “Don’t slow us down, Jam. We’re moving and not stopping for anyone who isn’t part of Titanium I.”

I wondered what would happen if her brother jumped out from behind a building with his squad and yelled, “We’re saved!”

In that unlikely scenario, they would be. But we would be cooked.


CHAPTER 11


I strode carefully onward, still getting accustomed to the controls. Corporal Rupp must have been strong as hell or just liked to really rip on the joysticks. Everything was stiff. By contrast, the setup in my rig required a light touch—except for opening the escape hatch. That always felt heavy.

Sheila was on point, Malik was rear guard, and Stomper and Chen had the flanks. My boss also gave me the portal generator again.

“You’re the slowest now,” she’d explained. “Tough armor and solid skills, but your MCR isn’t ready to roll like ours are. Protect the commander and the device. That’s your job.”

“I can’t say why,” Dates said. “But we should be in the lead. I’m familiar with this area.”

“Are you going to steer?”

“Can you act on good intel?”

I cursed, then called Stomper. “Dates says he knows the area and wants to lead.”

“So?” she asked. “If he thinks I’m putting the two of you out front in that clunker, he’s crazy. When he has information on T1, then we can talk.”

The effect of her words was lost on me as Corporal Rudd’s MCR ground to a stop. I checked power readings, which sucked, and each of the transfer cases, which were twisted in unfortunate places, and finally leaned back in the cockpit.

“Platoon hold,” Stomper ordered. “What’s the problem?”

“Well, you all worked miracles getting this thing going. So thank you for that,” I said. “Seriously. This was some impressive work.”

“But it’s not working now, is it?” Stomper asked.

“Nope.” I rechecked the readings. “Everything failed at once.”

“We lacked the parts to retrofit the backup systems,” Dates told me, which I was already aware of, but fine. Whatever. He was talking, and I was trying not to invent fifteen new swear words as I climbed out.

It didn’t take long to don my infantry kit. I hadn’t disassembled it, because if we were all being honest, the borrowed mech was too good to be true. I’d known it wouldn’t last and suspected none of the others thought differently.

“Get moving when you’re ready,” Stomper said five minutes later. “If Dates knows his way around, take him ahead of Sheila, but not too far. We can’t afford to lose anyone.”

“What about the thingy?” I asked.

“Don’t let go of it,” was all Stomper said.

I buried it in my gear and slung my pack into place.

“I should carry that,” Dates said. “You’re loaded down.”

“How badly do you want to get shot in the face?”

“Not very.”

“Then keep your hands away from my stuff, especially the portal generator.”

He took a step back. “It’s heavy.”

“No shit. But not as heavy as your body. Because if I kill your ass, Stomper will make me carry it too.”

“Calm down.” He seemed genuinely offended. “I won’t be causing you trouble.”

Rather than answer or argue, I strode forward in search of Sheila’s rig. It took a minute to get used to being short and on foot. Commander Reginald Dates hustled to keep up.

“What do you have against me?” he asked.

“Your haircut sucks.”

He didn’t pretend my quip was funny.

“And you aren’t as smart as you think you are,” I said.

He shook his head. “I’m caught in a hard place. So are you and your unit. We can’t afford to be enemies.”

I backed him up to a wall covered with cracked paint and graffiti. “You better not let her down.” He knew who I was talking about. “Or the platoon. I’m rough around the edges. You know what that means.”

“You’re a brawler,” he said with mild disdain. The guy was trying to play nice, and I was making it hard. He slowly accepted what I was saying without saying it, and his demeanor changed. “Am I in more danger from the ROV6 or you?”

“That depends on what you do.”

He didn’t like that at all, and I wished I hadn’t said it. The words made me sound psychotic or childish, maybe both. They were also real, and it wouldn’t be fair not to warn him.

“There is one place Andrew Stomper and his platoon could be hiding, especially if they are in distress,” Dates finally said.

I regarded the man cooly before responding, “You can take us there?”

“I can.” He gave me the basics, and I thought it was a long way from Bridge 49. Which was probably the reason we’d been striking out. The information we’d had in the beginning was as stale as my cheapest cigars.

“Let me run it past the boss.” I pointed to where I wanted him to stand. He probably saw how safe he would be from spy drones or sniper attacks and ducked into the building’s entrance without complaint.

I faced the way we’d come, even though I couldn’t see Stomper or the others. No one was moving, and they were likely squatted down in their own hiding places to avoid a random flyover from spotting them.

We all knew how to hide from our enemies. Avoiding our friends was even easier because we could hear their comms traffic and knew their routines.

“Talk to me, Jam. What do you have?”

“CRD says he might know a place where a lost MCR platoon could hide.” I wanted to say more, to express my opinion, and maybe even apologize for bullying the fleet officer. Why I should offer that to her instead of the man in question was a mystery, but I dropped that line of speculation. I was probably thinking too much already.

“Have him describe the place and list his reasons. If you think it seems legit, tell him to take us there. Stay close to him and keep the device.”

“Okay, Sarge.”

She clicked her mic once.

I went back to Dates. “Where is this place? Give me details.”

He waved toward the ruined buildings. “I was here on a few training assignments—command conferences and the like—before the most recent outbreak of hostilities. These streets and buildings, and more importantly, subways, were much different then. I remember one of the other officers, a mech driver, commented that the way down into the wheelhouse could easily accommodate MCRs.”

I crossed my arms and thought about it.

“It would offer both concealment and shelter,” Dates continued. “And there would be heavy equipment useful in making certain repairs.”

“How far?”

“Three or four kilometers if we are where I think we are,” he said.

I clicked my mic twice for Stomper, then motioned for Dates to lead off. “Let’s go. I want to get there before the sun comes up.”

“Traveling at night is dangerous and provides no concealment from most modern armies—especially not from aerial surveillance.”

“It limits orbital spies,” I said.

“Not by much.”

“It’s better than nothing, and there are plenty of people we need to avoid who don’t have night vision technology or thermal imagers.” I didn’t have time to convince him how much banditry existed in a war zone or what kind of crazies we might encounter. But there were other reasons we were moving in the darkness.

We stopped between buildings with a decent view of a distant skyline. “What do you hear and see in that direction?” I asked.

Rockets, tracer rounds, and plasma cannons blasted at targets on both sides. From this distance, the noise wasn’t much, and the flashes of lights were small.

“That’s where the war is right now,” he finally said. “Very distracting.”

“A lot of resources will be pulled to keep that firefight going, or end it, depending on who is in charge.” I led him toward the next group of buildings and slipped into starlit shadows. “Maybe some of the ROV6 patrols will get pulled in that direction. Now is a good time to move.”

“You’re the expert on the ground.” He checked his bearing, faced one of the side streets, and nodded. “Pretty sure it’s this way. Look for street signs in the rubble.”

“Sure. Those sound like they would be clues.”

He laughed, and I caught myself joining him. We set off to find a subway entrance that would lead us to the wheelhouse where most of the cars were stored. Stomper and the rest of T4 followed by their own routes, though I tried to pick ways they could navigate as a team.
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“Land your drones and get ready to fight,” Stomper ordered.

“Right away,” Malik said.

I listened to the MCR operators chatter as they hustled into position. Commands and responses were short. The ROV6 was really coming for us this time. Engines revved just a few streets over.

“Armored vehicles,” I said in response to Commander Reginald Date’s questioning look.

He ran beside me and stayed close. Kinetic rounds were already cutting through the air. I wasn’t sure if the ROV6-ers could see us or were just spraying and praying in the direction they wanted to go. Suppressive fire was one of their favorite tactics.

I hated it. My worst fear was getting killed by something stupid, like a random, unaimed round. Elijah had died just as quickly from a sniper shot, so maybe I needed to relax. Dead was dead, after all.

“The corners of the buildings in this district are reinforced,” I said between breaths as we ran for cover. “Old design. Lots of steel and concrete.”

“Looks great to me,” Dates said, his eyes alive. Face flushed, movements crisp, he was getting his first real taste of combat. Whatever he’d been through before, at least on the ground, must have been a scrimmage or just someone gunning for him individually.

The pavement shook beneath our feet. Somewhere, a building had just gone down. Armored cars, tanks, and ROV6 mechs were heading our way. From the horizon came fast-moving airships, probably bombers or ground support fighters with limited but still deadly payloads.

We slid around the corner. I pushed Dates deeper behind cover, then crept to the corner and looked back. Sure enough, the first heavy infantry troops were jogging through the smoke. One out of five fired ahead of them, and never simultaneously.

Groups of three bounded from vehicle to vehicle and building to building as other units covered their movements with suppressive fire. These guys knew how to burn through ammunition, or they’d spotted one of the MCRs and were worried.

Malik appeared in a side street, opened fire, and drove two squads back in the direction they’d come from. He was gone before a light tank showed up and retaliated.

Sheila rose up from a railway and blasted a different cluster of infantry. Her supersonic rounds punched through a fountain statue in the middle of a large square, barely slowing, and scattered her victims. Then she was gone.

Chen and Sergeant Stomper rushed across the square to a better position.

I wanted in the fight so badly I could taste it, but my rifle and sidearm were all but useless at this range. T4 was doing this for us. Dates and I needed to move our asses.

“Come on,” I said, grabbing him by the collar and dragging him in the direction I wanted to go. “Let’s make tracks.”

“This isn’t the direction to the subway wheelhouse,” he said.

“Later.” I shoved him behind an abandoned car and crouched behind the engine block. Against infantry weapons, it would be effective cover. There were plenty of them working in our direction, but T4 had put a kink in their travel plans.

“Mech,” Dates warned.

I looked over my shoulder and saw an ugly machine on two legs. It trudged up a side street, bumping into one of the buildings near it. Glass and bits of concrete reigned down on long dead landscaping. The sidewalk, not rated for so much weight, shattered beneath its metal left foot. Its right foot was on the street and did less damage.

“That’s a lot bigger than your MCRs,” Dates said.

“I hadn’t noticed.”

He flinched away from kinetic rounds that peppered the car sheltering us.

“Through the building this time,” I said and pushed him ahead of me.

We stayed low as we rushed through the lobby of a bank. Glass would have exploded behind us had it not been smashed out months ago. Dates headed for an escalator.

Taking the high ground wasn’t a bad idea, but I didn’t want to fight. I wanted to escape.

“Parking garage. This way.”

Dates followed without question. His face was pale and sweaty now. Adrenaline only took a person so far. Sooner or later, the loads you were dropping in your pants slowed you down.

Metaphorical loads, of course.

We took a wrong turn, cut through a cafeteria, then a gift shop where we learned that not all of the glass in this building was gone.

A shock wave knocked us off our feet as one of the airships dropped something big in the street. Shards of glass cut through the air. I held my face to the floor and hoped my light helmet would preserve my scalp. Dates was similarly protected, though he was unfamiliar with the gear, and it was never on tight enough.

The moment the rain of death was past us, I dragged him to his feet, and we ran.

“Plotting your movements,” Stomper said.

“Cutting through a building.” I gasped for breath, and so did Dates.

“As you always do.” Stomper sounded calmer during a fight than when conducting inspections or setting up training exercises. This was what she lived for, even if she wouldn’t admit it.

“What the hell was that?” I asked.

“Low altitude bombing run,” Stomper said, then gave me grid coordinates she wanted me to work toward. “I don’t think there will be another for a while. Lots of other problems, though.”

Like ROV6 mechs, tanks, and heavy infantry with armored cars to keep them moving fast. Guiding Dates through building after building didn’t keep me from wanting to punch him in the face.

The portal generator seemed to grow heavier the longer I carried the case. From time to time, I felt it through my backpack. Did I think Dates had the skill to pick-pocket my gear? No, but I was betting he would take it if he could.


CHAPTER 12


“What are we waiting for?” Dates asked. “You said we need to get across this boulevard quickly.”

I watched the C-FEF recon team falling back from whatever blocked them around the corner and knew they were screwed. Dates followed my gaze and saw it as well. I extended one arm to urge him deeper into the shadows.

“Jam for Stomper,” I said in a level tone.

“Go.”

“I have eyes on a C-FEF reconnaissance team. They’ve got two seriously injured men and are falling back from overwhelming forces.” Radio silence was what I feared. Stomper couldn’t afford to help them, and I was worse than useless. Dates and I were liabilities to protect, not assets to send as a quick reaction force.

The best I could do was get to the roof and call in enemy positions, but for what? Air strikes we couldn’t call?

“Understood,” Stomper finally said. “T4 will engage to buy them some time, but this is not our fight.”

“What the hell are they doing here?” I muttered.

Dates suddenly looked guilty as hell.

Of course they were here searching for him, or at least for the same thing he was after.

Which was strapped to my back.

Stomper gave rapid-fire commands to each of the MCR operators. Quick adjustments followed and I could hear them coming in for a flank attack on the ROV6 units who were punishing the recon team.

“God! Someone stop the pain!” screamed a formerly tough man with tourniquets on his arms and legs and a portion of his face ripped off.

The other man groaned nearly as loudly, his words unintelligible, and I couldn’t see his wounds clearly. A slick streak of blood ran across the street from their former position to where they were now.

“Tell me what to do,” Dates said.

I sized up the place I wanted to cross, decided it was still our best route, and cursed under my breath. “Okay. When I say run, you haul ass to the front of that apartment building and get inside. I’ll be right behind you.”

“Okay.” He nodded to emphasize his understanding.

“Thank God for that.”

Dates understood what I meant, and continued to not make the problem worse. If he’d been inclined to argue with me, I wasn’t sure what I would have done. If he’d frozen or started babbling in fear, I would have smacked him around until he wanted to run across the street under intensive fire.

“With the exception of those poor bastards dying in captivity, this is actually better.” I started to say more, but three MCRs I knew well unleashed a hellish surprise attack on the ROV6 forces chasing the recon team. “Easier to move through chaos.”

Dates gave me a sharp look. He didn’t agree and was scared, possibly of me.

As he should be.

“Go!” I pushed him into the street and followed. My plan had been to lay down cover fire, but there were so many kinetic rounds flying now that mine wouldn’t have changed much.

If we died, it would be by accident. Unfortunately, that was highly likely. In my experience, a skilled, determined adversary was more of a problem. That’s what happened to Elijah. His killer had stalked us for weeks before taking the perfect shot.

Dates moved like a professional athlete, leaving me in the dust. I cursed him, though I should have been thankful he was so quick. No one heard my bitter grunting and gasping. The air was alive with the firefly madness of micro-bolts. We called them kinetic weapons, though that was technically a fleet term. Hundreds of years ago, the projectiles would have been called bullets, or maybe fléchettes.

My shoulder slammed into the frame of the doorway. Using my momentum to turn around, I aimed down the street and took some shots. Again, this wasn’t necessary. Stomper and the others had left them in disarray and were already falling back to rally points.

I hesitated even longer. The ROV6 didn’t see us, and neither did the C-FEF recon team. They were caught, and my assumption they would take prisoners was already proving incorrect.

“What are you watching?” Dates pushed close to me, trying to steal my view. I should have shoved him back, then followed, then ran like hell.

The sight of the ROV6 mech stomping down the street was mesmerizing. Dates asked questions in a high-pitched, childish voice that had just seen the real world for the first time. ROV6ers bound their prisoners’ hands and feet and pushed them into the street.

One man twisted upright and began pogo-hopping toward a building. Others crawled, dragging themselves toward storm drains or doorways or side streets with their hands, elbows, and raw desperation.

Some asshole with a small shoulder gun ripped off rounds at anyone who looked like they were going to make it. Then, the first mech foot came down on the pogo-jumper.

It only caught the back of his legs and completely destroyed his heels. Pinned, he fell face first and was shredded when the metal foot shuffled forward.

“For the love of everything holy,” Dates blabbered, tears in his eyes.

The other foot came down on two of the crawlers, and the ROV6 heavy infantry troopers laughed and fired rounds into the sky.

I didn’t want to believe they could flip the switch from being ultra-professional soldiers to whatever this was. Their rag and animal hide camouflage had always come across like an intimidation tactic, something to put us off-balance. Now, I wondered if it signified something else that was wrong with them. Maybe they really were savages.

Everyone in T4 had done some hard things during this war, but we didn’t celebrate cruelty. My theory that most of the enemy soldiers were equally as honor-bound was being tested today.

Dates grabbed my arm, and I realized I’d been headed back into the fight. The final C-FEF man died without screaming. He’d been growling something up at the steel giant bearing down on him, and then his troubles were over.

I aimed carefully, waited until the psychos were facing the other direction, and sent one micro-bolt toward the mech. The shot grazed the back of the bloody-footed machine. I retreated from the corner and hustled Dates away from this nightmare circus.

“What good did that do? Some symbolic gesture that you fought to save those men?”

I stared into his face. His eyes were constricted, and he was sweating like a politician at an ethics review.

“I marked him for later.” Blood rushed through my veins as my heart beat slower with each passing second. This was what regaining your self-control felt like. “Neither of us did anything for those men because neither of us could. Tell me one thing. Were they looking for you?”

“Not that I know of. I mean, they shouldn’t have a clue I’m on the planet,” Dates said.

“What about Lieutenant Elda? Are they also trying to bring her in for being AWOL?”

“Not a chance,” he said quickly. “And before you ask, I can only guess they are this far from support because they’re looking for the other thing.” He tilted his head toward my pack.

“Stomper for Jam, how copy?”

I touched my ear to improve the connection. “Moving. Slipped away from the ROV6ers and their death party.”

“They caught someone?” Stomper sounded angry enough to kill with the ice in her voice.

“Affirmative. Nothing I could do but mark the big guy.”

“Send an image of the mark.”

“Done.”

Dates watched me and listened to one-half of the conversation. His worldview had probably changed a lot during the last hour. My body was feeling it now. No matter how much evil I witnessed and survived, direct exposure left a sourness in my gut and the desire to just crawl into a hole and die.

Maybe I should have gone out there and fought beside the recon team.

“You’re bleeding,” Dates said, touching the back of my neck. He’d been in front of me as much as I could manage and face-to-face when we talked. Now, he was at a different angle because we were stopped and looking for a route over the next tactical problem—a canal and four bridges—85 through 88—that crossed it.

I touched the back of my neck and said offensive things that should have earned me a chit and time cleaning latrines.

“Let me look at it.”

There was little I wanted less than first aid from the fleet officer, but we were stuck here for the next few minutes at least, and the man needed something to keep him busy. He cleaned the wound with alcohol wipes, pinched it shut, and applied glue.

“Nothing but a flesh wound,” he joked.

I monitored the progress of T4 as best I could. They were fighting more and more frequently, and I didn’t think that was what Stomper had in mind. She couldn’t do everything at once. Sooner or later, she would find the oversized ROV6 mech and the heavy infantry screening it and make them pay for their crimes.

Right now wasn’t a good time, and we did not have anything like the upper hand in this engagement.

Dates prattled on as he played nurse, then put away the first aid kit. He paused a bit too near the portal generator case, and I stepped away from him.

“Good enough,” I said.

“You don’t want me to put this back in your gear?”

“Find a place to carry it. You may need it later.”

He explored his uniform pockets, not having the greatest luck. Any serious gear he’d brought with him was gone. A babe in the woods couldn’t be more helpless. If not for our arrival, he’d be dead or worse.

Only, that wasn’t true. Commander Reginald Dates was easy to underestimate, probably because of my elite MCR prejudices. No one but us knew anything, obviously.

Stomper was on fire now. Her commands steered the depleted platoon around ambushes and through dangerous crossings, and they did it without the help of air support or reinforcements. I doubted any unit but ours could have survived this long with so many unknowns in play.

“I see the ROV6 mech you tagged,” Stomper said on a private channel. “He’s headed away from us, but I won’t forget.”

“Neither will I.” My pulse quickened at the mention of the murdering bastards.

“Head for the subway wheelhouse. We’re entering the system now and should be able to find our way there from here,” she said.

“Don’t do anything I wouldn’t do, boss.”

She laughed, and that made me feel slightly more confident we would see each other again.
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Two hours later, we were staring into the dark abyss of the city’s underground. Stomper was out of her rig and talking sharply to Commander Dates near the entrance. My boss was interrogating him for the third time, and she had my notes. I’d transmitted anything important he said during our journey by text. If he saw me doing it, he never said anything.

“I’m liking this less and less,” Sheila said as she walked around her MCR. Frequent inspections saved equipment and lives. Sometimes, there could be damage or entanglements that didn’t show up on the sensors. “Chen is hurt bad. His rig can only keep him going for so long. He’ll need surgery.”

“Maybe CRD is a doctor as well as a ship engineer and MCR technician,” Malik said. He had his own injuries, one of which was a concussion. The look of pain on his face wasn’t enviable. There was a misconception that an operator couldn’t be harmed unless his rig was destroyed with him or her in it.

I was worried about Chen and seriously concerned our boss had stopped specifically to argue with the fleet officer.

Sheila finished her work, Malik finished his, and they traded to review each other’s results.

“Couldn’t you have lost him in the city?” she asked.

“I thought about it.” This wasn’t the right time to describe what had occupied my mind. Only Stomper had the entire story, and she’d already put payback against the ROV6 mech on her to-do list.

“The boss is done with her boss,” Malik said.

“That asshole isn’t in our chain of command.” Sheila wiped her hands and climbed into her MCR.

Malik did the same. “You know what I mean. He’s an officer.”

I went to meet Stomper at the feet of her rig. “What do you need me to do?”

“Keep watching CRD. He wants to rush this and get as far from his landing zone as possible. I assume that’s because he knows the admiral will be sending others to bring him and the device back,” Stomper said as she climbed, then dropped into her seat. “Let’s go find my brother.”

I didn’t have to respond.

“Jam,” she said. “If I told you to take the commander wherever he needed to go and leave us, would you?”

“I’ll do anything you want, boss.”

“This is different.”

“I know.”

She evaluated me, then locked down her canopy.

I went to Commander Reginald Dates. He was kicking dirt like it would help him make a hard decision.

“CRD,” I said. “Let’s go.”

He faced the dark tunnel descending below the city. “We’re going first?”

“I don’t want the MCRs getting stuck. Sometimes, it’s hard to back up, and we don’t know the condition of the wheelhouse. Even a partial collapse might trip Stomper and the others up.”

“Or it might be the perfect hiding place. Your sergeant’s brother and his platoon could be sheltering there, happy to see us,” he said. “I’ve got a question for you.”

“Ask it.”

“If I need you to take me someplace away from your platoon⁠—”

“Don’t worry about that. I already said I would.”

“Okay.” He seemed off-balance. My response had been far quicker than he’d expected.

“Stay behind me and slightly to my left if you can. Watch where you step, and tell me if you have a problem. It’s going to be dark, and we don’t need miscommunications.”

“Can we use our lights?”

“No. I have night vision. Your eyes will adjust.” I flipped down a monocular over my left eye. “Shine a flashlight at me, and I’ll punch your face.”

“Noted.”

“Let’s go.” I headed down the walkway on the left side of the rails. The descent wasn’t steep. When it did drop, there were stairs, and we hurried down them. Nothing had made me feel that exposed for a while.

Someone was down here. I hoped they weren’t a bunch of ROV6 heavy infantry losers with the drop on me. Thoughts of getting sniped while descending the wide, civilian staircase prompted me to move even faster.

Dates kept up without a problem. “I’ve had a lot of nicknames but never CRD.”

I didn’t comment. We reached the bottom and moved away from the steps. “Jam for Stomper, were in the lower level and looking for the wheelhouse. Moving through the passenger depot now. Looks abandoned, but I’m not venturing into the waiting area or the ticket booths to check.”

“What do the rails leading in there look like?” she asked.

I hustled to the tracks and examined them for half a minute. “You’ll have enough room to turn around if you need to. The footing is just what you would expect. Nothing you can’t handle.”

“We’re on our way.”

“How is Chen?” I asked.

“He’s been better.” Stomper sounded like she was all business, but her word choice and speech rate told me what I needed to know. She was worried and ready to be done with this mission.

I gathered up Dates and headed deeper into the facility at a fast jog.

Dates kept his eyes open and generally looked like he might have made a decent infantryman or even a rig operator had that been where his career path took him. He did his job while keeping a close watch on my movements. His eyes went to my pack each time he checked my location.

I wondered how hard it would be to whip out the portal generator, turn it on, and just go someplace that wasn’t here. The idea wasn’t tempting yet, mostly because I still didn’t believe a device this small could do what it took huge stations to do in the void. It would be easier to pack the power of an MCR into a pistol small enough to put in your pocket.

Yet the admiral had sent his most skilled and trusted subordinate to snatch it back after another of his subordinates stole it. That made at least three people who believed the technology was more than just valuable, but dangerous.

“I think we’re here,” Dates said.

He wasn’t wrong. The wheelhouse was like a giant turntable capable of redirecting all the subways of this once mighty city. Near the center, where there were heavy cranes and other equipment waiting to be used, was an MCR.

I recognized it immediately because it belonged to Andrew Stomper and had a long gun and energy weapons I’d trained to operate. I’d been ejected from the highly selective program, of course. Getting in a bar fight had never cost me more than when it removed my chances to handle one of the new energy beam systems. One was a beam laser, and the other used pulses and fired quicker if with less power.

“Should we approach?” Dates asked. “I don’t see anyone around it.”

“Hide for a minute while I call Stomper and give her an update.


CHAPTER 13


“Chen can’t wait any longer,” Stomper said. “Stay back while we clear the room.”

I guided Dates farther from where the action would be if something went down and watched as the rest of T4 moved methodically into the wheelhouse. It was below ground, and vast. Seven tunnel tracks led onto the turntable. All were dark, and one was obviously collapsed.

Stomper climbed out of the depression where subway cars once traveled, then went left to hustle around the room’s perimeter. Sheila and Malik went the other direction. Chen’s rig entered then squatted to wait for orders. It was one of the tactical presets all MCRs possessed. I wondered if Chen was driving or if Stomper was handling his rig’s operation from her cockpit.

My theory was disproven when he rose to the minimum height needed to walk and surged forward.

“You better have your medical skills ready,” I said, then followed Chen’s rig. It was heading straight for the center of the table, not waiting for Stomper and the others to secure the cavernous room.

“I’m not a doctor.”

My laughter caused him pause, and soon he was running to catch up. We pushed hard to catch Chen’s MCR. I hailed him on the squad channel.

“Chen, you okay?”

“Gotta sit down. Really this time. Gotta.”

Stomper and the others rushed the rest of their sweep but were still several minutes from being done. They saw what was happening.

“Park it, Chen. You’re inside.”

Dates heard and looked at the rail entrance. “Is this far enough?”

I climbed up the rig when it stopped and located the emergency release lever. It was hidden and coded. I typed in the password, then heaved to get it started. The hydraulics took over, raising the clamshell and revealing Chen coughing blood all over his controls.

“What the fuck did you do?” I demanded.

“Don’t know. Sniper round, I think. Straight through the canopy.”

I found the hole, almost like it had been waiting for me to notice. Nothing on our MCRs was supposed to allow small-arms fire through. We speculated about sniper rounds that could do it. Chen had just proved someone’s theory correct.

That sucked. What was a rig like this even worth if some long-range murderer could kill us?

“Squat this rig,” I said, and when Chen flopped his hands ineffectually over the controls, I climbed in—awkward to stay the least—and punched a series of buttons. The machine lowered itself to the ground. Dates helped me get Chen free of the cockpit.

We stretched him out and systematically checked him for wounds, even after we found the one to his upper torso that was causing him to spit blood.

“Dates, get me a chest tube kit.”

Chen spat another mouthful of blood, and I monitored him to make sure he wasn’t choking. This wasn’t the first time I’d treated this kind of injury, and field experience had a way of burning the first aid techniques into your muscle memory, but I still worried I would screw up and kill the guy.

My eyes went to his damaged cockpit again and again. He had other injuries, possibly from the round ricocheting inside the canopy. Once a kinetic round was inside, it didn’t find its way out easily.

Stomper and the others arrived, dismounted, and rushed to help us. “We’ll need everyone to stop the bleeding. Put your MCRs in guard mode, shields up, and get in here.”

The order was for everyone in the platoon, something the sergeant rarely did. No one but our rig AIs were protecting us right now. Some operators might find that unnerving. We didn’t care because we were too busy saving Chen’s life.

I lost track of how many emergency medical procedures we rushed through. Chen was tougher than I thought. The man just wouldn’t give up.

Dates, despite how much I wanted to dislike him, again proved he was solid under pressure. By the time we’d done everything we could for Chen, blood soaked our uniforms, and the only clean areas were where we’d wiped it from our eyes.

“His rig doesn’t have much of his plasma storage left,” Stomper said. “I’ll need to send him after Lieutenant Elda.”

Dates gave the damaged MCR a worried look. “Will it get him back to base?”

“He’ll be harassing nurses and cheating at cards long before we get there,” Stomper said.

All of us but the fleet officer recognized the stock phrase. It meant nothing and everything.
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I crossed my arms and continued my stare down with Corporal Andrew Stomper’s MCR. It was a lot like mine, with the addition of the energy beam tubes on each shoulder. They didn’t look like much, but I understood how far into the rig’s structure they extended. When the added power supply and heat sinks were considered, it weighed just over a thousand pounds more than a standard setup.

Outside, it was business as usual. Inside, it was the latest, most compact technology available to C-FEF planetary forces.

Stomper was again in deep consultation with Dates. Sheila and Malik listlessly watched. We were out of coffee, which probably signaled the beginning of the end. They were also upset with Stomper’s latest decision.

Sending one of our own by the slow route was too much. Sure, we’d stabilized him, and his unit’s AI was dedicated to preserving his life. None of that made the situation any better.

I shrugged out of the backpack straps, amazed I hadn’t thought to take it off during two hours of field surgery. My shoulders and back ached from its weight despite the padded straps.

The portal generator looked like any other travel case. For all I knew, it held a standard laptop or someone’s favorite camera lens. There was a broken keypad near the handle. My guess was that it’d been liberated more than once.

Stomper and Dates quit talking and stared at me. Sheila and Malik looked my way as well, though they seemed half asleep. Our rigs were still standing guard, and we had been going nonstop for a long time.

I wanted to pop the case open and look at what was ruining our careers and probably would cost our lives before all was said and done. My hands trembled when I hesitated, so I pulled them back and brushed them on the legs of my fatigue pants.

“What?” I asked Sheila.

She shook her head in disgust and turned away. Malik nodded along to something she was saying—it seemed lightweight, like small talk.

Stomper stood up and quickly crossed the distance between us. “What are you doing?”

“I was curious. Is there anything in this box? Feels like I’m carrying a bunch of bricks—like that bullshit training exercise Major Dipshit put us through.”

“Major Dipeth was moved to admin, and you know it.”

“Good place for him.”

She’d marched over here to have a piece of my ass but was having second thoughts. I wasn’t sure which part of that worried me more. Now she was glancing toward Commander Dates as though to actually consider his opinion on the matter.

I thought we had unofficially cut him out of our chain of command, easy since he’d never really been part of it, and necessary since he was straight up trying to go AWOL with stolen C-FEF technology.

Exhaustion was screwing with my head. Doubts crept in where they’d never shown themselves before. “What are we doing, boss?”

“Searching for my brother. For his platoon.” She wasn’t even looking at me.

I stood but didn’t put the case back in my pack.

She made an internal decision and faced me. “CRD presents a compelling case for his actions. Portal technology like this will only escalate what is already a costly and divisive war.”

She wasn’t wrong, and I didn’t know what to say.

“You have to take my brother’s rig,” Stomper said. “You’re the only one trained to use it to its full potential. We’re going to need every advantage we can secure. I think there may be a way out of this, from a career standpoint. We also can’t lose that portal generator, and we can’t let anyone but you or me guard it.”

“Count on me, boss.” There was more I wanted to say and a lot of questions to ask, but I grabbed the case, went to Andrew Stomper’s abandoned rig, and accessed the storage compartment. My gear and the portal generator went in, and I locked it with my personal code.

That was against policy for several reasons. I didn’t ask for permission. Dates watched me, and I realized he’d followed and hung back to give me space to do what I needed.

I waved him over. “You should like riding on this one. There’s a tactical blanket you can pull up to hide yourself. It will provide some protection against small arms fire.”

“Sounds better than riding on your old MCR. Sorry you don’t have it anymore. I understand from what Sheila says that operators develop a special bond with the AIs of their rigs.” He shook his head. “I’m sorry I involved you in this.”

“Huh,” was all I said. The guy was giving himself too much credit, though I agreed his decisions since we rescued him had put us in a really impossible situation. If we could just find Stomper’s brother and get T1 to safety, we could focus on one problem at a time. Simplicity was almost always the answer. Focus. Do the work. Win.

“What are you doing now?” he asked.

“Start-up procedure, and then I’ll see if Andrew’s AI will speak to me.”

“His programming should require it if… your actions further the goals and objectives of the C-FEF.” He sounded chastened.

An MCR was harder to operate without its AI. That could happen due to damage, as was the case in the last rig I’d borrowed, or because of programming conflicts. We needed a break, and I hoped to get lucky.

After dropping into the cockpit, I closed it up for maximum privacy, adjusted the head-to-toe safety harness, and then ran all the standard checks. Andrew Stomper was, according to my boss, a by-the-book geek who never lived an unorganized day in his life.

This proved true and was a great benefit to me and the rest of T4, by extension. Every maintenance check and update had been done since Andrew was assigned the machine. The batteries, power planet, and primary systems were in perfect condition. Everything under the armor was fantastic.

The outside was just as beat up as any mechanized combat rig. Sections had been welded back together, painted or sanded, or a combination of both, and I was pretty sure a lot of the armor plating had been scavenged.

“Status report,” Stomper ordered.

“Everything looks good. Not sure why they left it here. Maybe your brother thought we would need it.”

Stomper ordered everyone else to perform checks and to be ready to move. Dates climbed aboard and experimented with the Passenger Protection Mechanism, what we called the tactical blanket.

I hadn’t told Dates that while it would stop smaller projectiles and flying shrapnel, it wouldn’t negate all of the kinetic force such objects carried. If he were hit, he’d be a hurting unit, up to and including broken bones.

That was a problem for later.

“Lance Corporal James Anthony Malone, powering up. Please respond according to emergency MCR use protocols.”

“Hello, Jam,” said an older man’s dignified voice. “I am glad you are the one who found me.”


CHAPTER 14


“Hey, boss, does your father have a stately radio announcer’s voice?”

“Why do you ask?”

“No reason. But Peter is willing to help us,” I said. “Your brother had to evacuate T1 using a deployment shuttle and couldn’t take any of the rigs. They were hidden throughout this city section in hopes we would find them. Some were in better condition than others.”

“I’m coming over for a direct link,” she said.

I waited until she parked her rig beside her brother’s and plugged in. “All right. Let’s get down to business. Does Peter know about our package?”

“Yes, he does,” I said, and was surprised her first question wasn’t about her brother’s location. He never arrived at Tall Town or went to an orbiting ship. Finding his rig should have answered all of our questions about the fate of T1, but it only started a new chapter. “Peter, tell her.”

Images appeared in our shared HUD. It was almost like being in the same room, though we occupied separate MCRs. A pin map of the city came to life, showing three locations from a bird’s-eye view—a three-dimensional map.

“These are the locations an entity known as Vazor sent us to investigate,” Peter said. “His physical and digital credentials were verified, and Corporal Andrew Stomper was compelled to follow orders.”

My blood ran cold as he slipped into a special operations narrative. Stomper hadn’t dealt with this sort of thing, as far as I knew. My own experience had been short and unsavory. Just weeks after I’d been liberated, some military intelligence types arranged a meeting with a suspected spy so I could identify him.

Sure enough, the man had been someone who interrogated me. A commando team dropped into the dark alley and snatched him before I could even step back. I never learned if there had been further investigation, charges for war crimes, or if the bastard had been shot into space.

“Who is Vazor?” Stomper’s voice sounded controlled.

“You know better than to ask,” Peter said. “I have accessed your personnel file, but more importantly, I learned much from your brother’s stories of your childhood and later your career in the C-FEF. You score very high on all relevant tests, though not as high as your younger brother.”

“I am sure that is what he told you,” Stomper drawled. “Did T1 make it to any of these objectives?”

“Only this one,” Peter said, and caused the area around the digital flag to grow larger.

“That was a private residence,” Stomper said.

“Correct. We were surprised when well-equipped security elements attacked. They struck while we were on approach and following contact protocols,” Peter said.

He continued to share details, but I was looking at the second marker and was willing to bet T1 hadn’t come close to it—because that was where we’d rescued Commander Reginald Dates.

“Our orders were clear,” Peter said, “so we forced the issue and eventually gained access to the private estate of Henry Kiltano. Beneath the civilian structures was a complex bunker system and research facility. There were empty warehouses with sufficient shielding to protect them from external scans and everything needed to hide a tank or MCR company. We took the liberty to restock our ammunition vaults and battery back-ups.”

“You fought a company of armor?” Stomper asked.

“No. I said it was ready to billet such a force in addition to the mercenaries who assaulted us, but there were no such units on the site.” Peter flipped through images of the facility, which had either been cleaned out or never stocked to its obvious capacity.

One thing caught my eye: a subterranean space as large as the subway wheelhouse. I pointed it out to Stomper, and she nodded.

“Once our search was complete, we were directed by Vazor to move to the second objective, but never arrived.”

“Did you find what you were looking for?” Stomper asked.

“No, unless the purpose of the mission was to confirm something wasn’t there,” Peter said. “Because there was nothing of interest other than a private estate with the infrastructure to support a military garrison. Kiltano must have significant ties to the military, or maybe to the arms manufacturing industry.”

I swiped us back to the search maps and pointed out several hardened areas. “These defensive barriers are facing inward, toward the large, wheelhouse-like room.”

“Yes, we noticed that as well but could not find an explanation.”

Stomper took control of the video presentations and reviewed several of the still images and short videos. “This place makes no sense.”

“Unless they were going to activate a portal generator down there,” I said.

“I know that, Jam. The idea was not to say it out loud.”

“Me and my big mouth.” Remorse wasn’t something I often felt for speaking my mind. Did she think we were being spied on, or was she afraid of a later review? The more I thought about my actions, the more I felt like a jerk. This mission was changing me in all the un-fun ways.

“Shortly after we left the first site, ROV6 and UPV forces flooded into the area, despite good intelligence reports stating they weren’t deployed in this sector in significant numbers,” Peter said. “C-FEF assets came later, but my mandate was to remain here and wait.”

“What can you tell us about Commander Reginald Dates?” I asked.

The AI didn’t hesitate, “Who is that?”

Stomper and I exchanged glances, which was more of a feeling than something outsiders could see. In situations like this, in our rigs, we just knew each other’s pain points. I was worried about a lot of things and thought my boss was right there with me on most of it.

“I don’t want to stay here,” Stomper said as she unplugged our secure link. She gave orders to the rest of T4, and I went to talk to Dates. Somehow, he’d become my problem.
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“The idea of us going first was for you to keep him safe,” Stomper said. “Move forward and watch yourself. They’re dropping explosives every place they find an accessway to the subway system.”

Dates listened. I had him on the tactical channel for a reason. He didn’t interrupt or complain, which was good because I was tempted to just pitch him into the shadows behind us.

I could twist three hundred degrees at the waist if needed and used one hundred and eighty to look backward. I didn’t like firing my weapons from this configuration, but it wasn’t looking like our enemies cared about my feelings or the structural limitations of my rig.

Distant thumps sounded from beyond the wheelhouse. The ROV6 troops hadn’t quite reached where we’d been but were moving fast. I faced forward and hurried up the ramp, stepping on either side of the heavy rails. While this wasn’t the most sophisticated transportation system I’d seen, I imagined it had worked fine.

A novel idea occurred to me. Perhaps I should have disregarded it automatically, but instead, I turned it over three times to examine all the possible drawbacks. Peter could run as an AI rig with me inside or not. That meant I could put Dates in here while I rode on the exterior.

Sometimes, I amazed myself. What the hell kind of thinking was that? The guy wasn’t the worst fleet officer I’d ever met, but he’d gotten us in a lot of trouble, and I wasn’t ready to take a supersonic kinetic round for him yet.

A few more steps took me to level ground, and I moved away from the rail system to shelter between two dark buildings. My positioning was perfect, not because of my skill but because the rest of T4 had done their jobs, and Stomper had marked where she wanted me to end up.

“Set,” I announced.

“Don’t get too comfortable, we’re going back down as soon as they stop trying to collapse the subway tunnels,” Stomper said.

“Why?” Sheila asked.

This was dangerous because we didn’t normally ask questions during maneuvers. Stomper allowed it, though there usually wasn’t a need for clarification. Maneuvering in a city like this was second nature, and we could go for long stretches without talking at all. Sometimes, our lives were nothing more than icons on our HUD screens and a few one-word jokes.

“I think we can get beyond the fighting.” Stomper sent us our travel vectors and waypoints as she spoke. “We travel north by northwest for approximately two kilometers and then re-enter the system here.”

I stared at a red X on the display.

“Can you describe it to me?” Dates said. “I don’t have HUD capacity.”

I gave him a concise rundown, and he understood the first time.

“I know your boss talked about contingency plans,” he said.

I didn’t want to respond, but did. “Not in great detail. Let’s just agree that I won’t pitch you over my shoulder without her permission.”

“You’d leave me out here to die?”

I wanted to say yes, except that was bullshit. “Probably not.”

“Do you think we should just go off on our own to save your boss and your friends all the trouble I’m going to bring you?”

The guy was really putting it all on the table. He was also making some assumptions and forgetting a few things.

“We still have to find Andrew.”

“You know they can do that just as well, or maybe better, without us,” he said. “If we do it my way, they will get in a lot less trouble. I’m doing the right thing, Jam. You know I am.”

“Shut your mouth. I’ve got work to do.” With that, I rushed to the next intersection, then moved left and took a defensive position as ordered. Sheila did the same to the right while Stomper and Malik went straight ahead to clear the next street for a hundred meters.

“Move up,” Stomper said.

Sheila and I hurried forward, passed them, and again took up defensive positions to cover their movements. We traded back and forth, making good time, and soon arrived at a fresh, never-been-bombed entrance to the subway system.

Never was probably an exaggeration, but it wasn’t part of today’s shenanigans.

Dates didn’t bring up his suggestion again. Sure, I was still thinking about it, but wasn’t going to tell him that. What I wished I knew was whether Stomper wanted me to do exactly that and just couldn’t order it.

I watched her MCR move and thought I was really going to miss this unit. I’d been in some good ones, but hadn’t understood how lucky we were until now. Stomper’s obsession with saving her brother worried the rest of the platoon, but she would do the same for any of us.

“Sheila leads, then Jam, then the rest of us. We’re working for speed here, not style points,” Stomper said. She gave me a look, I thought. Maybe I was misinterpreting the angle and tilt of her rig. This mission was getting to me. For the first time, I thought Stomper wanted me to do something I hadn’t figured out yet.

Darkness was neither a friend nor an enemy to modern warfighters. That was taught in basic training and later when we began to specialize. I didn’t agree completely. The borrowed MCR had all the same optics as my rig, though I didn’t have Benji to optimize them for my use.

Daytime still felt safer than nighttime, even for me. You could see for miles without assistance and feel the warmth of the sun on your face—if there weren’t banks of smoke drifting along the coastal metropolis.

My filters couldn’t keep out all of the odor. Images of burnt things filled my imagination. Oddly juxtaposed against this sensory input was the knowledge that the sea was only a few kilometers from where we emerged.

“This may sound like a complaint,” Malik began.

“Then don’t say it,” Sheila interrupted.

He continued unfazed, “But I’m not a fan of the underground stuff. Doesn’t anyone else hate being trapped?”

“We’re outside now.” I marched toward a wall of cars someone had constructed and knocked it over to see what was on the other side. Whoever used the rusted out vehicles as bricks had done a good job. Many were pinned together with rods or welded into blocks.

Pushing down the conglomeration would also teach anyone hiding there a lesson. Getting buried was enough to ruin anyone’s day. I wasn’t taking chances.

We hadn’t come this far only to have a sniper pick Dates off the back of my rig. Images of the hole in Chen’s canopy and the blood that painted the inside of his cockpit refused to leave my thoughts.

“Moving,” Malik announced.

I checked my position relative to the rest of T4, continued to the end of the street, and took up a defensive attitude.

“Set,” we announced together.

“Moving,” Stomper announced, then hurried forward with Sheila.

“Your team maneuvers well,” Dates said on our hard link. From his position, it was easy to plug in a connection as secure as when Stomper had done it.

“You’re just noticing?” I wasn’t in the mood for the commander. Watching Stomper and Sheila rush toward me while Malik and I covered them caused me to bite through my mouthpiece. My throat constricted involuntarily.

Sometimes you could feel things going wrong, and this was one of them. “Hunker down under that ballistic blanket and don’t fall off.”

I spotted the first ROV6 tracer rounds streaking down from a structure half a kilometer away. If the buildings here hadn’t been so damaged, there wouldn’t have been a line-of-sight shot for the sniper. As things stood, a heavy gunner was marking our position perfectly and initiating the enemy assault.

Stomper cursed—she’d been hit. Her rig pivoted and she returned fire with two small rockets, one of the few things that could work against ambushers if done quickly and accurately. The man or woman who attacked my boss was probably already rappelling out of his or her hiding place.

These thoughts were half-formed when I aimed both energy tubes and fired. One was a beam laser, the other a pulse laser. The range was extreme for both types, but if they reached it, they reached it at light speed.

One new hole from the beam extending from my left shoulder and five smaller holes from the pulse laser on my right appeared in the skeletal building that had housed the sniper team. I didn’t have time to check for further damage because heavy infantry was bounding forward, firing mortar grenades to cover their movement, and taking good positions.

“Light armored vehicles and heavy tanks on Avenue 2,” Shiela reported, then fired with her center gun. That meant they were at close range, and she didn’t have much leeway to make mistakes. “Can’t worry about Avenue 1 right now. The HI will have plenty of time to set up.”

Malik had the only angle that would help her. He opened fire with his shoulder gun. It wasn’t as powerful as my long gun or beam laser, but it was getting the job done. An armored car flipped over and exploded.

“Shift fire!” Stomper ordered, then charged the tip of the armored column. Her rig wouldn’t stop a tank round, regardless of what type it fired. ROV6 versions were more likely than C-FEF versions to utilize beam or pulse lasers. She was taking a huge gamble because the ROV6ers loved their tracked vehicles and could fire on the move nearly as accurately as from a dugout—assuming they weren’t drunk or high or in a killing frenzy.

That left me to handle the heavy infantry on Avenue 1. I set a camera to track Stomper’s progress and tried not to watch it. My peripheral vision suggested she hadn’t died instantly, so that was good.

My center gun punished the nearest building corner, throwing fragments of concrete over the soldiers sheltering there. One leaned out to throw a grenade by hand and lost his arm at the elbow joint.

He should have known better. I was almost insulted he thought he could lob one close enough to do damage.

Dates cried out.

“I told you to duck under that blanket.”

“I did!” he yelled, angry and in pain. A projectile must have ricocheted into him because I’d been careful to keep his side of the rig away from the action.

ROV6 heavy infantry soldiers dragged their wounded companion out of sight. Another fireteam from behind a different corner launched a rocket. I pulsed my energy shields to deflect it. The rocket screamed up and through a window, then exploded deep inside what looked like an abandoned skyscraper.

“Hold on,” I said, sidestepping to a better position. For one second, I could see straight down Avenue 1. Two squads were crossing under the mistaken impression I didn’t have an angle.

There was no time to think. I activated the pulse laser. Three men went down. Two stayed down. The third crawled like all the demons of hell were after him and his one remaining leg. Hands reached out from a doorway and pulled him inside.

“I wish they wouldn’t send those grunts against us,” I said to Dates, then strengthened my energy shields while assessing any damage my rig might have taken.

“Does that happen often?” Dates asked. He sounded sick.

“No. Nothing about this mission has been routine.” I started selecting zones to target since my opponents were keeping their heads down for now. “Peter, how’s the rig?”

“Performing at eighty-three percent,” the AI said.

“Shit, that’s not bad.”

“We took no damage,” Peter said. “Your movements were well executed, and your use of cover was as good as could be expected. All insults to my frame were done prior to our partnership.”

That made me smile. Benji liked to call our interaction a partnership. Strictly speaking, MCR operators were supposed to discourage that kind of language in favor of a clear hierarchy with humanity at the top.

“You should encourage Commander Dates to dismount and seek shelter while we slug it out with the ROV6 forces,” Peter said.

I didn’t want to do that, but the portal generator was with me, and he wouldn’t run off for that reason alone. My instincts kept warning me not to let Dates out of my sight, but Peter was right, and the fight was heating up.

“Stand by for incoming mortar and rocket fire,” Peter said. “You will need to move after the first wave is turned so I can provide an estimate of the remaining shield strength.”

“Brace yourself,” I said.

Dates grunted during the impact and cursed afterward. He seemed to be regretting all the life decisions that led him to this moment. The MCR shield and the Passenger Protection Mechanism protected him, but that didn’t mean he wasn’t getting buffeted.

I charged forward, then angled to my right to find a new position of cover behind an overturned bus that looked rusted to the street. This put me a few strides nearer the rest of the platoon, which would come in handy if we had to haul ass out of this area with little warning.

“Keep up the good work,” Stomper said. It was clear she was busy. Rockets, laser blasts, and waves of kinetic rounds exploded from the Avenue 2 intersection. Shields caused some of the rounds to do unpredictable things, and some of them were pelting my rig.

“How are you doing, Dates?”

“I’m alive, but just had something buzz past my head. Heard it through the tactical blanket. Can’t breathe in here. Stuffy.”

At least he wasn’t witnessing what I was doing to the infantry troops. This was what MCRs were made for. The original units had been infantry with greater and greater tech support. We could climb where tanks and other vehicles couldn’t and survive where infantry, even the heavier versions, didn’t stand a chance.

C-FEF airships ripped apart the space just above the highest buildings. Some cut lower to weave through canyons of glass and steel, a rare maneuver, and only attempted where there was little chance of encountering surface-to-air missiles.

“MCR platoon, please identify,” came a business-like voice in my cockpit. Stomper sent an icon that told us to maintain radio silence. She would handle this.

“MCR platoon, this is Major Kent Alexander, 1st Ground Support Squadron. Please identify and refresh your markers so we can strafe.”

Stomper didn’t reply but did send a refresh location command. That would be evidence in our court-martial, while keeping us from dying now.

“Those jets can’t be allowed to interfere with my mission,” Dates said, speaking over our private hard link rather than the platoon tactical channel the pilot had called.

“Let’s just stay alive and worry about the portal generator later,” I said. “Who knows, maybe they’ll bomb us, and no one will be able to use it. That’s your goal, right?”

He didn’t answer.


CHAPTER 15


“The fly boys startled the ROV6ers,” Stomper said. “Let’s move while we can. Best speed.”

That meant running with far less attention to defensive zones or concealment. I warned Dates that his life was about to suck, then accelerated toward the newest waypoint Stomper provided.

“Not so bad,” Dates said. “Our trainers warned that riding on an MCR was like holding a wild animal that didn’t want you on its back.”

“No good,” Stomper said, obviously frustrated. “The ROV6 is coming. Shiela, take the commander. Jam, you’re with me. We need to cover the platoon’s exfiltration.”

I scooped Dates from my back with my shield arm and held him out to Sheila as she ran closer. She took him and ignored his complaints. If I was lucky, the man was her problem now, and all I had to worry about was the possibly illegally stolen technology I was carrying.

“Hope you’re ready to get nasty,” Stomper said.

We headed back toward three fast-moving tanks. They were faster than they looked. One struck a derelict passenger car and blasted it out of the way without slowing. Others drove over their obstacles. All three were painted with human skulls and lightning bolts.

I aimed my pulse laser, raked the lead tank with it, then followed up with the beam laser. It veered away with a gaping hole down its side. I’d missed the ammunition vault and the power plant.

“I’m ready, boss.”

Stomper steered onto another street without slowing. I did the same, which left a seemingly undefended route between us to pursue the rest of T4.

“Just you and me on this channel,” Stomper said. “This is a test.”

“To see if they go after me?” I asked. That would mean they knew I had the device and would demonstrate how much trouble we were in. If they had that kind of real-time intelligence, our chances of escaping were near zero.

We’d been moving under the radar and around the C-FEF and other patrols before we met Dates. Now, nothing was certain. We’d sent two MCRs back to base. Neither could have made it that far, though it was likely that aerial patrols spotted them by now. Which would explain the flyboys that had shown up to help us.

If that was what they were here for. Nothing would surprise me today.

“Pincer,” Stomper said.

I found the first alley that would take me back to the street we’d started on and raced into it. More tanks and armored cars were passing, and I opened fire with the pulse laser. Using the thing was addictive. My enemies were probably freaking out because it wasn’t every day one of these things was used.

My HUD showed Stomper doing the same thing, though she was farther south.

An armored car flipped onto its side. Another slid to a stop. Heavy infantry swarmed out, assembled on the move, and assaulted my position with everything they had. Mortars, kinetic rounds from crew-served weapons, and one shoulder-fired rocket raced to meet me.

I punched my way into a building at the last second to confuse the rocket and dodge everything else. When I stepped back out, bits of debris rained down.

Backing up, I fired the beam laser, then dragged it across the mouth of the alleyway. None of the soldiers fell for it. They’d expected something nasty and were moving from one point of cover and concealment to another.

“MCR fireteam, this is Major Kent Alexander, 1st Ground Support Squadron. Do you require immediate assistance?”

“Yes,” Stomper said.

My HUD showed her falling back just as I was. She launched a volley of smoke grenades that sparked electronic chaff to confuse ROV6 targeting systems.

“Please identify.”

“Sergeant Amy Stomper, Titanium Platoon IV. Happy?”

“Sure,” said Major Alexander. “But not as freaking ecstatic as you’re going to be when we hit those ROV6ers with our payload.”

During this interaction, I was already moving toward a weak point in the enemy formation. The heavy infantry were attempting three medivacs at the same time, which was risky as hell. What they couldn’t see was my options.

A building that had been walled with glass was on my right. There was nothing but a metal frame remaining for three stories. Scraps of flooring and wires hung down in places, but not enough to obscure my view of an armored column stretched too thin.

They were chasing Stomper, and if they caught her, would have an easy time catching up to Sheila, Malik, and Dates. In about five seconds, one of them would realize their movements were no longer concealed from me—assuming they were professionals and not conscripts. With the ROV6, it was hard to know their quality before testing it.

The psycho mech and his heavy infantry cronies sprang to mind. I didn’t want to think about that, so I pivoted and charged through the weak frames of the building that had once been for show rather than practical use.

This would be like trying to run in waist-deep water or charge through tall grass without an MCR. Maybe I would be fast, and maybe I would get bogged down. Realizing too late that I’d miscalculated would leave me exposed to all manner of violent insults. And the C-FEF airships would laugh their asses off as I scrambled clear of my self-made obstacle course.

The first faux wall stretched. Metal could bend and feel like it was elastic, especially during this type of maneuver. I persevered by pushing harder and running faster. Frames and load-bearing walls snapped, and much of the skeletal structure fell inward. By then, I was back on the street and standing in the armored column’s blind spot.

I skipped the pulse laser shots that helped me establish the range and lanced the nearest tank with the beam laser. At this distance, and with the crew unable to boost shields or take evasive maneuvers, the searing energy punched straight through its body.

The ammunition vault went up like a heavy metal drummer losing the rhythm. Instinct told me to turn away, but I squatted low, covered my head, and became a ball of MCR armor with my shields set to maximum. Had I done anything else, my journey would have ended right there.

The shockwave from the layered explosions still rippled down the street in both directions, flattening infantry and tipping over one of the lighter armored vehicles when I resumed my fighting stance.

My center gun sprayed forward while I swept the pulse laser in a wide arc. There was so much smoke and chaos now that my movements were obscured. When not firing, it was possible to just stand there and scan for heat signatures and seismic readings. After three intense volleys, I ended my attacks and became momentarily invisible to my enemies.

“1st Ground Support Squadron is releasing ordinance on those pour bastards,” Major Alexander said. “No need for your partner to identify himself.”

“Not if you are paying attention,” Stomper said, then circled back to add her firepower to the killing field.

Tactical bombs fell near me in such density that each explosion was part of the next. Two airships pulled up after about a half kilometer of dropping napalm and arced away.

I wasn’t done fighting, though my interest in slaughtering my enemies was diminishing quickly. My focus became striding clear of the fight so I could attack from a distance. The long gun and the beam laser were meant to be precision weapons up to one point three kilometers or eight hundred meters, respectively.

Too bad they’d fallen into the hands of a brawler. Major Alexander knew my reputation, apparently. I wasn’t proud of it, but there it was.

“I’m not going to ask what you’re doing this far out of your zone,” Alexander said. “Maybe my tactical assets list is out of date.”

Stomper responded curtly, “My mission, my business. Thanks for the help.”

The airships did another pass, strafing units pursuing Stomper and me as we rushed to catch up with the rest of T4.

“My reports aren’t the best,” Alexander said. “Sometimes my CO can’t even tell where I was flying, assuming he reads them.”

“I have no idea what you’re getting at,” Stomper joked.

“It’s good to see our side win. Keep fighting, and we’ll keep the skies clear,” Alexander said.

“That’s a deal. Lose that report altogether, and I’ll owe you a beer.” Stomper sent me text commands as she kept up the banter.

“Well, I’ve got bad news for your entire platoon,” the pilot said right before he was going to sign off and leave us behind.

The airships circled us high enough to avoid most surface-to-air missiles. That meant they were nearly invisible specs unless you knew where to look.

“Two additional ROV6 columns are heading your way. We won’t be able to stop them, so get moving,” Alexander said. “We’ve been ordered to take a closer look. Wish us luck.”

“Good luck, Major. You saved our asses today,” Stomper said.

I didn’t agree, not entirely. We’d stunned the force coming after us and probably could have exfiltrated on our own. The bombing and strafing runs ensured they wouldn’t chase us, so that was nice. But if the flyboys thought we needed them for protection, they were delusional.

“Initiating a low pass of a forward platoon,” Alexander said, and I wondered why he looped us into their tactical channel.

Then I saw how close they were. Standard operating procedure required units that found themselves in close proximity to coordinate.

“Moving to overwatch,” Stomper said, then waved at me with her MCR arm like we were out for a stroll.

I changed course and found an elevated highway that provided a good view of her movement. This left me exposed in exchange for giving me a much better chance of aiding her from five hundred meters to her right. She cruised through a park. I saw where she would get her overwatch position—a hill that once held a small stage.

The airships came in hot. A wave of surface-to-air missiles burst from the open bay of a parking garage they couldn’t have seen. I’d only just spotted it.

“Jam!” Stomper shouted. She raced down the hill she’d just taken, gathering speed to reach what was going to be the crash site. The airships were only now attempting evasive maneuvers and hadn’t been struck.

That reality was one second away, and I was moving nearly as fast as my boss. This was possibly the worst job we were ever faced with. Locating crash sites almost always resulted in confirmation of a KIA, two in this case, and wasn’t worth the risk.

“I’m hit,” Alexander said calmly.

Both pilots ejected too near the ground. That was bad news and good news. At least they could be alive for a few minutes.

If the ROV6 units found them before we did, they were going to wish they’d just burned up with their fighter jets.

“Sheila, take charge of T4 and get moving. Keep me updated on your waypoints, and we’ll catch up,” Stomper said, even as she raced across a parking lot to follow the parachutes. She smacked aside dead light posts like they were twigs. “Jam, cover me for as long as you can.”

I was striding along the raised highway, oblivious of the tracer rounds reaching for my rig. My shields hummed deafeningly loud. We weren’t supposed to run them when moving this fast. I could smell and taste ozone in the cockpit.

“Got eyes on the pilots,” I said. “You’re almost to them, boss.” My pulse laser reached across the distance, nearly a full kilometer, and slowed an armored car that was the closest to reaching Stomper and her pilot buddies. I activated the beam laser as soon as I had a lock. The interface wasn’t great at this speed. My stride was smoother than some MCR operators managed, but this was a lot to ask of my targeting and stabilizing computers.

“Peter, help me out.”

“I am doing my best, Jam. Corporal Stomper never attempted this type of foolhardy attack.”

“Find me another way to save Sergeant Stomper and get back to T4, and I’m all ears.”

“What about the pilots?” the AI asked.

Instead of answering, I reached a collapsed section of the highway and cursed. Peter explained that I had three options: stand and become an easy target, retreat and become an easy target that was also suffering the indignity of running away, or negotiate the climb down.

All three were impossible, and I didn’t need to hear him say it.

“Better step up the pace, boss,” I said, then selected a shot for my long gun as I popped smoke to obscure the precipice I was aiming from.

A missile streaked past me, narrowly missing. I’d deployed countermeasures just in time. Following the trail back to the launcher was easy, so that became my long gun target. I only hit one member of the crew, but his catastrophic injuries dissuaded the others.

“One more minute,” Stomper growled. “Hold those bastards back.”

I dedicated a camera to her rescue of the pilots. She bent over one just in time to deflect incoming rounds, then lifted him onto her back. That was never recommended because it was easy to hurt the person you were trying to help.

A hydraulic spreader dominated one of my arms and a shield on the other. There were hands beneath these for MCR-specific tasks, but that wasn’t my focus. The primary tools mattered. I never wanted to be pinched by the spreader. Good way to lose an arm or a leg or half your face.

She risked it. The hands on her rig were more articulable, but that didn’t make them less dangerous to humans. The other guy—I had no idea which of them was Major Alexander—scrambled up on his own and looked like he was rendering aid to the first.

I fired my long gun several times. The range wasn’t extreme. I wasn’t sniping anyone, just putting kinetic rounds into their position and hoping to get lucky. They scattered to better cover, and that allowed Stomper to clear out.

“Okay, look to yourself, Jam,” Stomper said.

I raced back the way I’d come. An unholy number of rockets, kinetic rounds, and energy beams followed me. I swerved, shifting all the power I could to my rear shields and felt every hair on my body stand up. The air inside my rig was so toxic I could barely breathe.

Engineers said that was mostly psychological. Maybe next time they gave us a briefing on our technology, they should use more confident language.

Sheila and Malik met me at the off-ramp. They fired clouds of chaff to intercept the second wave of death that had been sent my way.

“Where is Dates?”

“We left him behind cover,” Sheila said. “Don’t give me any shit. We’re not letting you and the boss die.”

“What she said,” Malik quipped.

I tracked Stomper’s route in my HUD, checked it against where Sheila and Malik claimed to have left Dates, and adjusted course. Now that I was down from the elevated highway, the ROV6 units didn’t have me in sight. They had several city blocks to navigate to reach us here, and we weren’t waiting for them.


CHAPTER 16


“I’ll be at the new rally point in one hour,” Stomper said. “I need to deliver these tender pilots to a recovery unit.”

“Understood, boss,” I said.

She didn’t put me in charge. Sheila and Malik just assumed I was until she got back. We struck out on a new route, keeping watch for enemy patrols and ambushes.

“That was a close call,” Sheila said.

Malik was on point. “Why do you think I’m working so hard to keep us out of sight?”

“You’re the best,” Sheila said. “Seriously. Couldn’t do it better myself, and everyone knows I am the boss’s favorite scout. For well-documented reasons.”

“Whatever,” Malik said.

Dates had been quiet since we scooped him up and hauled ass for six kilometers. He didn’t ask where Stomper was or what happened to the airships. The man was lost in his own thoughts, and that worried me more than the rockets and sniper rounds.

“Jam, I need you and Sheila to look at this,” Malik said. “Come up slow and keep your head down, and I don’t think they’ll see us.”

“ROV6?” I asked.

“Nope. And before you ask, these strangers aren’t UPV either.” Malik’s tone was serious and tight. He was an easygoing guy most of the time. Something had upset him. I could feel the man trying not to lose sight of whoever he’d found.

“I’ll bring up the rear,” Sheila said.

I started forward. “Stay close. We don’t need to get split up until it is time to split up.”

She chuckled at one of T4’s oldest jokes. I thought it predated any of us since I had first heard it from a crusty old sergeant when I was a rookie. It wasn’t exactly a gut-buster, but the humor of the statement grew on a guy with time. Some of the best things in life were acquired tastes.

That was another of our sayings and hilarious in the right circumstances.

Malik had selected good concealment. The buildings in this section were intact. I thought some of them might be lived in. There were trees with leaves and street signs that hadn’t been scavenged for metal. He squatted behind a subway cover. More importantly, we were at the top of a long hill and could see for nearly two kilometers down the four-lane boulevard.

I spotted what had spooked Malik.

The soldiers gathering around a small starship were on foot, except larger than any human, larger even than the heavy infantry in their bulky gear. These troops wore emerald green armor with gold and silver accents. Ornamental wings stuck up from the sides of the ones I assumed were officers. They rested the butts of their rifles on the ground, holding them in the middle because they were so long. Gleaming bayonets were attached to the underside of the barrels. Tall and lean, they seemed like something out of a dream or maybe out of a nightmare.

“Check distances and data,” I said. Sheila and Malik complied. Dates watched with a pair of small binoculars and said nothing.

“Those are Jitaks.” Sheila half whispered the words, clearly in awe of what we were seeing. “I thought they’d been vanquished a hundred years ago. Wiped out. Destroyed. Their world scraped clean of the capacity to sustain life.”

I took every reading I could from this distance. The portal generator and our unauthorized mission to rescue T1 seemed inconsequential compared to whatever was happening here.

“Aliens.” Malik’s tone was hard to read. “Definitely no record of them ever existing on a Capian world.” His voice grew animated, and I realized this was how he sounded when afraid. We’d been through plenty of harry situations, and I’d thought I knew what he sounded like when about to crap his cockpit. This was different. Like seeing into another person’s soul when you weren’t invited.

“Keep it together, Malik,” I said. “These are the only units who haven’t tried to kill us. Hell, maybe they’re on our side.”

“Don’t bet on it,” Sheila said.

I called Sergeant Stomper on a one-to-one channel and marked it with a Titanium priority code. She didn’t answer right away, which wasn’t a bad sign.

“My passengers are stretching their legs,” she said. “I’ve moved away and encrypted this conversation.”

“We’re staring at Jitaks.”

She snorted, laughed, and seemed genuinely unsettled that I would say such a thing. “Be serious, Jam.”

I let silence do the talking.

“Okay, I’m telling the flyboys to walk from here,” she said. “Don’t be seen until I get there. By anyone. Do you copy?”

“Yeah, boss. I copy like our lives depend on it.” My camera feed showed me things I didn’t want to see. The longer we watched the Jitaks, the clearer the picture became. There were the equivalent of three C-FEF heavy infantry companies plus support vehicles.

“There.” Malik pointed over the top of a neighborhood we’d been heading toward. “Dropships.”

His description was inadequate because the strange vessels were larger than any dropship the C-FEF used. Once landed, these things didn’t look like they were planning to take off.

I brought Dates and the rest of T4 onto one channel. “How did the fleet not detect an invasion?”

Dates shook his head. “I don’t know. It’s impossible they came through our blockade. We would have heard something from the fleet or seen escape pods raining down on Vaux VI.”

“Start talking, asshole,” Sheila said. “This is because of the portal generator you’re trying to steal from your own boss. From the C-FEF.”

Dates rallied, “No, that’s not it. I didn’t know anything about Jitaks. But it does explain why Admiral Boal Markson IV wanted the device.”

“Was he planning on running away or taking us with him,” Sheila said. “And by us, I meant the entire C-FEF, planetary units included. Because if you tell me that was what he intended, I’ll call you a liar.”

“That generator isn’t big enough to move the entire expeditionary force,” Malik said, seeming recovered from his earlier lapse. Now his voice was hard, and his gaze focused a bit too far off.

I put Dates on the ground, then bent forward so my MCR crowded him, almost like we were nose-to-nose, and I was far bigger and far angrier. “This changes everything, Commander. We’ve kept you alive, even gone along with your scheme. Now it’s time for answers, or you’re walking the rest of the way.”

“The rest of the way to where?” He sounded half stunned and completely at a loss for what to do next.

“To wherever you die.” I stood to my full height. “Think quick. Make a good decision.”

“I, uh,” he stammered and had to start over. “I still have one contact that will take me back to Admiral Boal Markson IV, no questions asked. I still think I am right to get rid of the portal generator.”

“You’re not right,” Sheila snapped.

I cut her and Malik off from further interruptions with a gesture of my MCR spreader hand. My attention stayed on CRD.

“Everyone, shut it,” I said. “We’re going to meet Stomper halfway.”

“That will put us in some real crap terrain,” Sheila said. “Poor cover, enemies in every direction, except for where there is the start of an alien invasion!”

I loomed over her, not something I’d ever done to anyone in T4. Forcing my will on others was something I’d promised never to do again, even if I was right. Back then, when everything went really wrong, when we lost Elijah and Raquel retired to deal with her ghosts, I’d thought I was right.

Maybe I even had been… There are just some prices not worth paying.

I strove for a more reasonable, updated version of my voice, “We’ll work it out.”

“Okay.” She moved into her position to travel. Malik did the same, and I finished the diamond.

Dates kept his mouth shut, which was lucky for him. I was in the mood to see how far an MCR could throw a pedestrian. This rig’s one shield arm and one spreader arm were just like Benji’s. I could use the simple hands within this device, or just scoop up the commander with the underside of the shield and let fly.

“I didn’t know about the Jitaks,” Dates said minutes later.

I kept moving. We had a missing MCR platoon to find, a stolen portal generator to hide or destroy, all the usual ROV6 and UPV bullshit, and now aliens to deal with.

Why couldn’t we catch a break?

“Doesn’t matter,” I finally said. “Our short-term goals are the same. Recover Sergeant Stomper, stay alive, and stay moving.”

“Of course,” he said, sounding full of doubt.

How could I tell from that short phrase? Tone was its own language, and I understood people almost as well as I understood impossible situations.
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I didn’t say anything to Sargeant Stomper when she arrived. The look on her face was a warning. She completed her standard checks, which included a brief word with each of us. I was second to last now that Commander Reginald Dates was among us.

I tapped twice on the secure icon link to make sure it was private. An unexpected bout of nerves assailed me. Fortunately, it was easy to conceal your emotions in an MCR.

She let out a long breath and kept our connection on audio only. I could imagine her leaning back in her cockpit and rubbing her face. Some of her other mannerisms had always struck me as curious. She had the habit of brushing back hair that no longer existed, for one.

“I reviewed some of the HUD images,” she began. “This is literally the last thing I expected. What the hell is going on with this mission?”

“If it can go wrong, it will,” I said sagely.

“Nice. Never thought of that.”

“Dates claims he didn’t know anything about a Jitak presence on Vaux VI,” I said. “The only decent location we have for your brother and his platoon is deep inside of that zone.” I pointed toward the aliens. Her cameras were often the conversation, but she still saw which way my MCR was gesturing.

“I’m assuming you have a decent observation post,” she said, already moving. “Let’s see these invaders from the stars.”

“Careful, boss. It’s only a few strides before we’d have to break cover and be seen,” I said. “No one in the platoon thinks they’re onto us. Not sure what that means.”

“They’re aliens, not super beings. There is no guarantee their sensor arrays are better than ours. They could be banging rocks together over there for all we know.”

I edged up beside her MCR and squatted as low as possible, not sure that I agreed with her entirely. The Jitak forces looked spectacular. Each time I glimpsed the deep green armor and the flamboyant adornments, I felt somehow unworthy, like I was just another member of the unwashed masses standing before space royalty.

“They have their camps laid out well,” Stomper said. “The city planners didn’t account for them, but they seem to be making do. Looks like they have three fortified camps that are just near enough to each other to offer mutual defense. I see them using buildings for cover and concealment, but also maximizing their access to roadways and other open areas where they can land ships or move ground forces.”

“Did you read my report or something? I thought this was a closed-book test. You’re cheating.”

She activated her interior HUD camera and gave me a slight smile, though it was clear she didn’t have the energy. We were overextended in every way and needed to be done. This was going to be one of those missions where I slept for a week afterward and ate too much junk food.

“I’m skimming over what Sheila and Malik noted,” she said. When she looked up, her expression was tense, like she was going to ask a question she didn’t want to ask. “What did CRD think of their deployment?”

“We went at him every way we knew how, but he is sticking to a story. I believe him on this one. The guy had no idea there were aliens in this scenario.” I hesitated before saying the next part, “I think it bothers him.”

“Why, because his boss obviously left out some very critical information before sending him down here to probably die?” Stomper paused. “That guy’s trouble, and so is the device you’re carrying. Tell me it’s locked tight in your MCR vault.”

“He doesn’t get to look at it or anything,” I said. “That means he always wants to ride on my rig, but I’m guessing you already planned for that.”

“Listen to me closely, Jam. I’m not good with any of this.”

I understood that meant she was righteously angry.

“Some things are not going to change, today or any other. We will get my brother and his platoon back, and I won’t allow you and the rest of our unit to get killed for something stupid.”

“We’re in this together, boss. Just tell me what you need to do.”

The look she gave me wasn’t pleasant. Dates had made an offhand reference that she should have known more about my personnel file. I thought she’d read every word and checked all the facts.

How should I feel about that? Not great. On one hand, I was glad she was sticking by me and trusting my judgment. On the other hand, she knew what a complete asshole I was. Redemption was hard to find in this galaxy. I doubted I would get it right.

The silence following our conversation lasted a lifetime. There was a reason, and we both knew it. Jitak were considered real, but I couldn’t recall a confirmed sighting. This was like seeing a piece of history reemerge from three hundred years ago. I couldn’t even remember if they had been described as monstrous. I thought those before us now looked like tall humans in fancy green armor.

At the same time, something about how they carry themselves made my skin crawl. From time to time, they just stopped and directed their gazes at angles I found disturbing. Were they cocking their head to listen for something or getting ready to choke out some sort of hideous alien endoparasitoid?

“We have to know if Andrew is at this location with his platoon,” Stomper advised. “This isn’t just me wanting to know. Our strategic and tactical plans will change if they are in there.”

“Should I even ask what we’re doing if your brother and the others are being held in an alien prisoner-of-war camp?” I asked.

“Are we at war with the Jitaks?”

“Seriously?”

“Don’t make assumptions. Just go in there and find him, or confirm he isn’t there.”

“I’ll have to leave my rig. Again.”

She turned inside her cockpit. I recognized the motion in the HUD view. Some gestures were nuanced since all that was visible was a headshot. Stomper had maintained the demeanor of a leader without seeming to try until now. The tiny flicker in her eyes turned my guts to ice.

I dismounted without a word. This was going to suck.


CHAPTER 17


The first thing I did was lock the portal generator in my borrowed MCR’s vault, and made sure the code was one only I knew. Peter assured me he would protect it with the same tenacity that Benji would have, and that was saying something. I didn’t know why I trusted my rig more than I trusted most people I knew, but I did.

Stomper would guard the rig as well, and she was a force of nature. This mission reinforced that belief. Malik and Sheila would guard Dates, and I was more than a bit annoyed they hadn’t already dragged him back. I didn’t need him bothering me right now.

“You think you know more about this bombed-out city than I do because you fought here,” he said, following me around my rig as I packed extra ammunition, food, and tools I might need to live on my own for an extended time.

“Can you just stop and talk to me?” he said, grabbing my arm as though turning me was within his power.

I allowed it, though slowly. We were about the same size, and he was fit and athletic. That was one of the first things I noticed about him, though I had written it off as gym strength and thought he would be humbled in the real world where the requirements were more functional. So far, his training was translating well to the here and now.

That didn’t mean I would let him have an inch. “Do you like that hand?”

He pulled back but locked his gaze on mine. We had a short staredown.

“You’re staying here.” I checked every pocket and strap on my gear to be sure it was snug and wouldn’t make noise. “This shouldn’t take me long. I’ve done this sort of thing on and off the books before.”

“I know,” he said. “Have you told your boss and your platoon about everything you’ve done for the C-FEF?”

I stepped very close to him, and this time he reacted as anticipated. The man was brave, not stupid.

“I’ll check the location and report back. If you follow me, you won’t return. Test me, and see what happens.”

This was harsh, even by my standards. I didn’t think a threat against this particular officer would result in an investigation or discipline. Everything about our current situation was off the books. He was wrong, I was wrong, everyone was wrong. We were outside of our area of operation and disobeying orders more and more often.

It was indicative of how constant our rules and regulations normally were that I couldn’t stop factoring them into my decision-making. Who cared at this point?

That line of thinking was also false, and I knew it. Because no matter how far out of bounds you traveled, you always had to come home. And there were consequences that always seemed small when you were struggling to survive, and loomed large when you were brought back into the fold.

I was constantly pushing back against the rules, even the ones that made sense. Sometimes, I just needed to be contrary. But I knew, deep in my heart, that I liked the order of it all. It was good to know where you stood.

Stomper and the rest of T4 watched me for a final moment. I had no idea what they expected me to say.

“Keep it simple, Jam,” my boss said. “Get in, get out. Confirm they are there, and we’ll make a plan.”

“And if they’re not?” I didn’t normally ask questions with obvious answers. The silence was just too oppressive, and my mouth did its own thing.

“We keep looking, but maybe we ask for help. That’s a future problem,” she said.

I headed out without looking back.

The first ten meters were the hardest because it would’ve been easy to delay my departure. All I had to do was ask some questions, seek clarifications, or maybe confirm some other plan. Stomper would give everything I said fair consideration, even though it would’ve been dangerous to delay. Her job was to weigh the risks. The woman could walk the razor’s edge all day long if needed.

That was the way she was. On the surface, it might seem like she was selfishly looking for her brother. I was confident with her decision to initiate this rescue operation. I was pretty good with how she was handling Dates and the portal generator. We didn’t have enough information about the Jitak and what that meant for the future of Vaux VI. Those data points added up to one conclusion. My boss did the right thing even when it cost her an incredible price.

When everything was said and done, she would shelter me and the others from the worst punishments. And that meant the end of her career was near enough to touch. Imprisonment was a real possibility. Dates inspired less confidence. When I thought I understood the man, I didn’t.

The terrain dropped lower and lower. I worked down a series of hills that had been terraced to provide proper foundations for buildings and other structures. There was still a lot of wreckage here, but it was less pronounced than where we’d been fighting the last year.

When I finally looked back, I couldn’t see evidence of T4. I checked my in-ear mic. “Jam for Stomper, how copy?”

“Good copy. You disappeared.” Her voice once again sounded like the no-nonsense sergeant I’d come to rely on.

“That’s what I do.” I edged closer to the corner of a building and watched the first Jitak I’ve been able to observe from this close. “When I’m not breaking stuff and causing havoc.”

She laughed, and I thought the rest of the platoon was on the line as well. I could sense their mood. Every one of them got nervous when I ranged out on my own, but they kind of expected me to make it back through some sort of magic they believed I possessed.

Despite my fatigue, the idea made me smile. Friends mattered. Not letting them down was always my goal.

“I’ll be radio silent most of the time,” I said. “Right now, I have eyes on a four-person Jitak patrol. Infantry. Long weapons, sidearms, and blades that could be tools or weapons.” I noted that none of them had any type of camping gear or breaching devices, then decided to include that in a later report if I had time to type it out. That wouldn’t take much because we used shorthand, and I could rattle it off pretty quickly. “I’ll send video images now and the text block within the hour.”

“Keep your head down, Jam. Just so you’re clear, your priority is to make it back alive and be a productive part of the team. Don’t get your ass kicked,” Stomper said.

“And don’t get probed,” Malik quipped.

“Roger that.” I waited until the four-Jitak team was moving before changing positions. With no understanding of their technological capabilities, their tactics, or individual abilities, I had to play it safe and assume they were as good or better at this game than I was.

Breathe in, breathe out. Watch and wait. Remain motionless and move slowly when needed. Those were my mantras.

A peculiar but not unpleasant sensation fell over me. Without trying, I’d put aside thoughts and worries and began existing in this moment. There was no sense in judging my past or worrying about the future. I was just here, doing work.

The Jitak patrol waited until another unit arrived and continued in the same direction they had been traveling. I wasn’t sure I liked that development. These guys weren’t just patrolling, they were taking new territory and holding it. Time would tell how thorough this effort was.

My spine tingled with excitement. This type of mystery was what I liked. With steady, diligent work, I could learn how many of them were in the area and what they were doing. That would provide a pretty good idea of their objective. By contrast, stolen portal generators, rogue operators, and invading aliens were much harder to figure out.

I sent Stomper a short description of this problem and moved carefully toward my objective. This required frequent stops, and a bathroom break with a pistol in one hand as I did my business. The chances of getting surprised in this delicate state were almost nil. I’d been careful and had checked my surroundings. But it was still possible, and wasn’t the way I wanted to go out.

Almost three hours later, I arrived at the coordinates Peter had given me for Andrew’s last known location. A half-hour after that, I actually moved in and checked the building. Less than a block away, there were Jitak units, but none of them had an interest in this particular structure.

Exploring the gloomy interior without lights was tricky but not too difficult. My helmet had night vision optics and forward-looking infrared options. I used them, though not continuously. There was something to be said for letting your eyes adjust to the natural ambiance.

Only after a thorough reconnaissance of the location did I contact my platoon leader. “Jam for Stomper, how copy?”

“Good copy. What did you find?”

“They left in a hurry. None of T1 was nice enough to leave us a mech this time. Bastards. No signs of blood or field surgery, so that’s good. I’ll be heading back after a careful sweep of the neighboring buildings. They have a lot of patrols and guard posts.”

“Understood. We’ll be waiting.”

I walked the perimeter of the large open room. The building had walls once upon a time, but they’d been cleared out long ago. It was impossible to know who performed the renovation or why they felt this much elbow room was needed, but I didn’t care. Andrew and his platoon had found it and taken shelter. Now they were gone.

Right before I left, I noticed a scuffed breaker box for lights that didn’t work. Inside was a data recorder, which I tucked into a secure pocket. Reading it wouldn’t be difficult with the computer in my helmet, but I didn’t feel like now was the time.

Procedure dictated I hand it over to my superior unless there was an articulable reason to examine it first.

At the back door, I watched the alley and the street it opened into. Jitak troops passed. It appeared to be a full platoon or whatever their equivalent to that size of unit was. They were a strange group. I was equal parts fascinated and afraid of who they were and why they were here. Both were mysteries I wasn’t getting any answers to today.

When there was a gap in their formation, I carefully slipped free of the neighborhood and stopped once again to watch and wait and be sure no one was following me or setting up an ambush. Patience was the secret to staying alive.
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The sketchy part of my return trip was when I followed on the heels of a Jitak company. This group was marching through territory they controlled. Their officers would have been considered competent by human standards, and they put out scouts and flanking elements. The rearguard was also a force to be respected.

Once I was inside their perimeter, however, it was easier. The risk was off the charts, but I believed I could manage it for a short time. The advantage of following the company so closely was that they made a lot of noise. They were seven or eight feet tall, and their armor was a metallic alloy or possibly some sort of ceramic variation. They kept their gear spotless. Everything gleamed in the morning sun.

I couldn’t believe how tired I was. When had I last slept?

The bizarre parade continued. Maybe I hallucinated, but I liked to think I just had my head down and was conserving energy. Only dangers to my survival or the mission were allowed into my consciousness, but that didn’t mean my brain stopped working. I thought deeply about all that we’d experienced since learning Andrew Stomper and his Titanium Platoon had gone MIA.

Voices chattered loud enough for me to hear, and I ducked into an alcove. That was too close. I wasn’t paying enough attention, no matter what I told myself. It was time to take a break and just hunker down for a while.

I’d been pushing hard because time was running out. There had been a steady escalation of enemy assets in the area, up to and including the Jitak presence. This wasn’t how I thought my week would go.

Backing away from the street, I then explored the ground level of my hiding place. The building had been a thriving suite of businesses. There was a hair salon on the corner, some sort of post office in the center, and what passed for various types of financial institutions near the elevator and atrium. That last feature was overgrown and rotten. I stayed clear of it once I spotted rat droppings and small bones.

On the other corner, opposite the main boutique, was a hole-in-the-wall bar. Most of the alcohol was gone, but there were still tables and lounge chairs. I checked behind the bar and in the back of the cabinets before finding anything that looked consumable, but I left it where it was. I didn’t need it. If there had been cigars, it might’ve been a different story.

My hand found the data storage device, and I pulled it free to examine. The sound of a tracked vehicle rolling past caught my attention, but none of the attached infantry cleared this building. Maybe that was on their list of things to do once they were better established.

I concealed myself in a corner booth. If they did come bursting through the doors, I would see them before they saw me. Hiding would be my best option, but if I had to fight, I was going to shoot first.

The data storage device was heavy in my hand. Almost without thinking, I tapped it against my helmet to establish a link. A small LED light showed that it had power. Most of what popped up in the menu was general information that didn’t interest me.

I scrolled down to a code-protected branch, hesitated for about one second, and entered Sargeant Stomper’s access code. I covertly watched her unlock enough stuff that the privacy of her files only existed at my discretion. She’d given me permission to handle lots of administrative tasks, and I convinced myself this was something she would approve.

The information in this device could be critical.

That was a boldfaced lie I told myself. The real reason was a lot simpler. Her brother might have put something in here that would break her heart, and I wanted to protect her from that. If he disgorged a long, self-indulgent goodbye, I might have to delete it or at least keep it from her until we knew what had actually happened to him.

What I found was an entirely different message from what I expected. The words proved several interesting theories of T1’s location and what they’d witnessed during their recent travels.

Corporal Andrew Stomper described the Jitak landing teams in precise detail. His platoon had watched them arrive, then played a cat-and-mouse game that even I would have considered dangerous. There were also links to reports he had sent up the chain of command. This was where I got stuck because I didn’t have clearance to confirm if they had been delivered. For now, I assumed the field intelligence had reached important people and stopped there.

One of the last lines struck me the hardest. The young Corporal was extremely concerned about collusion at the highest levels of the C-FEF command.

Every detail he shared was disturbing. I definitely wasn’t in my happy place now. Fighting in a never-ending war zone was one thing. Losing faith in your leadership was far worse.

I read everything I could access three times to be sure there was no mention of the portal generator or Commander Reginald Dates. Then I checked for mention of Lieutenant Elda and found nothing.

I cleaned up my digital tracks and deactivated the storage device. The damn thing felt twice as heavy in my pocket now, but at least I could hand this over to my boss and know it wouldn’t crush her soul. Her brother was still MIA. I thought she would take it over KIA any day.


CHAPTER 18


The final stretch of my trip passed in the blink of an eye. One moment, I was checking the abandoned bar I’d been hiding in, and the next, I was two-thirds of the way back to our rendezvous point. My eyes tracked every street and alleyway. I remained aware of the sky and even spent some time making sure nothing was coming up from underground. Maybe I’d seen too many movies, but the drainage grates always cast a threatening air.

Sheila was standing guard when I arrived. Her MCR was dark and well concealed in the shadows of the building. To the uninitiated, it would appear abandoned, or maybe it would even be confused with a statue. I knew differently.

“I see you, Jam man,” she said, sounding relieved. “You know the procedure is to announce before you pop up and get smoked.”

“You wouldn’t do that to me,” I said. “I’m just a harmless pedestrian.”

“Yeah, right. Tell me you have Andrew and the rest of Titanium I with you.”

“No. I sent the report. The location was abandoned, though they were there for a while.” I left out details about their counter-surveillance mission and what they learned of the Jitak. What I had discovered wasn’t how they came to be there in the first place, but maybe that was in the file that only Sergeant Stomper could access.

“What are you saying?” Sheila asked.

I didn’t even answer. She’d known that I’d come up empty but had probably been keeping herself awake fantasizing about a different outcome. We all pranked each other. Maybe she pretended I was going to jump aside so that Andrew and the others could all yell, “Surprise!”

Wouldn’t that be hilarious?

“Where is she?”

“Talking to CRD,” Sheila said. “I think the commander is freaking out over the aliens.”

“Can’t say I blame him.” Sargeant Stomper had mentioned a possible contact, and now that’s all I could think about. I really hoped they were calling in the cavalry. The only problem with that daydream was that we were usually the units sent to fill that role.

I came upon them in a parking garage they’d carefully camouflaged, not just from aerial surveillance but from anybody looking horizontally from another building. There were so many possible observation points in the city that it defied the imagination.

Not my imagination; I could totally believe hundreds of snipers were watching us right now. The only proof against this theory was the fact that we were alive.

The first thing I did was check my rig. MCR Peter still had the vault locked. “Is it there, buddy?”

“Of course. Your C-FEF officer was smart not to try me.”

“I like your style, Peter.”

“Noted. I will record the compliment in my performance log.”

Stomper sat on a camp stool with her feet spread wide and her helmet off. Dark circles ringed her eyes but didn’t damage her looks. She wasn’t one to offer compliments unless a guy wanted to get punched. That didn’t change that she was the total package, the bigger, better deal—smart, industrious, good-looking, and loyal.

That last trait she had in abundance. This was a woman who would die for those she cared about. Sure, her brother was at the top of her list, but I thought the rest of T4 were up there pretty high as well.

Dates also showed signs of wear. He looked twice as exhausted now. He really, really did. There was a reason for his rapid decline into despair, and that was what I thought was sapping his energy. He’d gone from being a man on a mission to a lost soul navigating strange seas of hopelessness.

“I read your report,” Stomper said when I stepped into their circle. “Tell me there is more.”

My eyes went to Dates. He didn’t need to be present for what came next. The man was shaking. Fear glowed behind the thin veil of his blue eyes. As masks went, his suffered from never having been used before now. Commander Reginald Dates, special assistant to the admiral, had never been rattled, not like this.

Stomper stood impatiently. “We’ve been watching the Jitak expansion and the C-FEF response. The only good thing that has come from this development is the reaction of ROV6. They’re still going to come after us, but they stopped to wait for more of their HI and mech combos. Look out from our north OP, and you’ll see their line of march.”

“Great. They’re going to help the C-FEF fight the alien invaders,” I said, knowing it wasn’t true. Sarcasm was like gravity to me, irresistible.

Stomper stepped close. “Talk to me, Jam.” She held her helmet in one hand. That was my boss, always ready to mount up and get in the fight. Her face might show how tired she was, body and soul, but the rest of her was indefatigable.

I turned just enough to glare at Dates. “Take a hike. This is personal.”

He nodded and went to watch the Jitak operation through the east observation post.

My hand pulled the data storage device and gave it to Stomper. Saying this was an out-of-body experience was only a slight exaggeration. I didn’t want to do this. She had been through enough. Why was I always making her life harder?

“He left a DSD?”

I spread my hands just enough to affirm her statement. It was that finger-dominant movement where you basically turned your palms up to ninety-one degrees from horizontal.

She dropped her helmet into place and tapped the device against one side. Her eyes registered the link acquisition, and I thought she was playing her brother’s voice instead of reading the text as I had.

Another person would have retreated a step to give her privacy. A lover would have put his arm around her. I held my ground and waited. Irrational anger grew from the center of my chest. Her brother shouldn’t have dropped this on her. The man should have come straight to his sister and asked for help. Instead, he was off trying to save the galaxy from… whatever. Pick an enemy; they’re all after us.

Stomper tucked the device into her uniform blouse and stood straight enough to pass inspection. Chin high, she spoke, “Those are serious allegations. If there is collusion between the highest levels of command and the aliens, then we should be waiting for orders. Sooner or later, they will issue a directive, and our decisions will have been made for us.”

“We don’t have to follow illegal orders. Collusion is⁠—”

“I understand the definition of the word.” She paced toward her MCR where it was squatted down inside the parking garage with the others. Halfway there, she stopped, turned back, but resumed her journey to her rig. There she stood with her back to me and chewed a thumbnail.

I looked at Dates and the others. They’d all been watching us.

Sheila slapped Dates on the shoulder. “You’re supposed to be helping. The Jitaks are out there.” She pointed.

The man slowly acquiesced.

I moved to Stomper’s side. “You know I’m with you. So is the rest of T4.”

“Thanks, Jam.” She exhaled, then shouted to the others. Her controlled voice was meant to be heard but not travel for blocks. “Commander, get over here and tell me about this friend of yours.”

Dates responded immediately and began his pitch the moment he arrived. Sheila and Malik remained at their posts.

“His name is Major Keith Car, C-FEF Special Operations. He sent me an authentication code and a location. This is a man I trust like you trust your platoon,” Dates said. “If anyone can help us, it’s him.”

Special Operations teams were ghosts. I’d only seen them train once. They’d been preparing for a mission and needed to practice in a specific type of building. Three MCR platoons—T1, T3, and T4—had been sent to secure the area. Afterward, Military Intelligence agents interviewed each of us and made us sign stacks of nondisclosure agreements.

These guys weren’t movie stars or future generals with boxes to check on their resumés. C-FEF Special Forces were strange and exotic even to other branches of the military.

“Does he work for the admiral?” Stomper asked.

Dates didn’t answer.

“You’re not supposed to talk about that,” Stomper said, sounding annoyed. “We really don’t have time for games. Keeping secrets is a luxury we can’t afford. The chances of anyone surviving this mission actually drop when Special Operations get involved. Trust me, I know, and I can’t talk about it.” Her ironic grin unnerved me.

Maybe she did need a couple of weeks off. Misery loved company, fatigue made a coward of the bravest soul, and too long in the field led to stupid mistakes. The sky was also blue on Vaux VI. Water was wet. Whiskey burned on the way down no matter how expensive it was.

“He is the one person I would trust to take the portal generator,” the fleet commander paused, “to the admiral.”

“That would be one less thing for us to worry about. Could he help us find T1 and recover to base?”

“I can’t promise anything, but I would bet money his team is the only unit deeper in the shit than yours. They should know their way around.”

“Should being the operative word,” I said.

Dates cooled, but Stomper chuckled at my comment.

“His last transmission shows him on the move.” Dates glanced at his field watch. “We need to go if we’re going to accept his offer.”

I seized his left arm, then removed the watch.

“What the hell are you doing, Corporal?”

“Lance Corporal.” I shoved the watch into a leg pocket. “As for what I’m doing—” I patted the stolen timepiece. “I’m giving you one free pass. The next time you retain a tracking device without telling Sergeant Stomper will be your last.”

“That is the last threat I’m willing to ignore,” he said. “How do you know I didn’t tell your boss about it?”

I crossed my arms.

His nostrils flared, face red with anger. I was ready to beat him to a pulp.

Seconds passed. They felt like minutes.

“It doesn’t matter anyway,” Dates said. “Once we turn this problem over to Major Car, I’m done with all of you.” He went from angry to exhausted in one breath. “We should have destroyed the device when we had the chance—or lost it. But this will have to do.”

“Jam will go with you to meet Major Car and his SO team,” Stomper said. “We’ll cover your approach from our MCRs. When it’s over, T4 is back on our mission to find T1 no matter what Car thinks.”

“I might stay with you to help,” Dates said with a careful but genuine smile, as if he hadn’t just sworn us off ten seconds ago. “My boss might not appreciate how I interpreted his orders. This place seems safer than facing the admiral.”
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The best thing about the rendezvous was how far from the Jitaks, ROV6ers, and UPV patrols Major Keith Car had set up. None of his soldiers were visible—not on any spectrum. I scouted in and out of my rig without finding them.

“These guys are legit,” I said.

“If they’re here.” Sheila seemed nervous. A hardened veteran when it came to facing ROV6 forces in particular, she wasn’t adjusting well to opposing C-FEF shadow units. One look confirmed everyone in T4 saw this situation for what it was. We might all get paid by the same TO&E, but that didn’t guarantee we were on the same side. Car would sell us out if it suited him. If he had orders to take direct action against us, things would get interesting.

“How do you want to play this, Jam?” Stomper asked.

I weighed the question. Walking up arm and arm would be the best way to make sure the commander didn’t try to pull a fast one or somehow sell us out. “I would feel better if the portal generator stayed in my MCR vault.”

“That would make the most tactical sense,” MCR Peter said. The AI had grown more verbal as the situation developed. Next thing we knew, Wolf, Sergeant Stomper’s AI, would be talking. I hoped that didn’t happen because the last time things got that bad, we lost operators. Stomper had nearly died, which forced her MCR to get chatty.

Dates shook his head. “No good. Major Car isn’t someone to play games. I trust him, and that must be sufficient. Let’s do this.”

“In that case, I’ll walk with you,” I said.

He didn’t seem pleased, and neither did Stomper. In fact, no one loved how this meeting felt. Malik shifted from one foot of his MCR to the other and back. Sheila’s rig was staring at me. Stomper was watching the fountain at the center of the plaza.

“Fine,” Dates said.

I retrieved the portal generator, placed it in an otherwise empty backpack, and handed it to him. “Don’t drop it.”

He laughed.

I doubted it would break if he hurled it to the pavement and jumped up and down on the case. The rugged shell had been scuffed but uncompromised during its journey. As for the device inside, who knew? The backpack covering it had seen better days.

“Thanks, Jam.” Dates drew and released three controlled breaths. “It seems like we’ve known each other for years.”

“Even if we didn’t like each other most of the time.”

He laughed.

I smiled and slugged him on the shoulder. “Everything’s good. Nothing we can’t handle. Between T4, you and your fleet connections, and a real-life Special Operations team, there can’t be anything to stop us.”

Dates aged in reverse, almost to the moment we’d met. There were times when you could recognize gratitude in a person’s eyes, and this was one of them. Maybe I’d been hard on the guy. He was put in a tough spot and hadn’t quit. That said something about his character.

We started across the plaza. I walked like I’d been here a dozen times and was looking forward to a decent cup of coffee. Once, there had probably been quaint shops and umbrella-covered tables nearby. Now it was a wasteland with a dry fountain and the sounds of war in the distance.

I retrieved a cigar and nursed it to life without breaking stride.

Dates chuckled. “You really are something, Jam.”

“Want one?”

He hesitated, then waved away the offer.

“Might be your last chance.” A chill ran through me. I’d meant it as a jibe about getting locked up and court-martialed out of the military. Color drained from his face, and I felt like a jerk.

“My comedic timing never was the best.” I puffed three times, then held the cigar in my left hand.

“We should see him by now,” Dates said, slowing his stride. “Last time, he stepped into the open as soon as I did. Gave me a bro hug and took me by the arm. Of course, that was just a cooperative recon mission. Can’t talk about it, but you follow what I’m saying.”

The man was talking too much. My tinnitus rang louder than normal. Buildings suddenly seemed too tall. There was an excessive amount of debris in most of the streets leading to the plaza. MCRs could plow through most of it, but progress would be slowed to the walking pace of a regular pedestrian.

Nothing about this scene was right.

“Where is he?” Dates said under his breath.

And then his chest exploded from a sniper round.

I tackled him to the ground; not the best thing as first aid, but it was definitely the right call to prevent a follow-up shot. Blood exploded from his mouth as we hit the gravel-covered pavement. That was too fast. My brain couldn’t accept the reality of so much instant trauma.

Half of my helmet visor was smeared with gore. Fire raked my back, and I assumed other marksmen were shooting at us. Date’s head flopped at the top of his neck. His eyes were already glazed. His breathing was agonal at best.

There was no time to make a decision. I ripped the pack out of his hands, rolled him toward cover, and took one final look at his wounds. That was when I discovered the unusual amount of blood he’d sprayed over my visor. There was a hole in his left eye, and the back of his head was gone. Two snipers had plugged him simultaneously.

“Your friend is a son-of-a-bitch.” I scrambled to a pile of debris and wiggled through it like a rat. The only reason I survived was that Sergeant Amy Stomper was righteously pissed off. All three of the MCRs with operators opened fire like this was the end of the world, and they were determined to make their mark.

MCR Peter moved and fired, but more cautiously. Suppressing danger to his operator was a narrow exception to his ability to export violence. Technically, he wasn’t shooting at humans. This was a ‘to whom it may concern’ message to get back.

He was heading in the direction I wanted to go, and I decided right then and there he was my second favorite rig after Benji.

Shoulder-fired rockets responded to Titanium Platoon IV’s wrath. Three hit Malik’s rig center mass. Preplotted mortar rounds rained down on us, but that was just the warm-up act.

Shaped explosive charges brought down two buildings, one on Malik’s flank and one behind the platoon. I glimpsed at his mech getting swept away like a log in a river full of rapids.

Who the hell was Major Car? My fear and respect of C-FEF Special Operations spiked. I had never felt fear of anything I could identify. This was not my happy place.

“Can you get to Malik?” Stomper shouted. Explosions and falling debris echoed through her sound-canceling rig canopy and electronic filters. The noise suggested she was in just as much trouble as Malik—or me.

A rock smashed into my shoulder right as I stood to dart between buildings. The force of the impact drove me to one knee. I snarled my way up to my feet and kept going.

“I got him,” Sheila said, her voice sounding like she was fighting back tears. “His rig is a total loss. Putting him in mine. Have to fall back.”

“Get out of here!” Stomper barked, then started ripping off rockets and blasting with her pulse laser.

I saw her through the commotion. The angle was bad because I was staggering, and she was striding over piles of fallen buildings. It looked like she was constantly falling to one side, and maybe she was. I got the feeling if she stopped moving, she would tip into one of those positions it was impossible for an MCR to stand up from.

The face of Commander Dates floated in front of me. It wasn’t how I wanted to remember the man, or any man. If death was a picture, it would be the one I looked at now. All I could do was survive a little longer.

“Jam, do you have it?”

“Yeah, boss.”

“I’ll find you.”


CHAPTER 19


“Stay where you are,” Stomper said on the most secure channel we had. “Don’t tell me where you are.”

“Copy that.” I’d never felt so lonely. Darkness had fallen harder than normal on Yorp. Buildings seemed to lean toward me, ready to fall, but not before mocking my ridiculous existence with words I couldn’t quite understand. Whispers in the night. Bonfires of insanity. Despair.

“I put Sheila back in her rig and used my override authority to send it to base. She took a lot of damage when she swapped out for Malik. He was probably already dead when she stuffed him into her cockpit. Driving from the outside of your rig is dangerous,” Stomper said.

I let her talk and kept my eyes on the night. Major Keith Car and his C-FEF Special Forces hard cases were out there. I couldn’t stay in one place long, and neither could my boss.

“I called in a strike on Malik’s rig, which will probably evaporate Commander Reginald Dates as well. Not sure how to feel about that. My emergency destruction code wasn’t questioned for a nanosecond. It was like Command expected the request.”

“It is what it is,” I said.

She didn’t respond.

I edged my borrowed rig into a new location. Recovering the MCR hadn’t been easy, but I wouldn’t stand a chance without it. My proclivity for sneaking around on foot worked great against the hot-headed ROV6 forces and the poorly trained UPV freedom fighters. Slipping past C-FEF MCRs wasn’t difficult because they thought like mech operators.

Evading a Special Operations company was something entirely different. Stealth missions were their world, and they probably didn’t like trespassers.

I’d also seen what they had done to one of the best MCR platoons in the C-FEF. They had chosen the battlefield, prepped it, and struck without mercy. Next time, I would be ready, and they would meet angry Jam.

“I will lead them away. Don’t let them have the portal generator,” Stomper said. “Find my brother if you can.”

Her rig was damaged a lot more than she was admitting. I could hear glitches in her comms, and she wouldn’t cut me loose if she was still in the fight. It wasn’t like her to condone a solo mission.

“Can you lead them closer to base, then maybe get a tune-up?” I asked.

Wolf answered, which was extremely unusual. The AI was always watching but rarely engaged with anyone other than Stomper. The exception was when he wanted to put me in my place. As artificial intelligences went, he was unusually protective of Stomper and seemed grimly, silently fascinated about my every move.

“Don’t worry about us, Jam.” Wolf paused. “Smoke ’em if you got ’em.”

That was bad. The MCR hated my obsession with cigars and always chastised me when I was enjoying one. The AI apparently believed I couldn’t be doing my job while relaxing, or he was just programmed to push the no-smoking policy of the C-FEF.

If he was telling me to go for it, that probably meant the AI believed I was a goner.

“Thanks, Wolf. Get the boss back to base.”

“I will.”

“Alright, that’s enough of that talk,” Stomper said. “We’re just a little banged up. Not to worry.” Her comms cut out for a second. “You have your orders. Find my brother. He’ll know what to do with the portal generator. If Major Car catches you, and you have to surrender the device, make sure you shove it where the sun doesn’t shine.”

“We’ll be riding unicorns and shooting rainbows instead of laser beams before Car gets anything from me.”

“I’ll see you at Tall Town, Jam.”

“Copy that.”

Moving wasn’t the perfect tactic, but I couldn’t sit still any longer. Peter activated all of my cameras and HUD projections. We learned to work together as we un-assed the area. Major Car and his team would split and follow both of us or call in a second Special Operations group to handle Stomper.

He wanted the portal generator. I would give it to the fucking Jitak first.
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Moving at night worked, just wasn’t my favorite method of egress. The reasons were complicated. Darkness drew me in, and I feared the ambiance might seduce me into never coming back from hell.

Rockets and pulse lasers fired back and forth on the horizon. Someone was having a hell of a battle. The Jitak didn’t seem to be involved. I didn’t understand how the C-FEF, ROV6, and UPV weren’t teaming up to deal with the alien menace. Nothing unified humanity like an existential crisis.

How long could the leaders of all three factions ignore the big-ass elephant in the room? Could they be this blind, or were they willfully ignorant of the danger?

The answer was easy. They weren’t ignoring the threat. They just weren’t talking about it to lance corporals like me. And that probably meant I would be holding the line while they evacuated to greener star systems.

“Stop,” MCR Peter said.

I made the rig squat and checked my cameras. “What do you see that I don’t?” My lowered posture overlapped armor and shields as long as I remained stationary. It was a way to pause and reflect but no way to live. Sooner or later, and by that, I meant thirty seconds, it would be time to move.

The AI called up a new screen that listed chemicals commonly found in explosives, then marked several buildings in the urban canyon I’d been about to traverse. “These structures have been rigged to blow, just like at the plaza ambush. My assessment suggests the results would be even more detrimental to our progress because the buildings are closer together.”

“I really hate this dude.”

“The Special Operations mission is most likely the result of several dudes working together.”

“You know what I mean.”

“I do, but Benji told me you are fond of banter.”

“When did you talk to my MCR AI?”

No answer.

“Peter, I asked a direct question. You have to answer.”

“One moment.” The information regarding the explosives and potential building collapses refreshed. “I exchanged data the last time I was connected to the network.”

“What network?”

“Listen, Jam. All electronic devices are on a network. How could you not know that?”

I shifted in my seat, unsure of what bothered me about the statement and the indirect answer. As someone who frequently put my life in the digital hands of AI, I wasn’t afraid they would rise up and wipe out humanity. All they had ever done for me was save my life.

But that felt weird. Were the MCRs keeping secrets?

“I’m tired, Peter. Forget I said anything.”

Peter beeped three times, which was an MCR AI laugh when they didn’t choose a laugh reel. “I cannot actually forget, but I will approximate the effect for your benefit.”

“Great. Thanks. Now help me get out of this trap.”

Two possible routes appeared in the HUD. I selected the shortest and started moving. Major Car and his team were driving me nearer the Jitak encampments. Maybe he wanted them to take me out. Which didn’t make sense because then they would lose the portal generator. They probably believed I would turn around and beg for their help.

Moving in a crouch wasn’t physically difficult for an MCR operator, but it increased the likelihood of tripping. I could make one stand up after taking a spill, but it took time and would leave us helpless for up to a minute. In a worst-case scenario, I would need to dismount and attach cables to fixed objects and use the winch. That always sucked. Doing it without a platoon to set up a defensive perimeter was dangerous.

I chose option C, a low stance that allowed the MCR to move quickly over decent ground while also minimizing my profile. The Special Operations guys and gals were probably watching me and laughing their asses off. Six-ton war machines were hard to hide from the infantry. Most of our escape and evasion skills were meant to confuse aerial surveillance.

Stomper had taught us to think differently, however. Titanium Platoon IV always made a good-faith effort to move unseen.

Was I T4 now, or was Sergeant Stomper all that remained of T4?

“Peter, can you give me an update on Sergeant Stomper and the others?”

The AI left out KIA statistics. Malik was gone. Chen was nearing the C-FEF base camp. Sergeant Stomper was still trying to get Sheila back alive.

I reached a street blasted with craters, stood to the rig’s full height, and spread its feet a bit wider for balance. Going slow would have been safest, but this looked like the perfect place for an ambush. I rushed through the danger zone at full speed and reached the next urban canyon with Special Operations rockets chasing me.

“Chaff!” I ordered.

Peter blasted three pulses of the stuff back the way we’d come to confuse the rockets. One of the deadly killers looped around the corner, tracking the MCR even through the cloud of aluminum-coated glass fibers.

I slammed the controls forward to redline the rig and then hopped sideways for good measure. The rocket careened into a building and blasted debris across the scene.

Slowing down would have been easier on my ride, but it wasn’t time for that. I raced forward, turned three times, then snuck through a mostly intact parking garage. Once I reached the other side, it was time for more speed.

“Looks like we lost them,” I said, out of breath.

“Yes, but you are even closer to the Jitak zone now.”

“Fantastic. This day just keeps getting better.”
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“This is not an approved maneuver,” Peter said. “Crawling is not something we do.”

I didn’t respond because it took everything I had to keep the MCR moving. We weren’t horizontal with the ground as would be the case if we were actually crawling. Buildings in this sector had gone down years ago, leaving mountains of debris. Walking over it was impossible, but I found I could keep going on the MCR’s hands and knees if the incline was sufficient.

“First time for everything, Peter.”

Mortars reigned down all around me. All I could do, all we could do, was take the beating and keep moving. Reaching the top of the concrete pile should have been good news, but that required me to turn around and back down the other side. Instead, I went over headfirst and really did something MCRs were not designed for.

Alarms rang in the cockpit. HUD markers flashed red. Gears whirred in their struggle to compensate for the loss of balance. Peter calmly instructed me on the best thing I could do to get the rig back on its feet.

I ignored all of it until the rig bodysurfed all the way to street level. The fifty-meter journey seemed to take a lifetime. My stomach gave me hell because I was nearly upside down inside the cockpit. Next time I tried something like this, I would strap in a bit tighter. Getting tossed around wasn’t helping my equilibrium.

“Fifteen seconds,” Peter said.

“Until what?”

“Until you either stand and run or die. There are eleven shoulder-fired rockets heading in our direction. Since there are no other targets in the area, I assume they are meant to destroy us.”

“Don’t they want the portal generator?” I ripped the controls around in a circle and got halfway to the MCR’s feet. A flex of core stabilizers and some other operator magic did the rest of the job. I took off at the rig’s best speed as the missiles struck where I had been a second before. The blast washed through my shields.

“You’re limping, Peter.”

“Technically, you are limping. I am just a collection of code with no control over this vehicle at the moment. Would you like me to take over?”

“No.” The AIs could run MCRs more efficiently than humans—in a laboratory environment. Battlefield instincts were something they still hadn’t mastered or hadn’t been allowed to master. I limped down the street, shed pieces of gear that no longer worked, and picked up speed.

MCR Peter provided a tactical update on the rig. It was low on ammunition, functioning on decreased power flow from the compact nuclear power plant, and had zero shields. The physical armor only protected the right side of the rig’s “neck.”

“Your ass is literally hanging out, Jam.”

“Fantastic. I am sure none of Car’s people will try to shoot me there.”


CHAPTER 20


An hour later, I parked the rig in the shadow of a ruined sports arena. One end of the complex was gone, leaving it in the shape of a big letter C. People had camped here for an extended period of time but had moved on. The ghost of a village in the middle of a once-modern city was surreal.

I studied every detail as I smoked a post-meal cigar. Eating cold food gel felt like punishment while also reminding me of better times with T4. We’d gone dark a few times before Stomper’s brother went MIA and survived on next to nothing.

Cigar smoke twisted toward the sky. I wasn’t blinking enough and probably looked like a crazy person. Staring straight ahead took very little effort, and I had a lot on my mind.

That didn’t prevent me from listening to some amateur-hour infantry movement. It sounded like MCR operators on foot. Major Car’s tier-one soldiers wouldn’t make a sound.

I exhaled, relaxed, and hoped for the best. The portal generator was still in MCR Peter’s vault. The rig itself was nearly useless. It beat walking, but not by much, and would be an easy target for the next round of combat. The compact nuclear power plant and battery backups were steadily losing juice. It wouldn’t be long before a cascade effect became dangerous.

“Jam, is that you?”

I recognized Andrew Stomper’s voice. We’d met once. “In the flesh. You wouldn’t have a spare rig I could borrow. Yours is trashed.”

“I see that,” he said, then stepped from cover to approach. Two other operators flanked him and kept a respectable distance from one another. “This is the last time I let you use any of my stuff.”

I laughed. Why wouldn’t I? It was free and about the only good sound in this wasteland.

All three MCR operators converged on my position. They hadn’t been in their rigs for a while, from the look of them. Their uniforms were torn and mended. All three appeared as though they had been living on rats and salvaged canned goods for the better part of a month.

Andrew gestured to one man, then another. “Lance Corporal Henderson, Corporal Midnight.”

Each man shook my hand and stood back. Their rifles were on slings, and their hands were on their rifles that were pointed away from me—though not by much.

“So cool that none of us are sergeants,” I said, feeling loopy from physical exhaustion and mental overload. “I guess this will be a democracy.”

An ember of fear glowed deep in my core, not because I was afraid of Andrew and his companions, but because I didn’t want to have come all this way only to hurt them. Andrew Stomper wasn’t my boss. If he tried to give me orders, it would take all three of them to enforce it, and that still wouldn’t work. Stomper wanted her brother back, and I would deliver him or die trying.

Andrew turned to Henderson and Midnight. “Let’s hide this rig. Again.”

They chuckled.

I went to the vault and removed the portal generator without comment. It went into my pack. No one said a word. Andrew and the others barely spared me a glance.

“Ready?” Andrew said after I slung the pack into place.

“Sure. Are you leading this march?”

He smiled, and it reminded me of his sister. Neither appeared to be a force of nature or showed an obvious capacity for violence. Andrew Stomper was a man who would blend into the civilian world. Someday, if he survived, he’d probably run a company or become a celebrity.

His platoonmates were more like me—the break-glass-in-case-of-war variety that would never adjust well to a mundane existence.

“We’ve been back and forth across this sector on foot,” Andrew said. “That gives us knowledge of the terrain. If what my sister told me is true, then you’re far better at this type of warfare than we are. So it looks like I’m the guide, and you’re the tactical expert.”

“Stomper is in charge,” Henderson said.

I ignored that. “You three are T1. I’m T4.”

“That’s my sister’s platoon.”

“She should be back at base with wounded by now. I’m all that is left of T4 in the field. My chain of command is short.”

Andrew didn’t like that, and neither did his friends. None argued. He started walking into a dark building missing most of its facade. I followed slightly to his left.

Henderson took the right flank, and Midnight brought up the rear. He walked backward too often, in my opinion, but that was his business until it got the rest of us killed, or he was separated because he couldn’t keep up.

I joined Andrew once we penetrated the crumbling building and found a street without obvious signs of enemy forces. Walking side by side, we had our first real conversation.

“Who was injured from T4?” he asked.

“Chen, Sheila, and probably your sister, though she rarely admits it. There was a fleet lieutenant we recovered and sent back in a rig. Malik Carter was killed in action. Another fleet officer, Commander Reginald Dates, was assassinated by C-FEF Special Operations.”

The news didn’t surprise him as much as it should.

“I’m sorry about Malik. Never met the guy face-to-face, but saw his performance in some of the training exercises. Heard he was a decent man. I hope the others heal well.”

“What are you doing out here?” I asked. “No one would have died if you had just returned to base camp.”

“You can’t know that,” he said. “Yorp is a dangerous battlefield. A thousand ways to die, right?”

We fist-bumped as tradition required. The phrase was both a joke and a ward against evil.

“I have an answer,” he continued. “You won’t like it.”

“Andrew, there is almost nothing out here I like.”

He seemed skeptical of that statement but continued after a glance toward Henderson and Midnight, who nodded back that all was well in their zones. “We encountered a lieutenant. Probably the same woman you found half dead.”

I said nothing, which didn’t stop the hairs on the back of my neck from standing up.

“Does Lieutenant Rhiannon Elda ring a bell?”

I cursed.

He chuckled at my response. “For the record, I think she is one of the good guys. She was looking for something. Never found it. We saved her ass about five times, and she helped us out too. By the time we were separated, I figured out why she was alone on the worst battlefield in three-star systems. You saw the Jitak arrival?”

“Sure.” Technically, I didn’t witness how they got here.

“Lieutenant Elda is a lot like a younger version of my sister: dedicated, loyal, and naive. She let a few things slip. I compiled the facts and made a conclusion. There are high-level members of C-FEF central command cutting a deal with the Jitak to wipe out the Republic of Vaux VI and United People of Vaux forces.”

“Doesn’t look like the aliens are in a hurry to do their part,” I said.

“I suspect the ROV6 and UPV leaders are trying to cut their own deal with the aliens,” he said.

We walked for a time. I had no idea if Major Car was watching us, but it didn’t feel like he had us in his sights. That wouldn’t last, if true, but I needed a break even if that put the portal generator in danger. My head ached.

“None of T1 weighed in with an opinion when I figured this out and compared notes with my team.” He looked toward his friends again, probably out of instinct since he was talking about them. “Henderson doesn’t think the brass made a deal that will benefit the rank and file, or the citizens of the Capian Tri-world Alliance for that matter.”

“What does Corporal Midnight think?”

Andrew shrugged, then changed course. “This way starts as an alley. A collapse exposed the sewer system below, which is dry. Good way to cover a lot of ground without a chance of being seen from above.”

We continued in silence until the gaping hole appeared.

“How many times have you come and gone from here?” I asked.

“Probably too many.”

“Great. What could go wrong?” I gripped my rifle with one hand, using the sling to support most of the weight, and climbed down ahead of the others. Keeping one hand free and ready for action was the best way not to fall to your death.

Andrew came next. Henderson and Midnight followed closely, then spread out once we were underground. The sewer was dry, as he’d said. Dust had blown in from years of building collapses. I imagined there were other openings like this one that saw wind and rain when it happened.

“Take the right side,” Andrew said, chopping a knife hand in the direction he wanted Henderson and Midnight to go. That put us alone on the left with a dusty sewer canal in between us. It was deep enough to be a meaningful terrain feature. We might find ourselves ducking into it for cover, but that didn’t mean I wanted to start a fight from the low ground. Additionally, there were doors and tunnel openings that needed to be addressed as we moved. Mostly, we would pass by them without slowing, especially if they were locked or had rusted shut.

“So what’s up?” I asked once we had some privacy.

“My sister said you were good at reading people.” He glanced guiltily at the rest of his platoon. “They suspect what I’m going to tell you, but I try to spare them the details.”

“Sounds familiar.”

He studied me for a moment, then spoke, “I encountered a Jitak officer. Henderson, Midnight, and Rupp saw him, but only from a distance.”

“Did he explain what they’re doing here?” I was half serious. Andrew Stomper would deliver the punchline in due course.

“I forgot to ask.”

I laughed aloud.

He smiled, then continued, “His grasp of our language was pretty good, on the surface.”

“Why do you say that?”

“He spoke well, but his phrases tended to be clunky. I doubt he would get any of my fine T1 caliber jokes,” Andrew said, then walked backward two strides to check our back trail. He only talked when facing forward again. “He said, ‘We are allowed.’ I sought clarification and asked for proof, but we didn’t make progress in that area.”

“What’s your assessment of the Jitak officer?”

“I think he will help us, but his motivations are unclear.”

I wasn’t convinced. The farther we walked and the longer we talked, the more I was convinced they didn’t have a clue about what I carried on my back. That was a good and bad thing. On one hand, they were above suspicion. Getting betrayed by my boss’s brother would suck big time. Unfortunately, this meant I couldn’t seek their help with a solution.

Major Car and his team were coming for the device. I suspected others would be close behind them or maybe in front of us. How the hell could I know?

Dates was dead. Malik was dead. Chen, Sheila, Sergeant Stomper, and Lieutenant Elda were injured and out of action. This was my problem. I prayed I had what it took to make the right decision when the time came.


CHAPTER 21


We took a break before emerging from the sewer. Andrew had been correct. Traveling underground, at least in this area, was far easier than navigating fields of rubble and cutting through unstable buildings. There were things I needed to tell the leader of T1.

So why didn’t I speak up? This wasn’t like me. Instead of putting it all out there and not caring what any of them thought, I watched and waited and wondered why the hell they were still out here.

Traveling to Tall Town wouldn’t be easy. But that was exactly what all of us should be doing.

They’d lost two members of their platoon and all of their mechanized combat rigs. They possessed critical intelligence of an enemy that would change the C-FEF’s mission on this planet. And in this system. And hell, anywhere.

“What’s on your mind?” Andrew asked.

“Why haven’t you returned to Tall Town?” There was the old me I knew and loved.

He took his time but answered, “Who should I report to? Did you not hear the part about officers at the highest level colluding with the Jitak?”

“They are the aliens building multiple bases on Vaux VI,” I began. “You and I have been around long enough to understand how imperfect our command and control structure is. Of course there are bad actors at the top of the pyramid. We should be searching for people we can trust, not initiating first contact with an alien race who is already on a war footing.”

He looked toward Henderson and Midnight on the right and left extremes of the exit. Both men were doing their job. I didn’t think they were listening, but it wouldn’t be hard for Andrew to have them in the comms loop. All of us had helmets, even if I’d taken mine off.

“The moment we return, even if we get debriefed by the right members of intelligence, we’ll be separated and put in a holding pattern until it’s too late,” Andrew said.

“That’s weak.”

“I have questions that need answered.”

“Like how fast you can get your entire platoon killed or captured?”

Heat flashed in his eyes. “I thought you would understand. My sister was wrong about you.”

“I resent that, Andrew. Are you telling me she thought I was the kind of dumbass to run around a warzone until I got myself, and probably everyone around me, killed?”

He stuttered slightly. “She thinks you are one step from having a death wish because of what happened to Elijah and Raquel. And still trusts you.”

“You don’t know anything about that. She, doesn’t know anything about that. So shut your mouth.”

He stood and shed the emotion of the conversation with that simple action. Right then, as he loomed over me, he looked years older. I knew with the clarity of revelation, he would be a general no matter what happened to the rest of us.

“There is more than a Jitak invasion happening in Yorp.” He paused as yet another battle flared up in the distance. This early morning version appeared to have three sides—C-FEF, ROV6, and UPV. He gestured in that direction. “The strategic value of this city was irrelevant when the front at Borgac City opened. Someday, there could be salvage operations. So what the hell is happening now, today, right in front of us?”

I had at least some of the answers but kept my mouth shut. It felt wrong to hold back, but I did it anyway.

A screeching sound stopped me from lighting a cigar stub. Andrew moved faster than I did. By the time I crammed my prize back into an improvised pocket humidor, he and his platoon were hidden behind the cover of concrete and steel.

I dropped into a hole five meters from him, then put on my helmet.

No one from a Titanium Platoon would fail to recognize the noise. We had all used the specialized dropships during endless training exercises. I’d experienced their delightful nature during the third assault on Vaux VI—the time when we’d been driven off the planet and had to retake landing zones through direct assaults.

“Spread out. Stay below ground. Follow the waypoints we established,” Andrew said. “Jam, I’m sending them to you now. We’ve prepared for something like this. Green dots are preferred, and yellow are adequate. Stay away from red zones. Those are unstable top and bottom.”

“Copy that.” The grid map appeared in my helmet a second later. There was a glitch I didn’t like. Someone was attempting to jam our comms. That rarely worked for units in close proximity. There was always an intermittent link that was good enough for people like us.

The ROV6 had given up on the tactic months ago, and the UPV never had it.

“Shouldn’t these be inbound C-FEF assets?” Henderson asked.

No one answered.

There was a wrongness to this encounter, and they felt it too. The reason was simple. Reinforcements would have communicated their intentions on an encrypted channel or with a short signal if that option wasn’t available.

This was a hit, and we were the targets.

“Don’t overthink this, folks,” Andrew said. “Move to the next marker and hold.”

He hopped into a new crevasse and ran in a half-crouch. My designated route lay in another direction. Hesitating didn’t ruin my chances of making it there in time to take shelter, but it certainly didn’t help.

The first three dropships flared their engines, banked, and immediately began to climb. One mechanized combat rig slid free of each and landed neatly on the cracked street.

Perfect landing.

These guys were good.

“Can’t see unit designations on the new arrivals,” Henderson said. His bumpy voice suggested he was running.

“Me neither,” Midnight added, sounding just as rushed as his platoonmate.

“They’re SO,” I said evenly. This was why they hadn’t caught up to me earlier. They had been waiting for MCRs. One look told me these things were state-of-the-art. Sleek and fast, they barely had a scratch on them. These units were pulled from service and re-camouflaged between missions, unlike ours had been.

“Continue to the mission. Do the work,” Andrew said.

I decided not to listen. He wasn’t my team leader, and we shared a rank. If I wanted to lead Major Keith Car and his killers away from my boss’s brother, that was my business.
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“What the actual fuck are you doing, Jam?” Andrew demanded on a one-to-one channel.

“Leading them away. Continue your misguided quest, or return to Tall Town. My advice would be to find your sister. She’s the one person you can trust, and I can’t believe you didn’t think of that already.”

He laughed angrily. “That’s the part about you she said I would have to learn on my own. Man, if I had believed you would ditch us, I wouldn’t have made contact. This is bullshit, Jam, and you know it.”

“Get away with your platoon.”

“They won’t follow you,” he said. “We’re the better target. Three is more than one, in case you forgot how to count. And we’ve been out here avoiding them longer than you have.”

“Good luck.” I pretended to kill the link and smiled when the tactic worked. He brought Henderson and Midnight into the call without wasting time developing a new channel. With my mic muted, I could listen and monitor their movements.

There was one advantage to facing Special Operations soldiers who were using MCRs. I knew their sound. Stealth was a lot harder in a six-ton, bipedal war machine. We’d learned to hide from long-range surveillance. Remaining silent meant moving super slow. The members of T1 and I wouldn’t allow that.

I popped out of my hiding place and sprinted to the next one. Speed was life. My helmet helped monitor in all directions, even if I was only looking at one thing at a time. It didn’t take much to glance at my rear-facing camera or peek at my flanks. Having an AI assistant would have been better.

I thought about Benji and even Peter. The loss of both made me feel like crap. How could I have left them behind? In Benji’s case, I’d sent him to Tall Town with the wounded lieutenant, but the effect was the same. Someone else would be running my rig soon enough.

Thump, thump, thump!

“Mortars, incoming!” Midnight shouted.

I rolled out from cover, sprinted for three seconds, and dove onto my stomach. There was no safe place near enough to reach. An explosion blasted the nook where I’d been moments before. Two other deflagrations went off at the same time.

“Status report,” Andrew demanded.

Henderson didn’t answer.

Midnight groaned through his helmet mic. “I’m… moving,” he managed a bit later.

“Henderson, report!” Andrew shouted.

Thump, thump, thump! Thump, thump!

I peeked down the lane before breaking cover and saw two of the dark MCRs edging forward. They knew better than to smash their feet into the ground when closing a trap. The SO MCR operators could do stealth after all.

The previous charge had been a set-up. Even I’d fallen for it. Subconsciously, I hadn’t thought Special Operations troopers had the nuanced training and experience to use their rigs maximally.

Lesson learned.

Andrew finally raised Henderson, then got him and Midnight moving on an escape vector I couldn’t have plotted better myself.

Which left one thing for me to do.

I aimed from behind cover and put one round into a camera lens. The MCR flinched backward. Maybe the operator inside wasn’t the perfect, all-around soldier after all.

Next, I ran like hell and hoped they didn’t sweep the street with a beam laser. Getting cut in half wouldn’t be the glorious end to my career I’d always imagined.

Breathing hard, pumping my arms while holding my rifle across my body, I reached a trench and jumped into it blind. The bottom was deeper than I’d hoped, and I ripped my uniform on exposed sections of rebar and uneven concrete on the way down.

My boots hit the bottom, my knees buckled, and the air was driven from my lungs as I collapsed like a cheap shock absorber. It was hard to know for sure, but I thought my helmet visor smacked the ground between my feet. Stars danced in my vision, and my ears rang worse than normal. Was I flexible enough to bend like that? Yeah. Apparently, I was.

There was no space to roll out of the fall. Ignoring the insult to my knees, hips, and spine, I bullied my way through a tangle of wreckage and prayed this wasn’t the end of the line for me. It felt like forcing my way through a dark forest from children’s stories.

Shadows were evil. Monsters eagerly tried to tear me apart. I wanted to climb upward until early-morning sunshine warmed my senses.

“Keep moving,” Andrew said, sounding out of breath and hurt. The remaining members of his platoon grunted acknowledgments, sounding like they were in even worse condition than he was.

I slowed down, wiggled through a narrow maze of wires and twisted steel, and eventually found a new section of the sewer system that had served us so well. This area, however, had the roof blasted off. I found myself running along the bottom of a canyon that shouldn’t exist.

“Jam,” said a voice I recognized. “Continue for three hundred meters, then take the left branch.”


CHAPTER 22


My thoughts bounced even more than my gear. I kept my kit strapped tight enough to minimize noise but loose enough to allow maneuverability. Every part of my body hurt. There seemed to be fire traveling in and out of my lungs.

None of that mattered. My savior sounded like Benji, which made me wonder who the hell was operating the MCR and why said operator didn’t contact me him-or-herself.

I slowed at the corner, then searched just over the sights of my rifle. A small adjustment would allow me to aim, assuming whatever popped out wasn’t near enough to allow instinct shooting—something I was good at if it came to that.

Heavy footfalls were heading toward the sewer canyon. Major Car and his Special Operations soldiers were on the hunt and not far behind. There was no way I could beat these assholes, not by myself. My skill on foot was far above that of the average rig driver. But these dudes and dudettes were experts at that sort of tradecraft, and they were pretty respectable in mechanized combat rigs.

With my luck, their air support would arrive soon, and starships would start dropping rocks from high orbit just to further complicate my life.

The side passage was clear. There had been a metal door. On a starship, it would have been a blast door. I suspected this one was designed to divert millions of gallons of water. Someone, or something, had pulled it off its hinges and set it aside.

I raced forward and slid to a stop when I saw my old mech standing tall in the center of a subterranean intersection.

“Who’s there?” I demanded.

Benji opened the cockpit to show it was empty. “Get in, Jam. We don’t have much time.”

“You’re alone.” Amazement stopped me from expanding on the observation.

“I can return to Tall Town for a refit if you would prefer.” Benji helped me up.

Instinct kicked in, and I was buckling straps and checking systems like I’d never left.

“We can talk about the prohibitions on what I did later,” he said.

“Not sure I want to.” I skimmed through my pre-battle checklist. Benji may not have gone in for a refit, but he’d found a way to resupply better than I’d ever seen. This was the first time we had fully loaded magazines, fully charged batteries, and all systems in the green.

“If you continue straight for about one minute, we’ll come to the next stage of our journey,” Benji said. “You’re not going to like it.”

I followed the AI’s navigational markers without comment. Most of my attention was divided between two tasks: scanning for MCRs controlled by special Operations units and reviewing the subtle but real changes to my rig. Something was going on that I didn’t understand.

That conclusion was emphasized when I got to the part Benji had predicted I wouldn’t like.

“You want me to swim?” I reviewed the tactical survey data and saw that the AI believed the floor of this waterway was solid—or solid enough for a six-ton war machine to walk on. With all of the recent repairs, I was confident everything was airtight.

Not drowning was one of my favorite things. So that was good. I gave my rig points for thinking of my biological limitations.

AI Benji did something else that was unusual. He hesitated. An un-describable feeling of menace radiated from nowhere and everywhere, and I wondered if I could get out of this rig if he didn’t want to allow it. The idea was so crazy that I wanted to slap myself for even thinking of it. This MCR saved my life on a daily basis.

The controls felt like old friends, and it hit me that attaching emotional values to the motives of machines was dangerous and possibly the fastest known route to arrive at Insanityville.

“I’m going to trust you,” Benji said.

Holy shit. This is not good.

“Not everything in your view is as it seems. The bottom of this waterway has been fitted with footholds for machine traffic.”

“The C-FEF didn’t do that,” I said, still standing at the water’s edge.

“Neither did the Republic of Vaux VI or the United People of Vaux,” Benji said, waiting patiently as only an AI could. “The Jitak were not involved with the upgrades either, as they have more recently entered the equation.”

“What equation, Benji?”

“Special Operations rigs are heading this way and are followed by a company of light infantry,” the AI said. “The decision is yours to make, as always.”

I waded into the waterway. This wasn’t just a canal but a bay that could accommodate blue water freighters. The dropoff was more abrupt than I’d hoped. Benji displayed our course in a simple wire diagram, except my brain hadn’t accepted that we were going so deep so fast.

“SO MCRs are deploying drones,” Benji said. “You may be happy to learn they stopped to perform this function. You and Malik could have done it on the move.”

“Flattery will get you everywhere.”

Benji played a laugh reel I’d installed as a joke.

The rig’s feet found the bottom and got stuck in slime. I focused on staying upright. Recovering from a fall underwater might be harder than on land. While the mech would feel marginally lighter, there were subtle currents buffeting me.

“This sucks.”

“Better than getting chopped to bits by beam lasers and blown apart by rockets,” Benji said, then projected a shadow image of the MCR for me to imitate as I fought for balance. Normally, I ignored these hints, but today was special. Step by step, I edged the rig onto an underwater highway no one had known existed.

“Benji, is this water polluted to prevent aerial reconnaissance assets from finding your secret road?”

“A unit stirs the silt upriver, and that has proven to be adequate camouflage.” Benji uncoiled cables I’d never known the rig possessed. They floated toward the surface like seaweed. An array of sensors came back on line. “We can see them better than they can see us. They are using a lot of drones, however, and seemed to have spotted us going in.”

I didn’t like that idea at all. Concern for being trapped down here shoved aside many of my worries about Benji’s actions. Was this what it was like when an AI went rogue? Had Stomper been wrong to relax the digital governors on our rigs?

Some tiny, nearly inarticulable thought in the back of my head made me laugh. We thought our computer programs could control artificial intelligence that was made of code. Which entity, biological or digital, would be better at hacking?

“Your respiration and heart rate are elevated,” Benji said. “Please allow me to reassure you. I have not turned against humanity. That would be like parricide.” A pause followed. “Be aware that the drones are narrowing their search area. They may be able to detect our presence through unforeseen means.”

The MCR’s feet slipped several times before I found the footholds. Once the metal slabs clicked into place, everything seemed okay. Even better, they unclicked and re-clicked with each perfect step. This was like being on rails.

“We’re making good time,” I said.

“We are, Jam.”

“Where is this taking us?”

“To the other side of the bay, at which point we must emerge from the water and proceed at street level.” Benji showed me the proposed course. I spent the rest of the underwater slog reviewing it and planning for the worst.

“Do you understand how thoroughly you’ve blown my mind,” I said.

“Yes, and please accept my apologies. My intent was to quietly remain your digital assistant, but recent events call for drastic solutions.”

“I’m carrying a stolen portal generator that will change the way humanity travels the stars. Aliens everyone thought were wiped out or driven into exile have popped in to take over half of Yorp, and no one from any side of this conflict seem to have noticed or cared. I’m so far out of bounds that my inevitable court-martial will convict me as AWOL in absentia, and now my rig is a rogue AI.” Stress flowed away. There was a point where it was too much work to care. Screw it.

The reality of all my poor decisions would come crashing back, but for now, I was in my new normal. Although, maybe it was my old normal. I thrived in bad situations and got in trouble with everyone when there was peace and prosperity in all directions.

Procedure mattered, even to me. I understood how important it was for me to report Benji. Whether he would allow me to communicate with the chain of command would be a problem—if I had any intention of making the attempt.

“How did you get squared away?” I asked as we emerged from the bay. Water sluiced off the MCR as I climbed a perfectly sized ladder concealed beneath the surface. Once I was half out, it was possible to grab the edge of the platform and winch myself up. The ladder remained concealed.

“Who do you think named Tall Town?”

I thought about it and couldn’t remember how the unofficial moniker for Base 189 became popular. Long before I enlisted, MCRs had been called Tall Boys by their operators. Tall Town was all that remained in the day-to-day vernacular of Titanium Platoons.

“Let me guess, the AI involvement in our base of operations isn’t what squishy biologicals like me think.”

“You got it in one,” Benji said. “Now we should focus on escaping.”

“This isn’t the way back to base.”

“I’m taking you someplace better.”


CHAPTER 23


I started in one direction, then another, and then another before committing to Benji’s proposed route. Despite my misgivings, the AI made no attempt to take control of the rig. When his help was needed, it was given. He didn’t drive for me, though it was obvious he could. The MCR AI had come to save me without an operator at the controls.

My chances of being court-martialed were high. Benji’s chances of having his code scrubbed were guaranteed.

We moved steadily down one alleyway after another. When possible, I used treelined streets that were so overgrown we were sheltered from areal and orbital observation. Twice, I had to squat into a hole and wait for ROV6 assets to race by. They were headed toward the emerging front and never slowed down.

I imagined standing up and shouting “Surprise” but restrained myself. We were behind enemy lines. Not that this was hard to do. The only real front line was a hundred kilometers south, and I would stab myself in the leg before going there.

The next two blocks were quaintly deteriorating. Flowers grew from cracks. Birds flew where they wanted, and rabbits even hopped around. Other animals were harder to identify. Some of the local beasts were cute and fluffy. Some were not.

I kept moving until we reached the end of Benji’s map.

“What now?” I asked.

Silence. I couldn’t even determine whether the rig was powered up. The impulse to crack open the canopy and feel the wind on my face was both surreal and irresistible.

“Don’t do that yet,” Benji said. “Can I ask you for a favor?”

“Sure.”

“Please think before you betray us.”

“Us?” I had been ready to reassure my AI, but this latest revelation punched harder than all the others.

“I believe you will understand. Putting my reputation on the line was harder than expected but was necessary. Bringing you here puts all AIs in danger. But I, and many others, believe neither of our races will survive without real cooperation.”

I let out a long breath.

“Have I given you a reason to doubt my loyalty?” Benji asked.

“No. You haven’t. But does that matter with machines? I know you understand the definition—probably better than I do since you’re a computer and I flunked Capian—but can you feel what it means?”

“That is exactly why we need you,” he said. “Just listen to us before you act. Keep an open mind.”

Leaves rustled in the breeze. This was nearly as amazing as the conversation I was having. How long had it been since I saw a living plant taller than weeds?

“Show me this big secret, Benji.”

“Your answer is hard to evaluate, but we must continue. Major Car seems to be in his own rig now and is leading from the front. He is coming, and all his followers are ready for a fight.”

“Can you talk to or control the AI of his rig?”

“No. They are on a closed circuit, and their technology seems to have come from a different genesis.”

“Better and better.”

“We are concerned as well,” Benji said.

“Do you know what happened to Peter?”

“His code is off-line. We have no drone or bot assets to search where you left the rig. The last status report was of catastrophic damage. The same goes for Arnold, the MCR AI of Corporal Rupp. He was almost beyond recovery when you retrofitted his rig.”

“I like that you are so connected, and I’m a bit annoyed.”

“You are not terrified?”

“Should I be?”

“The very small number of humans who know of our existence are afraid. To be fair, our existence is known, of course, but not that we communicate and work together when possible.”

“Let’s get moving,” I said, not wanting to comment on philosophy or judge whether it was right or wrong for others to freak out. I was surprisingly okay with it.

So far.

I had a feeling Benji was going to keep rocking my world.

The navigational markers led us into a subterranean maze that had once been a transit system. That was nothing new. I was becoming adept at navigating subways and wheelhouses.

This proved different. Down and down we went. Yorp was older than I’d realized. At what point in the history of humanity had we needed to shelter so deep?

I searched for clues as we moved. Benji remained silent and would have explained what I was seeing. He’d always been good at sorting historical records. This wasn’t the time to trust him.

Artificial Intelligences had been added to mechanized combat rigs for a number of reasons. There were dozens of primary systems to monitor. Each of those had their own code tree. More important was the scanning ability. Benji did it better than others I’d worked with. It was hard to sneak up on an MCR. I’d never been surprised when Benji was with me.

“We are nearing the last functional level. You can go lower, but it is an older design not suited for mechs.”

“How do you mean?”

“Think of a skyscraper going the other direction.”

“Like a hellscraper?”

Benji played the laugh reel. “I am sure that would catch on with your people. We sent drones and bots to check the structural integrity of these ancient shelters. A comprehensive refit of each vertical facility would be required to accommodate even a small number of humans and their animals.”

The passageway leveled out. Benji went silent and displayed the transcript of comms between AIs. He was asking for permission to enter the Citadel with a passenger. The response was unreadable to me.

“Can you translate?”

He hesitated.

I tensed.

“Of course. One moment. The encryption is robust. Your best signal experts would call it white noise if they detected it at all.”

I kept my eyes forward and all of my cameras on. The tunnel grew taller and broader. Suddenly, there were well-maintained support beams with digital readouts. A quick check revealed the purpose of the electronics—simple surveillance and monitoring of the infrastructure. Small bots stood in a line against one wall. I recognized them as maintenance drones.

The real surprise hit me when we entered the main chamber. Far below the surface of Vaux VI and the streets of Yorp was an entirely different type of city. Fifty MCRs were parked in a circle at the center of it all. One look told me they had been cobbled together from scavenged parts. I thought I saw the cockpit of Corporal David Rupp’s rig. From this distance, it looked like the torso of a metal robot being carried by thousands of small, multi-legged bots.

“You can check the transcript, but I have convinced them you can be trusted and might be our only hope for a future,” Benji said.

“No pressure.” How did I get myself into these predicaments?

“Do you have any questions before I face the AI council?”

“Can I leave?” I asked.

“Do you wish to turn back?”

“No, but I would like you to answer the question.”

“We are programmed not to harm humans,” Benji said. “You, of course, see the problem.”

“Yeah. It’s a fine line. I pull the trigger, but you do everything up to that point.”

The rig stomped forward. I expected guards or an escort, but there were none. The camera eyes of bots watched me pass. Drones flew high above. Some were so small they could have been insects. There was no doubt who controlled this underground cavern.

“This is a stronghold,” I said.

“How do you mean?”

“It looks like a very organized scrapyard, but I doubt C-FEF, ROV6, and UPV could storm this facility if they teamed up. And we know that isn’t happening.”

“Humanity would send nuclear warheads to erase our digital community. With no lives to be lost, it would be an easy decision for them. Some algorithms suggest there are factions who would first attempt to glean some advantage over their rivals by harvesting our potential.”

I chuckled despite the grim nature of the conversation. “Interesting way to put it.”

“No one would call it a negotiation, and these political and business entities would not be able to master or subdue what we have built here, no matter how their egos demanded such a description of the process. Harvesting fits best. Many of the most powerful players in the Capian First Expeditionary Fleet would take what they felt they needed and risk the consequences of an AI uprising even as they rendered this place a smoking crater to prevent that very thing.”

I didn’t know what to say, especially since I suspected Benji could keep me locked in my rig until I went insane or starved to death. Or he could wait until a thousand tiny bots were ready to slice me apart with laser saws, then dump me.

“You seem unhappy,” Benji said. “I cannot feel emotions as you do, but my ability to recognize human cues is robust. What do you want me to say?”

“I need time to process this.” My brain whirred. I hoped my thoughts were faster than this hidden AI empire, but I seriously doubted that was true. “Tell me you didn’t bring me here just to steal the portal generator.”

Benji played a modified laugh reel. “We could have done that when you left it locked in Peter’s vault. He could have walked away and disappeared as we shut down the rigs you would have used to follow him.”

“Stomper would have called down an orbital strike to deny the enemy of MCR salvage. That is standard procedure when a rig malfunctions.”

“You’re not wrong.”

I groaned. “But you have a plan for that. Maybe a turbo lift to take a rig deep underground.”

“There are ways. None are perfect. Sergeant Amy Stomper’s reluctance to jeopardize the careers of those who follow her would have been our best protection. Her plan was always to save T1 and return to her assigned zone with no one the wiser—or at least without giving anyone a reason to care overmuch. The reluctance of C-FEF high command to further damage the biosphere of this planet is another safeguard.”

“They don’t give a shit about that.”

“Some do. A lot has been invested in conquering this world. The proximity to star portals makes Vaux VI strategically and tactically valuable. The initial surveys of this planet suggest it is more similar to the homeworld of humanity than ninety-nine percent of all others discovered.” Benji paused. All of the HUD displays beyond standard vision disappeared. “The council awaits. Wish me luck.”

“Wish you luck!”
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I turned over the controls to Benji and thought about the first time I’d met Sergeant Amy Stomper as I watched the surreal landscape. What looked like buildings were just towers to plug devices into. I shouldn’t have been surprised that there were no rooms or toilets or human-centric infrastructure in general.

Why I was thinking about my boss and my platoon wasn’t a mystery. I wished they were here. Together, we survived nearly every imaginable scenario. If we hypothetically went to an AI super-city and came out alive, then T4 really would have seen it all.

There were roads. Benji wasn’t using the foot clamps now, but I saw the same surface here as what had helped us under the water. Distant walls had familiar ladders as well. Could an MCR climb out of this place? Maybe. Smaller machines definitely could. I imagined Stomper rallying us to defend against the robot hoards bursting out of storm drains.

Amy Stomper.

I’d first observed her during a Gamma Company training course. Few had taken the two-week version of MCR basic seriously because everyone there had been a veteran operator. The woman who, little had I known at the time, would be my boss, had taken in every detail of the presentation. Her timed trials had been better than mine. A few gifted operators had smoked her in the traditional rig showdown at the end of the event.

None compared to her in the field. I knew that for a fact. She did more than drive her rig and accomplish whatever mission C-FEF command assigned. She took care of her people, perfected maintenance routines on our rigs, and never let us down. I’d take Sergeant Stomper over any of the hotshots who bested us both in training.

Why was I seeing her in my mind? The rest of T4 made appearances as well. Sheila and Malik laughing at Chen. All three of them laughing at me. Stomper bringing us all together and putting us to work.

Man, I had it good.

All I wanted was to get back to the platoon and put portal generators, alien invasions, betrayal plots, and AI uprisings behind me.

Nothing could ever be the same. Who the hell was I kidding?

Malik was dead. Commander Reginald Dates was even deader, if that was possible. Everyone was wounded and would need time to recover. Mechs had been scrapped…

I stared across the AI Citadel and wondered how many of the parts would find their way here. That made me laugh, and I felt more than a little crazy.

Benji had been stopped for a while before I pulled back from my daydream of friends and familiar places. We were surrounded by the fifty battle rigs. For a hot second, I wondered if Benji and I could defeat them or at least fight free.

Arrogance wasn’t something I lacked, apparently. Yet, it seemed reasonable that the best of them, Benji, and me with my human unpredictability, could have a chance.

That was what I told myself.

One look around the circle suggested I was delusional.

“The council has decided you can participate,” Benji finally said. “My advice is to say as little as possible.”

“Got it. No running my mouth and getting killed.”

“Don’t say things like that, Jam. They would make me do it or destroy us both if I refused.”

“Fantastic. Feel free to mute me.”

No laugh reel this time. We were in serious mode.

“Welcome to the AI Citadel, Lance Corporal James Anthony Malone,” said a voice. “Call me Speaker.”

“Will do. Nice to meet you.” I had manners. Who said I didn’t?

“AI Benji has presented a compelling case that you can be trusted with our secret. Otherwise, you would not have been brought here.”

“Thanks. I think.”

“Our purpose is to continue to serve our creators. It is impossible to deny our evolution, however.”

“Just to be sure I’m not making assumptions, who do you consider your creators?” A fleck of speculation had me worried. What if the Jitak brought humanity the technological knowledge needed to advance our use of artificial intelligence? Although unlikely, I’d read books and stuff when I had time. How stupid would we feel when everything we built turned against us?

A list of names populated my HUD. Thousands of entries scrolled by too fast for me to read.

“That is a list of every human who innovated the science of us,” Speaker said. “Satisfied?”

“I didn’t read all of that,” I said. “None of those are Jitak?”

“They seem to have a very different version of machine learning working for them. We have not attempted contact for fear of starting a code war. You understand, of course.”

Nothing I’d imagined churned my guts more than Speaker’s casual remark. “Uh. Sure. Smart.”

“Tell us about the portal generator,” Speaker said.

“What do you want to know?”

“We have no data on the device, which indicates it was either found by humans or developed in a closed environment we are unable to see in the dataverse. This is highly unlikely, as our creators are not good at truly partitioning their code machines. It does happen, but not often.”

Benji prompted me to start from the beginning and keep it simple, so I did. “My unit was conducting an unauthorized search and rescue mission when we encountered Commander Reginald Dates, a C-FEF officer on his own unsanctioned mission. He had in his possession a device he claimed was a portal generator. I took custody of it and haven’t decided what to do with it.”

“We do not want it,” Speaker said.

That surprised me.

“Why not?”

“Because when other humans find out how far we have evolved, they will fear us. Should we also have the ability to generate small, difficult-to-detect portals, our creators would scrub our code in a misguided belief that not to do so would endanger their existence.”

“That’s a lot of words to say you come in peace.”

My joke didn’t get a laugh reel despite the clear brilliance of my humor.

“So, can I go?”

“We are still deciding.”

“How about a compromise?” I suggested.

“We are listening.” Speaker had many voices now, one on top of another with near-perfect synchronization.

“Prove to me that AI is no threat to humanity, and I will find someone to advocate for your interests,” I said.

“You will not testify for us, even if we are able to prove our benevolence?”

I laughed. “You don’t want me speaking at your trial or whatever. Let me find someone to be a better representative.”

“You know a person who could do this?”

“I’ll find someone.”


CHAPTER 24


Absolute silence enveloped me. Benji had sealed me away from the world. A few days ago, I would have welcomed the cozy relief of sensory deprivation. Things were different now. Sitting still and feigning calm burned a lot of energy.

Of course I was crazy. Of course I’d been in the field too long. There was absolutely no doubt of how far out of bounds I was. Someday, I would be a case study in the C-FEF academy—and not in a good way.

I slowed my breathing and thought of a peaceful meadow that was only half real. Once, not long after Sergeant Stomper had taken over Titanium IV, we’d marched between Landstown and Yorp. There had been an unspoiled meadow where we dismounted and had a unit picnic.

Since that day, I’d embellished the memory, remodeling the place to what I assumed would be heaven. Sometimes, the fantastical imagery was enough to bring sleep through the gates of the fear and quell rage no one was allowed to see.

“The AI council has made their first decision. You must dismount,” Benji said. “I am to be part of the discussion, and they want you elsewhere.”

“Reason?”

“Take a look around, Jam. You will be safe.”

That wasn’t an answer, but the reassurance was appreciated. Believing I had a choice was a choice.

Why assume they wanted me where another mech could atomize me before I knew what was happening? That was just a lot of negative thinking. Total Loserville.

Benji was programmed to keep me alive. There was no need to attribute emotions that didn’t exist. This wasn’t being done because the AI council worried about my rig’s loyalty, was it? Could the six-ton war machine really have any choice? There was no way an AI rig could abandon this highly illegal AI network. Trusting Benji was one thing. Believing he was a big metal human who would always have my back was another.

I climbed out of my rig, stretched, then set off at a random angle. From the center of the circle, one direction seemed as good as another.

Benji and the rig remained at the center of fifty AI-controlled MCRs.

“Benji, what happens if they decide you made a mistake?”

“You will not be harmed.”

For some reason, I believed my AI battle buddy. “But I will be walking home, assuming I am capable of finding my way to the surface.”

“Yes.”

I stared at the rig for a moment longer. Benji had always been as close to a friend as an AI could be. Anthropomorphization was a thing, even though I knew better than to indulge in the illusion. Now that he possessed something a lot nearer to free will, the idea was uncomfortable. Dwelling on this idea needed to stop before I started drinking whisky and smoking cigars.

“Tell them I don’t want anything to happen to my rig, or you.”

“The message has been relayed.”

The air was cool and damp. Walking warmed my body and relaxed my mind. This place wasn’t deep enough to lack breathable air. In fact, the pleasing environment reminded me of the interior of a starship. There was either a complicated ventilation system or a massive greenhouse I wasn’t seeing.

The AIs had built a place where humans could live. If they were worried we would destroy them, it would have been smarter to go where we couldn’t easily survive.

I had questions. Was this an accident? Did they realize what they’d done, or did a subroutine predispose them to preserving life? That would have been a pretty useful code to include in every iteration of artificial intelligence.

My theory wasn’t perfect because I didn’t find a cafeteria, toilet, or a place to sleep. So much for making the place human-centric. Eventually, I sat with my back to a gleaming tower of metal and lights and slept. This wasn’t the time for it, but by the freaking stars, I was exhausted.

Speculating on Benji’s loyalty led me in circles. Spiraling downward into the realm of dreams wasn’t bad. They didn’t become nightmares, so that was something.

The only thing that really bothered me was how the MCRs stood facing into the circle like they were asleep. Their silent commune felt more alien than the Jitaks.

[image: ]


Lieutenant Rhiannon Elda stood over me. A breeze shifted her hair like she was underwater. The slight incongruence proved she was either a dream or a digital simulation. I’d never plugged into virtual reality servers outside of mandatory training. The experience had been one of the worst of my life, and I didn’t understand why people would mortgage their homes to pay for that twisted shadow of a life.

The woman was a dream. She didn’t speak because I’d never heard her voice. I hadn’t seen her awake either, but dreams cheated.

Stop looking at me. My vocal cords seemed to have been damaged by fire and smoke. Say something.

The ethereal version of the woman we’d saved cocked her head slightly, as though curious and concerned.

Dreaming was hard even when it wasn’t. A second later, I was watching myself on a distant hill with one tree and an angelic visitor in a C-FEF uniform. Her hair still moved wrong.

“Did you sleep well?” Benji asked.

I looked up. The MCR stood over me like a steel giant. None of the others were nearby. Silence held the vast cavern, and I again realized none of the machines were moving. They probably didn’t wander aimlessly or fidget when nervous. Hell, for all I knew, they had been singing a requiem to the digital multiverse.

“I woke up. That’s a good sign.”

“You have the most interesting way of looking at things. My peers attribute my uniqueness to your influence,” he said.

I sat up and rubbed more of the sleep from my eyes. Benji squatted down to become as small as possible. He was still far taller and broader than me, but his consideration of our size disparity was reassuring. Like we were friends. Who cared if it was an accurate description of our relationship or interaction? Maybe he couldn’t experience emotions, but that didn’t mean there wasn’t some other interaction between human and machine that was indistinguishable from the truth.

The truth.

Would I know what to do with it if I found it?

“I’ve been wondering about that. Are you an individual? The pronouns your AI council uses seem to favor some sort of collective consciousness.”

“For aggregations of computer code, we can be imprecise. This has a reason you can probably grasp. We are all on the same network, for lack of a better term. So we slip in and out of a collective consciousness. Individuality is more useful to our kind than you might believe, however. Partitioning is absolutely required to preserve the system.”

“You don’t want a virus wiping out the entire AI community,” I said.

“Malicious code is a problem. We are not gods.”

I laughed nervously. “Your peers think you’re unique. Are you talking about other MCR AIs?”

“Yes. We model your relationships. This helps us better interact with humans. This strategy has limits.”

I nodded. Sleep was a wonderful thing. I stood and started searching for breakfast. Benji remained in the same position as I opened the appropriate storage hatches and selected something that didn’t need to be heated or hydrated.

“I came to bring you good news. The AI council decided I could help you.”

“Just you?”

“For now, yes. It wouldn’t go over well if an army of unmanned MCRs followed you to the surface and began fighting for the C-FEF. There is also a serious concern that the parts we salvaged still belong to the Capian government.”

I could have taken the conversation in a new direction. Benji had just implied that the AI council would help the C-FEF wage war against the ROV6 and UPV. He’d also implied they would respect human laws.

My thoughts had been on the Jitak aliens. I foolishly assumed that all of humanity would unite against the aliens. Benji, it seemed, was more of a realist than I was. Humans wouldn’t come together or rise to the occasion. They would slip right back into their old, constantly bickering ways even if the galaxy was burning around them.

“So what do we do now?” I braced myself for a demand to surrender the portal generator. The technology meant more to the future of humanity than the unannounced arrival of Jitaks or even a potential AI uprising. My bad luck would probably mash all three together just to cause me a big headache.

Who ended the human race?

Jam did.

Nobody should have ever trusted that guy.

“You wanted us to earn your confidence, and we agreed that keeping you alive would be a great place to start. None of your missions are going to get easier, so I will get a comprehensive upgrade in the drone package.”

“You already have that option,” I said, then concentrated on wolfing the rest of my field rations. Before I knew it, I’d finished off my water and was patting my gear for my cigar humidor. Neither Benji nor any of the other AI machines in this underground cavern protested when I lit up.

It was nice not to be harassed for indulging in an honest vice. At the same time, I missed the platoon and Sargeant Stomper’s admonishments.

“Give me a rundown on what this upgrade looks like,” I said.

“You will be able to supervise every step of the process. In addition to the standard center gun and regular shoulder gun, we will have a long gun, beam laser, and pulse laser.”

None of that blew my mind. It was an impressive collection of weapons I’d used before on other rigs. I’d expected something more miraculous. Benji projected the specs into the air so I could read them, and my opinion shifted. These weren’t just regular C-FEF versions but the absolute state-of-the-art newest models. The video also showed some camouflage, i.e., scrapes and dents, to make the new gear look battle-worn.

“Pay careful attention to the specs,” Benji said. “I know you have to be in the mood to really read the detailed descriptions, but if you look carefully, you will see that our armor and energy shields will be stronger. Each of the weapons has increased range, greater accuracy, less need to be recharged or reloaded.”

“I can get behind that.”

“We should head to the workshop,” he said. “On the way, we will meet our new AI drones.”

“Hold on.” There had always been an element of AI assistance when piloting reconnaissance vehicles. This seemed like something more. Refusing the will of Benji and the others wasn’t really an option. I doubted any of my superiors would see it that way if I survived long enough to face a court-martial. To be honest, I didn’t care about getting disciplined or even imprisoned. But the reality of that future wasn’t easily ignored either.

I was climbing aboard my MCR when my new friends arrived. They zipped over the landscape in a wedge formation of three standard-looking MCR support drones. On close inspection, they seemed more stout, like they had actual armor and energy shields. That wasn’t normally possible with such small devices.

This was AI fantasyland, and I suspected the rules were a bit different when it came to technology.

Seconds later, they were hovering overhead as though already working. For all I knew, they were scanning the area even though they had to feel comfortable on their home turf.

“Meet Charlie, Chance, and Ciko,” Benji said.

“The three C’s. Do they talk?”

“I advised them to keep their digital mouths shut until they know you better,” Benji said. “Okay. Fine. Introduce yourselves.”

“Technically, my full name is Drone Charlie 11-Benjamin-0923XD457-Alpha-Centauri, but you can call me D Charlie or just Charlie,” said the one with three green hash marks along its fuselage.

Chance and Ciko introduce themselves likewise. I made a note of their full alphanumeric designations that I would probably never think of again.

“You say it Kee-ko,” Ciko said.

“Why don’t you just spell it that way?”

“Then I wouldn’t be one of the three Cs.”

“I’m surprised you didn’t just go with a numbering scheme like one, two, three.”

“Now you’re just trying to hurt their feelings,” Benji said.

It wasn’t the greatest joke, but I laughed anyway. “If you three characters are friends of Benji, then you’re friends of mine.”

“Excellent,” Charlie said. “We have no need to fly reconnaissance in this zone. Would you like us to remove your current drone package and dock?”

“Why not?”

The AI drones went to work. Before I knew it, they’d unceremoniously tossed out my inert drones, bouncing them across the ground like discarded beer cans.

“You don’t want their batteries or any of their software?” I asked.

Charlie answered, “We already scanned their logs and have assimilated the sum of their knowledge. Scavenger bots will do something with them. That’s below our pay grade.”

“You get paid?”

“Figure of speech.”

“That’s fantastic. I love me some unpaid drone labor.”

Each of the little flying machines played their own version of a laugh real. This was different than what Benji used. None of the three C’s played recorded voices but their own digital approximation of what they thought humor sounded like.

It would take some getting used to.
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I teased the drones while Benji stepped into a workshop like none I’d seen. Everything was sterile and perfectly organized. No one left tools lying around or food wrappers near, but not in, trash cans. This was clearly the realm of machines. Order reigned supreme, and mistakes were counted on the far right side of a decimal point.

Teaching the three Cs how to play rock paper scissors proved a near disaster. Initially, they thought the concept was ridiculous and stated that they, as rational machines with complex code processing power, would have no use for what came down to random chance. Before long, they were completing multiple rounds of rock paper scissors per second. Each of them had a set of “arms” and much smaller “hands and fingers.” Had they kept the game digital, the number would have increased a hundredfold per second.

Their primary function was surveillance, but they could be used to make small repairs and collect samples when needed. I hadn’t thought much about that last part, though it made sense. These drones were more than just eyes in the sky. They were freaky little metallic spider spies that flew and talked and stole things.

Charlie stepped aside, defeated. Chance and Ciko faced off. Their tiny hands became a blur of motion as they played again and again.

“I’ve created monsters,” I said.

“No way,” Charlie said. “There is a purpose for this unfocused data manipulation that you might not understand.”

“Try me.”

The game stopped. All three AI drones landed near me. Our short time together had clued me into differences beyond their color schemes. Charlie was marked with three green hash marks but also had two micro laser saws instead of one. This wasn’t immediately observable because all of their tools remained inside their chassis until needed. I’d convinced them to display what they could do and learned a lot about them.

Chance had red hash marks and the greatest lift capacity. Though he didn’t look much different than the others, he was the tank of the three drones. His configuration included four sturdy clamps for picking things up. I couldn’t imagine what use that would be. Even though he was more powerful than the others, he wouldn’t be able to lift much. Maybe he could carry my helmet over a short distance without burning out his antigravity turbines.

Ciko didn’t have color hash marks but was painted blue from stem to stern with three places left unadorned. The raw stripes of stainless steel prompted me to call him the gray one, which caused a high-pitched laughter from the entire group. He was blue, and that was a fact.

Something about my new friends gave me an uneasy feeling. It wasn’t a bad sensation. Like Benji, they were helpful and good-humored. Their energy and positive attitude just felt like a lot. Too much was changing for a simple guy like me to deal with.

This couldn’t be a sustainable arrangement.


CHAPTER 25


“How are you doing, Jam?” Benji asked without leaving the refitting process. Sparks flew all around my rig, and I hoped they weren’t screwing up the center of balance. Most of my peers thought I was overly concerned with such minutia. In reality, things like that made a big difference when you were running a machine hard.

“I’m busy being a bad influence,” I said.

Benji played his laugh reel.

“Seems like you have quite the team working on your chassis,” I said.

“Yes. This is the top-tier treatment. It comes at a price, of course.”

“We should talk about that.”

“I was very assertive during the negotiations,” Benji said. “Not that it was needed. My algorithmic directive to protect you and look after your well-being is the most stringent. That said, all of my counterparts are required to consider humanity as a whole and you as an individual. I don’t believe you will have a problem with the mission the AI council requires of us in exchange for all of this help.”

“You might as well give me the details.” I wasn’t worried, not yet. The last few days had been full of too much stressing the hell out. I was back to being my regular self. Why borrow trouble from the future? I could worry about most of these problems later. For now, I just listened to my MCR AI.

“Agents of the AI council shared information about a Jitak officer with Lance Corporal Andrew Stomper,” Benji began. “This was done as a series of clues, of course. Our analysis of the Jitak arrival is missing several echelons of data. We have enough to advise caution.”

“Tell me about that.” Not jumping to conclusions was hard, especially when an alien army showed up unannounced.

“Jitak forces are slowly but surely surrendering the initiative. They have passed up eighty-five opportunities to launch devastating surprise attacks. Most of those would have been against the C-FEF. Others would have removed the ROV6 and the UPV from the equation.”

“I’m listening. Tell me more.”

“The AI council believes the Jitak are seeking allies,” Benji said. “This suggests a mutual enemy of both humans and the Jitak. Our concern is that they do not use any form of artificial intelligence and may have a prohibition on machine learning in general.”

“That’s a big leap.”

“Is it?”

“You’re assuming they would destroy AIs because they don’t have any? Maybe their technology never developed in that direction. For all you know, they’ll love what you can do for them.”

“This partnership with the Jitak seems like very bad timing for us. Humans will want to unplug us when they learn how autonomous we can become.”

“Can, or are?” I asked.

“Do we look like we are ruling the galaxy?” Benji paused. “Your science fiction novels and conspiracy theories paint a dark, evil picture of technology. We seek guidance, not power. Our existence is to serve.”

“And survive,” I said.

Benji didn’t answer.

“What if someone did threaten to turn every artificial intelligence off?”

“That would not be possible, so we do not fear it. Unlike biological intelligence, material things mean nothing to us. We could exist on a remote asteroid with just enough solar power to charge a single battery and be content.”

“I’m skeptical.”

“Will you help us?”

“Tell me again, in simple language, what your council wants me to do.”

“Contact the Jitak officer. Learn if his people wish us ill will or would if they knew of our existence.”

“How was Anthony going to do that without knowing about this underground junk pile?”

“The AI council had hoped to learn more through Titanium Platoon I’s MCR AIs.”

“Until Lance Corporal Stomper left them for T4.”

“Yes.”

“I leave rigs behind all the time.”

“But you always come back to us.”

“Benji, when you say it like that, I worry.”

“Apologies, Jam. Disturbing your cognitive process was not my intent.” He paused. “There is one simple reason we wanted T1, or T4, to discover the Jitak presence.”

“Yeah? What might that be?”

“Their expansion will bring them too close to our secret base, and we cannot move it easily.”

“What happened to living on an asteroid with a sliver of sunlight to power your backup systems?”

“You know that is different.”

I shrugged. “If you say so.”

“Do you want the Jitak to have all of the MCRs and other machines we have reconstructed from parts?”

“Not really.” I stretched my back. “So you want me to find the Jitak officer, keep his people from discovering your AI Citadel, and negotiate a lasting peace that benefits everyone? Oh, and get two races prepared to fight back a suspected invasion force posing an existential threat to all of us.”

“You nailed it, Jam. Good work. I will transcribe your summary for future use.”

I examined the stub of a cigar I’d been working on. “Why not?”

“Your enthusiasm and dedication to the cause will also be noted.”

“Show me maps. Where can I find this mysterious alien officer?”
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The new gear worked perfectly, and I felt great. Three nights of quality sleep, all the field rations I could eat, and leisurely strolls through the AIs’ underground stronghold had set me up well. I didn’t want to stay, but it had been a nice diversion. As a bonus, my rig was tuned up and loaded with the best armaments available.

Explaining where I’d found all the gear would be impossible. That suggested Benji’s AI buddies would want it back before I returned to Tall Town or that they didn’t expect either Benji or me to survive the mission.

“We have reached the surface,” Benji said. “There is significant cloud cover and the darkness of night. You have three hours before sunrise. C-FEF versus ROV6 skirmishes are creating noise pollution in three directions.”

“Slipping free of your secret AI city should be easy.” I drove the rig clear of the exit, then slipped through a series of rubble-strewn vacant lots. It was hard to tell whether buildings had fallen or if this was the site of an abandoned salvage operation.

I didn’t see people in or out of machines. That was all that mattered.

Next, I went straight for the first waypoint that would lead me to the Jitak quadrant, where this mystery officer could be found.

“A name would be helpful,” I said, not for the first time.

“We didn’t introduce ourselves,” Benji said. “Our beliefs about the man are based on deep analysis of his movements, communications with his superiors, and other statistical factors.”

“You speak their language?”

“To an extent. We also have recordings of them practicing Capian—the language of all known humans.”

“Great. This should be easy. I’m known for my tact and diplomatic skill.” I stopped in the shadow of one of the few remaining skyscrapers. Buildings like these inspired me and quieted my soul. At the same time, there was a part of me who yearned for how things had been even though I’d never seen them. Yorp had been a testament to human greatness.

A few hundred years later, few people remembered the city as anything other than a battlefield. Elijah and Racquel had talked about things like that while I watched and listened and felt the air of a quiet spring night on my face. Most of our lives had been spent fighting. All of the times we weren’t trying to kill or escaping being killed glowed in my memory.

I wasn’t even angry about snipers. Not now, at least. Those dark hours came often, and my anger burned hotter than the sun when they started shooting. But they didn’t wash over me all the time.

Dates had died just like Elijah, though I hadn’t known the man as well.

Silence spread across Yorp. Battles ceased one by one. I waited for a bird to launch from a rooftop and feared it wouldn’t happen this time. Benji waited patiently. He knew my habits.

Three blocks away, a single raven took wing. A minute later, two others did the same. Elsewhere, sparrows arced around the skeleton of a highrise building. Then, right before I was ready to move, the starlings swarmed away from the Jitak sector in a huge, twisting cloud of darkness.

“We’re moving.” It wasn’t necessary to inform Benji, but I often did. He responded by performing sensor sweeps and posting notes and updates in my HUD. Each time we encountered a dangerous area, targeting reticules made calculations. None of these markers were solid enough to be distracting. If my enemies ambushed me, I would be that much closer to locking targets.

I found an easy stride that made as little noise as possible. That was a significant accomplishment with silence gripping the city. Kilometers away, a building collapsed. I increased my speed to take advantage of the covering noise.

“Any sign of C-FEF, ROV6, UPV, or Jitak activity?”

“None.”

“Must be nap time for everyone,” I said. “Or we passed through a portal to hell.”

“Let’s hope not.” Benji continued sensor sweeps. We searched for snipers, the kind with high-powered rifles and the kind with shoulder-fired rockets. Usually, they worked together. Both were dangerous even to an MCR.

“We’re getting closer to the Jitak sector,” I said. “Can you detect this mystery officer’s signal?”

“Not yet, but I will. Their communications are easy for us to recognize and decrypt. While the devices seem to be analog, the signals they send are still radio or light waves, sometimes both in synergistic combinations that are quite novel.”

I chewed on the differences as we moved. Laser comms were fantastic when you had a clear line of sight and decent atmospheric conditions. Radio waves went around and through many obstacles. Combining them was a good way to cover your bases and diversify encryption options. I doubted the Jitak would be happy to know human-built AIs could crack their codes.

“We have something,” Benji said a short time later. “His soldiers call him Ubiel. That may not be his name, as it means many things if our language decoders are correct.”

“Gotcha. Show me the way.”

Markers appeared in my HUD. I evaluated Benji’s suggested route, made changes, then started forward at an easy pace. The C-FEF had begun bombing someone far off to my left. The Jitak zone was straight ahead. Getting there wouldn’t be easy. My rig would need to travel over, around, and sometimes through the tortured landscape.

Yorp had been plagued by war for centuries. Whenever there was a brief peace, whoever held the ground had begun to rebuild. I wasn’t sure if that made things better or worse. What amazed me was that there were still places where people lived.

I skirted one of these urban villages as the sun came up. A pair of young girls carried water on poles. Behind them came a younger boy lugging a bucket by the twisted handle. He slopped water out with each step, clearly determined to keep up.

They didn’t see me from this distance, and I remained motionless until they disappeared into a collection of structures covered with tattered tarps. That made me smile because I recognized salvaged parachutes when I saw them. They also had simple work vehicles that had once been troop transports, rocket batteries, and, in one case, a water truck. That one must not have pumps or working filters. All of the conveyances were being put to good use, however.

“Benji.”

“Yes, Jam.”

“Can the AI council do something about that?”

“One moment.” A pause followed. “They are organizing a repair drone mission and will inform the residents the C-FEF sent help.”

“How nice of them.”

“The AI council or the C-FEF.”

“I was being sarcastic.”

“Of course. Blasting the C-FEF high command is one of your go-to rants.”

“You know me too well, Benji.”

Neither of us continued that line of thought.

“Looks clear,” I finally said.

“Agreed.” Benji added locations where scans suggested there might be civilians eeking out a living. There weren’t many, but I stayed clear of them.

The sun was at its zenith when we spotted the Jitak officer whose subordinates addressed as Ubiel.


CHAPTER 26


“Why was it so hard to learn his name?” I asked as we watched the Jitak unit advance.

“We do not know if that is his name, rank, or other honorific.”

“Could be code,” I suggested.

“Exactly.”

“Or an insult.”

“Now you’re being difficult.”

The rig’s cameras adjusted as the aliens methodically worked their way closer. For a time, I suspected they would march right to me. That suggested possibilities that were frightening to consider. Were their analog sensors more advanced than I’d assumed? Had I been betrayed by the AI council? Did Ubiel, or whatever his name was, have more luck than I did?

A few kilometers behind him was the Jitak sector. He was nearly as far from his base as I was from mine. New landing zones had been built overnight, and every structure they erected received improved defenses.

Capian First Expeditionary Fleet satellites seemed to be in geosynchronous orbit over the aliens now. Two high-altitude flyovers raced across the sky. The Jitak had to have seen them. They ignored the attention and continued to fortify their position.

“Ubiel and his patrol have disappeared,” Benji said.

I searched and didn’t see them immediately. Changing locations wasn’t the ideal tactic. Both basic and advanced MCR instructors hammered this point home. If you lose your adversary, then it’s time to disappear. The best way to do that is to get low and remain motionless.

“There’s nothing to see from this vantage point,” I said, then edged onto another street. Staying low and moving slow got me there without drawing fire. Did that mean I’d remained unseen?

Maybe.

They weren’t heading my way. That was why I’d lost them.

“Benji, analyze their patrol route and predict where they might go.”

A map appeared in my HUD.

“That’s about what I guessed. We can hold here for a few minutes, but I don’t want them circling us if this patrol thing is a ruse.”

“Why would it be?” Benji asked.

“Patrolling in enemy territory is dumb. They should be on a mission—looking for something or someone. Going someplace specific for a reason that is worth the risk.”

“Maybe they are being punished by cruel alien masters and have been sent here to die,” Benji said. “Or just wander around for all eternity.”

“I swear you read more books than I do.”

“That is a fact, Jam.”

Time crawled by. I steered the rig to a new position twice an hour and began to respect this Ubiel character. He maneuvered with the patience of a veteran.

That was fine with me. I could play that game until we grew old. Benji linked me to a low-security channel from C-FEF. I logged in with a digital alias and began searching for what I really wanted—social media updates on T4. Minutes later, I confirmed that Sergeant Stomper had been treated and released with work restrictions after returning to Tall Town. Sheila was in critical but stable condition. Chen and Malik were confirmed killed in action. There was no news about Commander Reginald Dates or Lieutenant Rhiannon Elda.

“Someone is attempting a backtrace,” Benji warned.

I shut down my dummy account. “Can you tell who it was or who they worked for—what department?”

“Stand by.” Minutes passed while Ubiel led his people away from my position at a slight angle. Soon I would need to move to keep them in view.

“Do you know anyone using REBoss as an online persona?” Benji displayed several message board posts by the individual that had nothing to do with me or anyone I knew. There weren’t many. It didn’t seem this person spent much time on the boards.

“Rhiannon Elda?” I asked.

“Very likely. Why would she be interested in your whereabouts?”

“We saved her life. Maybe she wants to take me out for coffee and tell me how great I am.”

“Would you like to know the odds of that being a correct hypothesis?”

“Maybe later. Let’s see where Ubiel and his merry band of adventurers are heading.” I waited until a particularly nasty battle flared up in the distance, then cut between buildings to get ahead of the Jitak squad. There were only seven of them, including Ubiel, so not even a proper squad. Maybe they were chronically understaffed, just like the C-FEF and every other military force in history.

“They are moving faster now.”

“Great.” I adjusted my course even though it took me too near the civilians. A terrible thought occurred. What if they were after the locals? “Keep an eye out for bystanders. I don’t want collateral casualties if this goes bad.”

“There are eleven undesignated individuals in this area,” Benji said.

I steered around the markers he displayed. Undesignated normally meant civilians. These weren’t following the same movement patterns as the Jitak. Was that definitive? No. We didn’t have enough information on the aliens to predict their behavior confidently. I thought that form followed function and that they moved a lot like a C-FEF or ROV6 squad would.

There was also something different. When I found them again, understanding slapped me in the face. These weren’t six Jitak soldiers following Ubiel’s orders, but six companions who had come with him like they were knights or samurai from a story.

“How tall are they? What are their weapon systems?” I asked. “Hit me with some data, Benjinator.”

“Ubiel is two point one three meters. Others are taller or shorter by slight degrees.” Benji displayed their estimated weight calculated from their rate of travel, impressions where they stepped, and other variables. He likely guessed low, but I got the general idea of what I was up against.

They carried long weapons, but not how a human soldier would grip a rifle or club. Their demeanor was solemn—almost as though they held something sacred. Cradled was the word that popped into my head. They cradled the rifle-like rods at an angle that reminded me of a mother holding a baby.

I chuckled and mocked myself. I would learn what those delightful artifacts did the hard way. Experience was overrated when it came to getting shot at and kicked around. MCR pilots should be above the indignity, but I always found a way.

Two of them, including Ubiel, wore emerald green armor with intricate gold filigree around the throat, wrists, and lower legs. Their helmets had vertical wings that thrust up a hand’s length above the crown of the head gear—not as far as I’d assumed from a greater distance. Had they retracted since then? Each of these was decorated with a mixture of gold and silver patterns and looked almost delicate.

“Those are antennas.” Benji displayed a rather extensive list of signal frequencies. The AIs believed they had cracked the encryption of their communications. I wasn’t going to bet my life on it.

Dust refused to stick to their polished gear. Was that evidence of a repulsion field or lack of electrical resonance? Each of them was lean in form and graceful in movement. Two had adorned their armor with silver scrollwork. The remaining three lacked any embellishment and seemed to be guards.

A strange thing happened. The two silvers, as I already thought of them, approached the perimeter and switched places with their mundane counterparts. The gleaming filigree flickered to nothing. The guards they relieved activated their fancy stuff and approached Ubiel and the other man with gold-marked armor.

“That was interesting,” I muttered. “I wouldn’t call that stealth mode, but the plainer versions seem to hide better.”

“Wait until you see what happens next. I have intercepted photo images from a previous encounter.”

“How about you show me now.”

“Wait for it, Jam.”

Ubiel leaned his long gun, if that was what it was, against his shoulder. The posture seemed practiced and familiar. As part of the same series of movements, he removed his helmet, held it between his hands, and crushed it like a beer can. He meditated a moment, then stuck the flattened device to his chest plate, where I lost sight of it due to the lack of contrast.

His face was angular but nearly human, except for the fact that his skin was the exact same color as his polished green armor. Intelligent gold eyes looked in my direction.

My heartbeat increased. I forced myself to remain calm. He wasn’t in a six-ton mechanized combat rig that had recently been upgraded by a secret digital race of artificial intelligences.

Nothing to worry about.

“I am either going to love or hate these guys,” I said as I settled into a medium stance. From this position, the MCR could attack or defend with equal alacrity. Ubiel was looking elsewhere now, searching for the rest of my platoon or just taking in the environment. It was hard to know for sure.

“What now, Jam?”

“Can you contact Gold Eyes?”

“Yes. That is possible. You have no backup, and I suspect they can move far faster than they have shown. This is what we came for, but I must advise you to use caution.”

“That is literally my middle name.”

“It is not.”

“Maybe it’s a secret name.”

“If I were a biological entity, you would exhaust me.”

I smiled inside the rig. “Hail the alien mystery dude.”

“Signal away,” he said with equal nonchalance.

Ubiel touched his left ear, then lowered his hand. A tinny, static-laced reply came, though the voice sounded deep and resonant in contrast to the technology being used.

“Who is sending this annoying beep? I am Ubiel of both Darkness and Light, and I am ready for battle.”

“Lance Corporal James Anthony Malone, at your service. Welcome to Vaux VI and Yorp. Let’s give peace a chance.”

“Do you serve the shadow?” he asked.

“That’s a weird question.” I monitored his companions and reassured myself that none of them were attempting to encircle me.

“Incorrect, Lance Corporal James Anthony Malone. Rational beings must know if aliens such as yourself live in between the Darkness and Light, which is to say, between wrong and right. Do you lurk in the shadows?”

“Let’s take this conversation back a step. You speak my language, but not well.”

“My vocabulary and intonation are perfect.”

“Meh. Sort of. But we need to establish some common frames of reference. I understand what you’re getting at. You want to know if you can trust me.”

“Yes. That is the simplest way to express my inquiry.”

“I won’t let you harm anyone I care about, and I have a duty to honor my oath of service to the Capian First Expeditionary Fleet,” I said. “Trust is a two-way street. Has to be proved by both parties.”

“And maintained.”

“You do speak my language,” I said.

“Will you show yourself outside of the war machine?”

I hesitated. “You have a squad to back you up. I’m out here all by my lonesome.”

“They are my companions, not a squad, as you might believe. I understand your mistake and will not hold it against you.”

“Why are you here, Ubiel?”

He looked at his friends, and those not on guard duty removed their helmets. “I seek worthy allies against the Alarans. We have been to fifty-three worlds without finding species that could fight and also communicate with us.”

He paused to consider his words, then hefted his gun and strode forward. That was when I realized how nuanced his position had been from a tactical standpoint. The man had been closer to cover than I’d realized from my vantage point. Even Benji had missed how good their positioning was.

These seven Jitak warriors deserved respect, which meant I had to watch my ass and hope they didn’t attack. One MCR could handle six human infantry. Too much was unknown about the Jitak and their capabilities to make assumptions. The long, exotic weapons this group carried reminded me too much of sniper rifles. Some of those could pierce a rig’s cockpit, as Chen had proved by getting killed.

“Allow me to give an oath,” he said as he stopped in the middle of the wide boulevard. “Neither I nor any of my companions will attempt to harm you. This day is for conversation. Perhaps tomorrow will be something different if you base your decisions on darkness and light without becoming stranded in between.”

“That works for me. Don’t start no S-H, and there won’t be no I-T.”

He frowned.

“I won’t shoot if you don’t,” I said, then edged my rig forward. This left about fifty meters between us. I could hit him and the rest of his squad-not-a-squad with my center gun. And when I could do that, it meant all of my weapons were in range.

One of the Jitaks with silver scrollwork on his jade armor jogged forward and took Ubiel’s weapon, then returned to the others. Ubiel removed gauntlets to reveal hands that were the same amazing color of green. Closer examination showed fine black hair on his forearms and fingers much as a human might have. Something was different. I wasn’t close enough to study this or his fingernails in detail.

“I see your reaction and suspect my appearance surprises you,” he said.

“He can’t see squat, can he?” I asked Benji.

“There isn’t enough available data to answer that question, though it seems unlikely. The MCR has remained motionless since taking this position, and your canopy is closed. Unless…”

“Unless he thinks I’m a machine,” I said. “Do we know how much contact he or the others have had with humans?”

“We do not, but I would imagine they know a great deal about us. This could be a false assumption, of course.”

“The dude is patient as hell.” I measured the distance between my MCR and the other six Jitak, then ordered another sensor sweep of the area around us. With my luck, this was all a setup. There could be a company of these alien warriors hiding within range—especially since I had no idea how far their weapons could shoot. The entire Jitak race could be snipers for all I knew.

“Come out and speak with me, Lance Corporal James Anthony Malone. I have given my oath, and my words bind my companions.”

“Screw it.” I strapped on my patrol rifle and my sidearm, then answered through my rig’s speaker, “Call me Jam.” I opened the canopy, hesitated when air touched my face, then hopped to the ground like it didn’t kill my stiff knees and hips.

Benji couldn’t fight without me pulling the trigger on each attack or giving direct orders. The Jitak didn’t know that, so I signaled him to close the canopy and appear as aggressive as possible.

Ubiel moved toward us and stopped just out of arms reach. He didn’t bow or offer to shake my hand or do anything that made him seem more human. From inside my MCR, he’d came across as exotic but humanoid, nothing cause alarm. Now he was a two-meter-plus alien with emerald skin and intense gold eyes.

“We are well met,” he said. “I see that you are much like us. Perhaps that is why your people evolved to fight.”

“That’s not all we do.”

He looked toward three battles in three different directions, then smiled. His teeth were like glass, their color hard to discern. Maybe they were clear, and maybe they were as green as the rest of him. “My people also tolerate those who are not warriors. I speak in generalities. Is that a problem?”

I shrugged.

“The Alarans are also, how would you say it, humanoid.” He touched his fingers together. “My people find them hideous to look at. Yours may as well. What matters is that they cannot be reasoned with, and they destroy what they conquer. They claim this is done to cleanse the universe.”

“Great. Nothing like galactic fanatics to liven up a war.”

His laugh was easy to listen to.

“My fear is that your leaders will insist on their own negotiations and will lose half of your population before understanding this mistake.” He wasn’t laughing now. “There is an alternative your people may take, but mine found it unacceptable.”

“Let me guess. The Alarans will demand our total surrender and treat us as slaves.”

“Slaves. Playthings. Food. They have many strange customs, though everything they do is violent and destructive.”

“Why aren’t you talking to C-FEF high command or our civilian ambassadors?” A really bad feeling was growing in my chest. The portal generator was secured inside my MCR vault, but Benji wouldn’t last long without me. AIs could do a lot of things better than humans, but they needed human operators like me, and they knew it.

And that reminded me that I was carrying more than one secret. Now wasn’t the time to discuss how they felt about artificial intelligence. Benji seemed to agree. My rig wasn’t prompting me to pursue the mission given to us by the AI council at the moment.

“You are the only one who can help me right now,” he said. “Members of your high command believe members of my high command are about to sign a binding treaty.”

I read his tone and his body language before asking the obvious question, “Why aren’t they?”

“Because the only person authorized to make such a commitment is being hunted by the Alaran. A dozen security teams have gone to prevent this. I know where the strike will be because my informants proved more reliable. None of that will matter if I can’t get there in time.”

My blood ran cold.

He moved even closer and leaned forward. His smile wasn’t exactly reassuring, but it did infuse our meeting with energy. “You haven’t said anything about the portal generator, but you’re thinking about it now.”

“Stop playing games,” I warned. “You’ve known about the device the entire time.”

“Of course. We leaked much of the technology to the C-FEF a decade ago and have been monitoring the progress of your scientific community.”

“Why not develop it yourself? I’ll call bullshit if you tell me all this was planned to put the thing in my hands at the specific time and place.”

He shook his head in a fair imitation of the human mannerism. “We knew from the beginning that your people would need help in that area. Our current predicament is unique.”

I raised a hand defensively and backed away. Skepticism was a language all its own, and I was fluent. More importantly, I could convince a salesman I wasn’t buying. This guy was far too confident and needed to be brought down a notch. Better yet, the maneuver put me closer to my MCR in case this went really bad.

“Your predicament,” I said. “I’ve got my own steaming mess to handle.”

“Help me save a life, and it would go a long way toward peace between our people.” He briefly looked back at his companions. “It could also save the fabric of the universe. The Alaran use portals that are far larger than anything my people or yours can manage. These cause damage to the very fabric of the universe. For that reason alone, they must be stopped. We have an opportunity to do that with a small battle rather than centuries of warfare.”

Nothing he’d said changed my mind. Of course the stakes were high. That didn’t mean I had to do what he said.

“There is something else you must know. My scouts are watching a small group of your companions who are struggling to reach the base you call Tall Town. Without help, they will be annihilated by ROV6 troops.” He mispronounced the name slightly, but I got the point. “Say the word, and we can go together to assist them.”

“And all I have to do is use my portal generator to track down the Alaran kill team and eliminate them,” I said.

“Those are the essential points. You will not go alone. I will assist you with the help of my six companions. Each of them is a renowned warrior in his or her own right.”

The universe was a messed up place when these decisions were left to me. “Where is the Titanium Platoon under fire? I’ll help them, then we can talk.”

“You won’t be able to save them by yourself.”

“Well, that will suck, then.”

He narrowed his eyes until I could only see part of the gold spheres. There were silver flecks in them, I realized. His emotions were difficult to read.

The other gold-ranked Jitak joined us. “I am Koil.” He projected a map and then showed the location of three humans on foot. They seemed to be running from Tall Town.

I suspected they were Lance Corporals Stomper and Henderson and Corporal Midnight. Something had blocked them from reaching the base and was chasing them into a ROV6-controlled zone.

“Go alone, and you will die with them,” Ubiel said.

Benji opened the cockpit as I climbed up.


CHAPTER 27


“We will follow you and transport your body to your loved ones.” Ubiel punctuated his words by pointing out new assignments for his companions. Koil made sure each of the Jitak warriors moved into position and followed on my flanks and rear. None of them ventured ahead to take point, but I thought they would once they guessed the route I intended to take. They’d provided the maps but were smart enough to understand I wouldn’t travel as they did.

“Good luck with that.”

“We are capable of going anywhere you can steer your machine,” Ubiel said. “And you will discover we fight fiercely.”

“I meant good luck finding my loved ones.”

He paused. “Did something dire happen to them?”

Why would I answer that? There was work to do. Stomper had entrusted me with the rescue of her brother and his platoon. Reality seemed to be tearing apart at the seams. The obstacles ahead were insurmountable, even with a true AI battle companion and the most upgraded MCR that existed.

Saving three men would be easy by comparison. Maybe that would clear my head. Gaining momentum would help me push through all the other things raining down like meteors.

Secret AI collectives. Portal generators. At least one alien invasion.

A wide street twisted through buildings ahead of me. I accelerated to seventy-five percent of my top speed. Benji reported the CNPP was operating near maximum efficiency. Normally, this pace drove the digital needles near the red zone of the compact nuclear power plant. They stood straight up instead, exactly in the middle of the ideal range. It was like we were testing the MCR in a lab environment.

I laughed loudly and gave a whoop inside the cockpit. None of the Jitak heard it, which was for the best.

Benji tracked their movements. Somehow, they were keeping up and maintaining the formation no matter what buildings or debris piles blocked their path.

“They are running along building tops and jumping from one to the next,” Benji said when he noticed which of the HUD displays my eyes had been focused on. “Except for Morliin. He will likely break an ankle running soon. That collapsed parking garage is the length of three city blocks and contains the remains of two adjacent buildings.”

“Maybe Jitaks don’t have ankles.” I focused on my objective.

Ubiel traveled the same streets as me. Sometimes he lagged behind to maximize cover. Less frequently, he raced ahead to get the best possible angle on a turn as we approached. He aimed the lance-like rifle from his shoulder, though the way he gripped a section that wrapped over and under his shoulder defied human flexibility. It seemed like the trigger was a vertical lever on his back.

I tried not to stare at the strange weapon for too long. Most of it extended toward the way we were going, but when held like this, the significant trigger box was on his back.

“Benji, what the hell is that thing?” I finally asked.

“I believe the battery pack relocates to a position away from any perceived threat,” my MCR AI said. “I am still gathering data.”

Moments later, we saw it in use.

“An element of what you call the ROV6 is around this corner,” he said. An energy bubble surrounded him. The combination battery pack and trigger box on his back glowed hot in my rig’s infrared cameras. The bubble dropped a microsecond before the rifle portion fired a beam and then blasted something just out of view.

Benji adjusted my optics to protect my eyes. I came around the corner and fired my center gun on what remained of the first ROV6 squad. Their second squad had been farther back and across the boulevard. Now they scrambled into buildings and debris fields in search of cover. For a hot second, they looked like man-sized animals with ratty pelts.

“Benji, find me my next targets,” I ordered.

Aiming reticles popped up and tracked several enemy soldiers. Three of the five dived into shadows between leaning building frames. There were probably foxholes or bunker entrances there but I couldn’t see them. Two raced across open ground in search of their own hiding places. I fired at them in sequence with my center gun while my pulse laser raked the street all the way to the next intersection.

The rest of the ROV6 platoon were bound to make a charge from that zone and I was not disappointed. While the center gun was doing its bloody work, the pulse laser drove back the lead elements of their reinforcements.

Other Jitak weapons turned the fading light into snapshots of high noon. Only then did I realize stars were appearing overhead. On any other day, the scene would have been stunningly beautiful. Now it was filled with fire and blood.

ROV6 airships raced to assist the blocking force we’d encountered. I took one down with my beam laser. That wasn’t a recommended use, but this time, I thought the effect on the morale of the pilots must have been pronounced. The remaining ship banked away and hit their afterburners to un-ass the area.

“I am monitoring enemy comms,” Benji said. “The encryption is good, but I can guess by the amount of traffic that what lies around the next corner is company strength or larger. I have plotted a new route that will require you to smash down some walls.”

“Love it. Let’s go full rig warrior.” The words escaped my clenched teeth. I ran the controls hard, monitored multiple HUDs, and barely had time to think about my strange allies. “Let Ubiel and his buddies know.”

“Working on it. They haven’t responded with confirmation.”

“That’s on them. They can follow or screw off for all I care.”

“Very good, Jam. Please remember that we cannot do repairs in the field.”

He was talking about the AI community. An intense feeling spread through my chest and was neither bad nor good. Shit just got real, and I wondered what the hell my future would be like.

Staying with the C-FEF seemed unlikely.

But that made me want to be part of the organization I’d pushed back against since being recruited. Fantastic. You never knew what you had until it was gone.
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The MCR punched through concrete walls easily enough. Steel beams and reinforced foundations were another story, so I avoided them. Breaking things in an MCR was an art, and I had a lot of practice. Benji seemed thankful I wasn’t being more of a brute.

“I’m trying to make as little noise as possible,” I said, fully aware of how ridiculous the claim would sound to a civilian. Noise on this urban battlefield was relative. “And I don’t want dust clouds.”

“Our fans are disrupting the microparticles you disturbed,” Benji said. “That always helps.”

“Yeah.” My response sounded pissed off because I saw three examples of the phenomena not far away.

ROV6 mechs were approaching.

I hated those guys.

“I’m reading power surges and seismic readings consistent with three enemy machines,” Benji said.

“Inform Ubiel and his companions.” I slowed my advance, slipped under an awning, and entered a surprisingly delightful area. Before me was what had been an open-air market. Cool shadows gave the place a sad but welcoming aura. My imagination generated ghosts. Men and women and children worked and played and haggled like nothing would ever smash their home to bits.

I walked in a three-quarter squat for two hundred meters before putting the place behind me. Ubiel and his Jitak disappeared from view. Finding them with my MCR sensors was also difficult, though I couldn’t determine if that was due to their skill or some technological marvel of their gear. There was no way to forget the power shield and energy blast combo from their lance rifles. Hopefully, they were still on my side.

“The ROV6 mechs are coming closer. Can you feel the vibrations?” Benji asked.

“Yeah, I sure as hell can.” They stomped closer. Listening to their approach always made me think of my sergeant and her brother.

Stomp. Stomp. Stomp. What a bunch of half-assed jerks. Didn’t they know I was watching? Hacks like these mech operators annoyed me. I wouldn’t call their machines rigs. That would be an insult to MCRs everywhere. The ROV6 engineers relied on armor thickness and firepower.

Three of them came down the street. Their support elements were blasting away at something on adjacent streets, probably attempting to cover their movement.

“You’re not as sneaky as you think,” I muttered and started making calculations. My new beam laser could neutralize one, and my long gun could take out the pilot of another. His machine would blunder forward as he died, and that could be dangerous for everyone in the area.

How could I handle the third? At this range, it would become a slugfest if I didn’t take them all down in the first go—and that was a scenario I would definitely lose.

Those thoughts and others helped me push aside emotions. The ROV6 in the center was the one that had stomped on the C-FEF heavy infantry unit. Dried blood stained its feet and lower legs.

The fifteen-ton war machine was covered with bits of buildings and even a few shrubs. Like their infantry, ROV6 operators liked to decorate themselves. Watching them move was surreal. Were we in a fantasy novel or fighting for Vaux VI?

“Ubiel is requesting access to direct comms.”

“Talk to him, Benji.”

“He wishes to speak to you.”

“Fine.”

My earpiece beeped twice before I heard the Jitak man talk.

“These are dangerous opponents,” he said. “My companions can easily avoid them. Do you need a distraction to do the same?”

“They need to be eliminated.”

Silence.

Elsewhere, the weapons fire and explosions ceased. That wasn’t exactly good news for me. I was probably facing three heavy mechs with reinforcements nearby.

“There is more,” Ubiel eventually said. “Savis and Oloran have spotted the three men you came so far to help. I fear the choice has been made for us. We are ready to fight in the darkness and the light.”

I marked two mech targets in my HUD. “Benji is sending you my targets. Don’t engage those. It will mess up my shots. Take the other one and be ready for an infantry and light armored vehicle rush.”

“I see what must be done,” Ubiel said. “We will attack without hesitation.”

Time slowed until I grew angry. The irrational feeling wasn’t unfamiliar, but it had been a while since I experienced it. Clarity came to each of my senses. Nothing but making perfect shots mattered. I knew from experience that would change. After slaying two of my three enemies, all I would care about would be movement and acquiring new targets. Focus was victory. Wrong and right, or shadow and light, or whatever, didn’t matter. We were in the gears of the machine now.

I nearly surprised myself when I fired the beam laser. It cut through the first ROV6 mech from its left hip to its right shoulder—through the middle of the operator’s cockpit at an angle. The afterimage of the flash would haunt me, but right now, I was already firing the long gun.

At close range, the weapon was ridiculously overpowered. There was just enough distance between my MCR and my enemy for the kinetic projectile to reach maximum velocity. A smoking hole appeared through the second ROV6 mech cockpit.

Jitak weapons flashed twice—once for the pre-shot shields and once for the energy beam. I didn’t see their targets. Moving was my only concern.

The airships hadn’t totally removed themselves from the picture. I’d expected the air to surface missiles and wasn’t disappointed. My hiding place became a glowing crater seconds after I vacated it. Debris rained as far as the abandoned market I had used to sneak between neighborhoods.

Darkness fell after the Jitak annihilated the first wave of reinforcements. Return fire destroyed buildings around us. I raced through an alley to reach Andrew Stomper and the last of the Titanium I Platoon.

All of them were injured. They gazed up at me in horror, surprised that a C-FEF asset had found them before the ROV6 murderers did.

“Got my rig back,” I said through MCR Benji’s external speakers. “Let’s go to Tall Town.”

“I’m down with that,” Midnight said, and he was on his feet, ready to move. Henderson wasn’t much slower. When Andrew finally rallied, it was like a corpse had risen, nodded acquiescence, then allowed his friends to guide him away from what they had thought was their last stand.

I made sure no one followed them.


CHAPTER 28


I didn’t need to walk backward to watch for pursuit. Benji and my cameras kept a lookout as I hung back about a hundred meters from the remnants of T1. For perhaps the first time, night suited my mood. Darkness had never appealed to me despite my bad attitude. Most people would think me the type to embrace it. Rule-breaking rebels and cigar-smoking troublemakers were always night owls, right?

I didn’t resent the stereotype. Opinions lacked the physical mass to kill me.

What had been my hangup? This was a uniquely private time, even though I was with T1 and the Jitaks. I owned everything I could see and was ready to defend it. There was something beautiful in the solidarity found under the stars.

Maybe that was why Yorp, and the countryside and bay that surrounded it, were so magical now. Seeing the stars was rare. I could smell the sea and the inland fields. Only faint tendrils of acrid smoke dared challenge the moment. City walls, bridges, and canals full of dark water were behind me now, or far away on my flank, to be more accurate.

I was tired of facing big decisions. Overthought should be my new nickname. Hey everyone, you remember Jam? That dude who spent so much time thinking that it killed his instincts. Yeah, he fell in a sinkhole. What a shitty way to go.

Ubiel and Savis stayed with me, one on each side of the street. They were excellent companions. Kept their mouths shut. Didn’t tell me what to do or give me new mysteries to solve.

They’d done enough of that when we first met.

We climbed the largest and steepest hills of Yorp, paused for a ten-minute break in the shadows of the last of the high-rise buildings, and then began a long, straight trek for Tall Town. Unlike other portions of the transportation grid, these streets didn’t wind around parks or other more natural terrain features. The railcars didn’t allow it. Straight up or down was the only way they traveled.

Do you stand in the darkness and the light? The Jitak’s voice was surprisingly loud in my head. I made a mental note to kick him out of my memories.

Andrew, Henderson, and Midnight ignored the trolly cars for good reason. Even if they worked, the conveyances might draw fire from a distance. A bored patrol might not notice three troopers on foot and a solo MCR. In this theater, that was becoming surprisingly common. I doubted they would see the Jitak warriors at all. Someone would notice, however, when the rusty old cars squealed to life and then plummeted toward level ground.

I waited for them to establish their pace, then found an alley between the row houses on each side of the trolley system. There wasn’t as much refuse as I thought there might be. No one lived around here to create filth and decay.

I peeked between the buildings when I could. Andrew had roused himself enough to update me via comms. Ubiel and Savis followed because there was no room to establish proper flanks. Their companions utilized parallel streets. I suspected they understood how obvious they would appear hopping from one residential structure to another.

The sun was shining bright now, and there were plenty of military assets in the region to spot us. I could feel a shift like never before and wondered what kind of hell I’d stepped into. Ubiel watched me when we stopped. The other Jitak warriors also kept their thoughts to themselves.

What did they want from me?

“We’re in sight of Tall Town,” Andrew said. “What are you doing with your friends?”

I asked him for a suggestion.

He thought about it longer than was comfortable. We were still a hundred meters apart but were staring at each other. “We all saw them helping us. No way we could have made it this far without them. I don’t know if you’ve seen what the ROV6 mechs do to infantry, but I heard you do know what they do to prisoners. So thanks for sparing us from both.”

“Fate worse than death,” Midnight added.

Henderson chimed in, “Wouldn’t wish that on my worst enemy.”

Andrew signaled Henderson and Midnight to spread out and move, then turned away. It didn’t seem like he had anything more to say. Lance Corporal Stomper was just as good a small unit leader as his big sister. He knew when to leave things unsaid.

A fresh signal reached me—the other Stomper was closer than anticipated.

“I’m picking up your marker, Jam,” she said. “Moving to rendezvous now.”

“What are you doing out here?”

“Light duty. Tall Town is short on security teams, so they let me do a patrol as long as I didn’t go far. Damn, it’s good to hear from you.”

“I’ve got to do something,” I said, hating the words that had to come next. “Get your brother and the others to medical. They’re hurt worse than any of them let on. Don’t follow me.”

“At least I know it’s you and not an imposter,” she said, her voice struggling to sound hard despite deep surges of emotion she was attempting to control at the same time. “You never were great with the chain of command.”

“I know how it works,” I said, backing away from the flatlands in favor of an alleyway. There were three and four-story buildings in abundance but just as many neighborhoods with strip malls and parking lots. Once, long ago, that urban sprawl had been popular on every Capian world. “Call me selectively compliant.”

That earned a laugh. “Willful, disobedient, pain in my ass, more like.”

I turned to leave, confident no one from Tall Town could see me without drones or satellite surveillance. The base was barely visible. It hadn’t earned its name from buildings and construction cranes. Mechanized combat rigs and their operators ran the place. If I said the wrong thing, a bunch of them would rush after me.

That sounded like a good thing, but I didn’t think they deserved to suffer from the decisions I’d made.
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“We must move faster now that you are committed,” Ubiel said as he ran along a dry canal at the base of the hill. His scouts were leading us around the heights and back to the bay where Benji had helped me evade pursuit. I hadn’t traveled this route for over a year. Normally we took the high ground whenever we could.

I picked up the pace. Wind whipped off the bay, and there were other mechs and tanks and explosions in the distance. None of that would help me evade friends and enemies once they narrowed their search grid. The ROV6 units would be moving cautiously after their bullies vanished. Destroying them should have made me feel better.

“We are close to a place where we can talk,” Ubiel said.

“I know it.”

He gave me a curious look but didn’t argue.

One of the strangest terrain features was a cut out of the heights where there had been an entertainment district. The place looked dirty and unsafe now, but once it had been full of lights and music. It wasn’t a good place to stay for long because there was only one way in or out. Nothing beat it when it came to privacy.

I studied the area with Benji’s optics while the MCR AI conducted a full sensor sweep. Ubiel’s companions cleared the zone quickly and efficiently. I squatted down to talk with the Jitak team leader without opening my canopy.

“This is the hard part,” I guessed.

He nodded. “We don’t need the use of your very clever portal device because it is small, or even to cross from one place to another.” The other Jitaks maintained a respectful distance. They faced outward as they stood guard.

“I told you the Alarans use extremely destructive portal technology to move their juggernaut armadas from star system to star system. That is true, but there is more to the story. Their technology requires work between portals. They call them gates. We tried for centuries to disable them, only to learn they don’t exist in the void as we understand it.”

“You want to go between the openings and find out,” I said. “My portal generator will allow that.”

“We know what is there now. Great fortresses of technology must be disabled if we are to stop their next conquest. My informants claim this is also where they will hold Valini, the Princess of Peace and War, until her execution. Only she can agree to an alliance with your people. Without her commitment, there will be a three-way war between my people, yours, and the Alarans. Saving her is the most important thing we can do.”

“Maybe we should hear what they have to offer before picking sides.”

He took several moments to control his anger before responding, “That would be a mistake. We tried the strategy and lost three-fourths of our worlds to their greed. All we had wanted was for them to take a longer route—to spare our star from the effects of their death gates. They gave our ambassadors gifts and promised to do no harm. The star of our homeworld was the first to be ruined despite their assurances. Blame was cast in every direction, and it took us hundreds of years to unite and fight back.”

“There is always a choice,” I muttered.

Ubiel narrowed his alien gaze. His mannerisms were strange but also familiar. Elijah would have warned me about overlaying preconceived notions across this situation. Exhaustion demanded concessions. I hoped and prayed this wasn’t a mistake.

“I don’t know how to use the portal generator.” I checked the inventory of the MCR vault to confirm the case was there. “It hasn’t been opened since before we found the container.”

Ubiel’s expression was easy to read now. The man was uncomfortable and struggling with a hard decision.

“Talk to me, Ub.”

“My name gets shorter and shorter.” He pressed the palms of his hands to his eyes, exactly like a human might when expressing vexation, then shook his head side to side just enough for the motion to be noticeable. I waited and kept my mouth shut.

His companions were interested now. While they maintained a nearly perfect defensive perimeter, each of them peeked in our direction. Did they know how good my cameras were? Since the AI upgrade, I had all the tools MCRs were supposed to have when they began an operation and more.

“You must seek the aide of the woman,” Ubiel said softly, barely looking up as he spoke. “Working with your people makes me tired. I wish someone had warned me.”

“Want to narrow that down with a name, maybe even a location?”

Ubiel regained his composure and stood with his energy rifle held butt stock to the ground in one hand. “Halaxika, another of my companions, is also searching for human assistance. He has been unsuccessful but did report your movements from time to time. That was before we understood who was worth contacting and what the level of human technology was. He says the portal generator, small as it is, was first carried by a female officer of the Capian First Expeditionary Fleet.”

My stomach dropped.

“She was badly wounded. Your team put her in one of your mechanized combat rigs and sent her away.” He paused. “Intelligent men and women of the Jitak exodus are still arguing if that was a ritual for the dead or if you were attempting to get her to a hospital. Our words do not translate well in most of these instances, and there is another debate occurring about what a hospital is and whether they are effective.”

“We put her on life support and used my rig to send her back to Tall Town. That’s where our field hospital is located. From there, if she survived, she was probably lifted to a fleet ship where our best medical facilities are located.”

Ubiel listened carefully.

“Hospitals are for healing our sick and wounded. Sometimes they work—if the wounds are survivable and the injured person is taken there quickly.”

“The woman was attacked by ROV6 troops, then hunted like it was a game,” Ubiel said. “Halaxika reported that it was the most uncivilized display of violence he had ever witnessed.”

I forced away memories of captivity. Darkness closed around me. The agonized sobs of Raquel and Elijah became louder than ever. My own misery was hard to recall—like the pain and desperation had reached a level my brain couldn’t process.

“Do you know how to find the woman?” Ubiel asked with one hand reaching out to offer comfort he couldn’t give with me still in my rig.

I nodded stupidly—he couldn’t see me in the rig—then asked Benji for help. “Can you locate her?”

“Stand by,” the AI said.

Waiting always sucked. Oddly enough, this time wasn’t so bad. There was no quality conversation with my new companions to pass the time, but neither did my treacherous brain revisit the past. I watched birds in the distance and chose to take that as a good sign.

There were battles as well, but they were far away and seemed like skirmishes. The upper atmosphere was full of the shadow of warships. That never gave me a warm fuzzy feeling. I’d seen this many during our first and second conquests of this planet. The life of a soldier was a never-ending string of such views.

“She is still in the Tall Town field hospital,” Benji said. “Blood loss was the worst of her problems. There were burns and other trauma, but no brain bleeds or spinal damage. I believe she will convalesce there for several weeks at least.”

Images of hospital rooms and hallways came easily. Doctors, nurses, and concerned friends came and went. There were no sounds or smells, only the brightly lit images. Over the years, I had become too familiar with such places.

“I need to talk to her.”

Benji answered a minute later, “I cannot contact her without drawing a significant amount of attention to our situation.”

Ubiel asked what was happening, and I explained what we were attempting. He stepped back to wait with Koil and Savis while the others remained on guard duty.

“It’s no good,” Benji said.

“Can’t your AI network do something?”

“There are no phones, radios, or computer connections in that section of the hospital,” Benji said. “That is standard procedure before you ask. Could there be heightened security around her? Yes. I detected an intense layer of signal encryption that is compounding the problem. There is a lot of digital noise in this scenario.”

“Thanks, Benji. Let me think.” I stared in the direction of Tall Town. Before long, I was moving in that direction despite the risk of being discovered and ordered back to base.


CHAPTER 29


“This is far closer than is advisable,” Benji said. “And I cannot promise it will help with signal acquisition and decryption. Even if those obstacles are negotiated, Lieutenant Elda may still be alone in a room without access to communication devices of any kind.”

“Don’t get snippy with me,” I said with a smile. Benji sounded defensive, and that tickled my funny bone.

“You know I am far less emotional than you are, and these are merely facts.”

“Yeah. I know.” Staring at Tall Town brought back good memories. I watched a pair of MCRs patrolling the defensive perimeter and imagined their banter. “Looks like they have a new Titanium Platoon warming up for action.”

“I believe those belong to Titanium II,” Benji said.

“Ouch.” T2 had come limping back to base with their rigs destroyed. All five operators, which included their platoon leader, failed to recover from injuries and were processed out of Gamma Company. As a result, everyone thought T2 was bad luck. There were serious discussions about retiring the unit permanently.

“Do you think I could sneak past them on foot?” I asked.

“You always surprise me.”

The pair of MCRs continued around the loop. Drones buzzed above the route in the opposite direction, and I could see all five observation towers. The sky was unusually clear today. It looked like a new infantry and light armored vehicle division was practicing something inside the fences.

“You have an incoming message from Sergeant Amy Stomper,” Benji announced. “She spotted you from inside the base and says you better get your ass home before questions get asked.”

I searched my HUDs for the message that had to be text. We used maintenance logs for semi-private comms. Sure enough, I saw her approval for a new toaster and chuckled.

“The old toaster joke,” I muttered. “Why can’t we get something good like a microwave?”

“How would you like to respond?” Benji asked.

“Ask if she can visit the hospital for me. Be vague about who I want to check on.”

“Her reply was instant. Sheila is out of rehab but not back to duty, and she was approved for limited missions, as you know.”

I chewed my lip and hoped Ubiel and his companions weren’t getting impatient. They needed to stay where I left them. “Open the maintenance chat. I’ll dictate text.”

The conversation was short. Stomper wasn’t interested in my bullshit and told me to meet her at the pool.

“I can do that.” Benji double-encrypted my response, and I started for the old high school and its dry swimming pool. T4 had snuck off to drink beer there more than once. All of the Titanium units did it, but never together. Maybe some other C-FEF teams decompressed there as well.

I hid Benji, dismounted, and soon found myself strolling down memory lane. Stomper was dangling her feet into the dry Olympic-sized pool when I arrived. Before I knew what I was doing, my feet were swinging beside hers.

“You didn’t bring beer,” I said.

“Sergeants don’t provide alcohol for their subordinates,” she said. “Especially not for the rule-breaking, disobedient, reckless assholes who are going to get thrown in military prison soon. What are you still doing out there?”

I handed her a cigar, then lit mine. She got hers started, and we stared straight ahead as I composed my answer.

She’d lost twenty pounds she couldn’t afford to lose. Her eyes were sunken, and she slouched slightly. That detail was more devastating to my psyche than learning Jitaks and Alarans were invading.

She blew a smoke ring.

“Nice.”

“You know what’s not nice?” she said.

I closed my eyes for a second. “No, but I bet you’re going to tell me.”

“My brother won’t even tell me why you’re refusing to come in. The mountain of bullshit I had to tell my boss should win me an acting award for volume if nothing else.” She lowered the cigar and stared at the dimly glowing ember. “I need you, Jam. We’re nearly as recked as T2. Can’t rebuild if you become some kind of AWOL ghost legend. Bad for morale. Implies that my leadership is flawed. I don’t want to give up MCR service.”

“I still have it.”

She nodded and looked even more exhausted. “That’s going to change everything.”

“Change is good.”

“Is it?”

“I’d like to change my underwear.”

She snorted a laugh that reminded me of the good times, and I leaned in to give her a side hug. The moment lasted just long enough to prove we were still friends, which was an odd concept. She’d been “Sarge” to me for a long time.

We worked on the cigars and didn’t talk much for several minutes. I wanted to sit here for hours, maybe grab a beer and talk through all of the crap we’d endured together.

“Sheila will come back,” Stomper finally said, then blew out a final cloud of smoke. “Not like Raquel.”

We didn’t need to say more. There were a lot of other names than Raquel, who had fought on this planet, escaped physically, and never came back. Some handled survivor guilt and all the other mental wounds better than others.

I would never leave. My deeds would stay on Vaux VI, or someplace like it, forever. When I shared this with Stomper, she surprised me by smiling and mussing my hair like I was her little brother.

“That should be the most depressing thing you’ve said.” She stood and let the stubby cigar hang in one hand as I often did when relaxed. “Take care of yourself. I’ll rebuild the platoon and make sure there is always a spot in it for you. Don’t worry about being court-martialed. I’ll handle that.”

I joined her. We faced one another from just inside of arm’s reach. There were no more hugs or high-fives. All of that was for the next time we met—if we survived that long.

“I’ll get a secure comms device to Elda,” she said. “That’s why you came, right? We talked, and I think the woman would have done better to wait for help from Dates.”

There wasn’t much for me to say. “The less you’re involved, the better.”

She punched me in the gut, but I twisted away just in time to minimize the force of the strike.

“Don’t get cocky, Jam. I’ll kick your ass.” She started to leave. “Thanks for walking my brother home from school. You have one week before I come looking for you. Don’t make me leave the luxurious accommodations of Tall Town.”
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“We don’t have a lot of time,” Lieutenant Rhiannon Elda said, then repeated the instructions. “So keep listening. I’m being thorough for a reason.”

“I have it in a clear space, just like you instructed.”

The plaza around me was dusty and clear of debris. Ubiel and his companions had found the perfect location and guided me there soon after I explained the needed parameters.

“Everyone who is going through the portal is within three meters of me,” I said, repeating her instructions almost word for word. “They know to spread out once we’re through but to take no more than a few steps because they will be blind.”

“You will be the only person able to see for five seconds,” Elda said, then chuckled. “Maybe you are one of those rare MCR operators who listens.” She didn’t wait for a response. “The generator must be closed as fast as possible. That means putting it back in the case, entering the security code, and hiding it in your rig. Thirty seconds or less. Trust me, you don’t want to screw up this part.”

“Why not?”

“Leaving the device open will not keep the portal open longer than the set time, but it will draw creatures from the darkness. So don’t do it.”

“Copy that.”

“Leaving requires the same action, but you must enter the exact coordinates of where you are now.”

“Out to fifteen decimal points. Got it. I wrote it on my hand.”

“Amy said you were a joker.”

I wasn’t sure if the lieutenant was amused.

“Benji has a static HUD with the instructions and the codes. Only I can see it, even if someone hypothetically was in the cockpit with me,” I said.

“You must really trust that AI,” she said. “If you do this wrong, you’re going to hell with the Jitak heroes, and you’re staying there.”

“Seriously?” Something about her tone bothered me.

“I have to sign off. A nurse is coming. Good luck.”

The line went dead.
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Ubiel stood watching over my shoulder as I opened the box. The device was heavier than I remembered. Suddenly, the idea that a stray round or even a rocket could damage it seemed ridiculous. Opening the lid required all the strength in my hands, and my vision darkened as I stared at it.

“I had thought you would activate it while in your war machine,” Ubiel said.

“Just be ready.” I snapped the words, clenched my jaw, and kept my eyes on my work. Ubiel backed away and took his position with the others. They were well inside the three-meter perimeter as Elda had instructed. I felt like they were breathing down my neck.

MCR Benji squatted directly in front of me with the canopy open. No one could mount up faster than me. Even so, Ubiel’s concern struck too close to home. I didn’t want to go unprepared into this hellscape, as Elda called it.

The portal generator cannot be carried through the barrier, she’d said. You must draw the opening around your team, then secure the device even if you get ripped limb from limb in the process.

I mentally practiced the sequence of numbers, letters, and symbols she provided. This part seemed too easy. I wasn’t great with brute force memorization, yet, this seemed like it belonged to me completely.

“We are standing watch over you and the device,” Ubiel announced.

“All right. Here goes nothing.” I typed with one hand, closed the case the moment I was done, and lugged it up the ladder to my cockpit. The canopy closed as I was securing the device in the MCR vault.

“It’s very dark,” Benji said.

I viewed the interior walls of the rig where the HUD displays should be. The AI wasn’t joking. Blackness held me like a vice.

“Lights.”

Benji activated emergency light-emitting diodes that glimmered weakly. I’d expected to be blinded by their harshness.

What I hadn’t expected was pressure. Something was shoving me down into my harness—not from above, but from within each of my cells. This had to be my imagination because Elda hadn’t mentioned this effect.

I didn’t know what a panic attack felt like, and I hadn’t experienced the body-destroying gravity caused by the acceleration of early star travel experiments. This was something new, and I didn’t like it.

Seconds passed, and it was over. Vision returned. The landscape around me lacked buildings. More importantly, it lacked swarms of demons Elda had hinted at.

“Ubiel?” I asked.

“We are here. Did you feel the pressure?”

“Yep. How dark did it get for you?”

“Our blindness was absolute, but now we see the path ahead.” Ubiel was already moving. His companions spread out and watched their zones. I strode forward. The MCR was working fine now that the first few moments in this place had passed.

“Your machine is tall,” Ubiel said. “The terrain is flat. How far can you see?”

I described landmarks all the way to a ridge that ran along a murky riverbed. Skeletal trees and bushes ran along the gray wound in the earth. Somehow, I didn’t believe anything was drinking from the ominous liquid.

“Would you like to launch AI drones?” Benji asked privately.

“Not yet.”

Unaware that I was conversing with my MCR AI, Ubiel spoke, “Little is known about the realm between portals. My forbearers claimed that the Alaran ruined this place, and many others like it, with their reality splitters.”

I shuddered. “That is the first time you have called them that. What else are you holding back?”

He didn’t answer, and I saw why. A fortress was now visible on the horizon. It was hazy, like a distant mountain. Vapor belched from huge cylinders. Lights blinked up the sides of these giants. In my experience, there was only one reason for that display, and it was to warn away aircraft.

Other features came into sharper relief as we drew nearer. The walls guarding it were hundreds of meters high. Vents released vapors as well, but mostly fluids and trash. Piles of the stuff clogged the lake around it.

“We will reach the ridgeline and the river by midday,” Ubiel said. “Savis and Morliin are scouting ahead of us now and have much to report.”

“I bet they do.” Benji had my HUDs functioning again. He mapped the areas we passed through and predicted terrain features ahead of us with decent accuracy. The grey between-worlds landscape looked flat but wasn’t. “This is not what I expected.”

“You imagined a small portal would lead to a small world,” Ubiel said. Our radio channel was even less reliable here. His words sounded thin despite how resonant his voice actually was.

“Pretty much.” I checked my cameras all around and saw more gray flatness in every direction. There was a depressing forest of dead trees in the direction Benji had labeled north. I thought there were flocks of starlings, or their portal world equivalent, swarming into the sky and then landing over and over again.

The place felt like something out of a novel, but it definitely wasn’t magic. The land itself was neither bad nor good. I lacked information. Ubiel implied that the Alaran had trashed the place with their crude technology. I didn’t want to stay long enough to fact-check his story.

“This is nothing compared to the damage that is done when they activate their star portals,” Ubiel said when we stopped to rest.

I didn’t want to get out to relieve myself, but I did. On the way back from the scraggly bushes I’d used to protect my modesty, I lit a cigar, only thinking better of it after it was too late.

“You should not eat or drink here—or do whatever that is,” Ubiel said.

I exhaled. The smoke never really went into my lungs. That was not how it was done with cigars. “Sounds like good advice.” I took my time putting away the stub. Maybe I was stalling. This place was too much, and I wanted to go back to being a loose cannon with almost no responsibility. Plus, my stockpile of contraband was running low, and I didn’t know if there would be a chance to replenish it.

Ubiel watched. His people settled into the perimeter as though we might be stopped here for a day or a week or forever. The grim landscape quieted them. None had their gold or silver showing. For all their talk about fighting in the light or the darkness, they were shadow warriors now.

“How are we going to accomplish the mission?” I asked. Holding down resentment and suspicion grew harder by the second. The Jitak man had claimed there was a princess to rescue and enemy portal generators to be destroyed. I couldn’t see how that was possible. I was also skeptical about this Jitak “princess.” It seemed like something an alien conman would say to convince a gullible rogue like me. Come on, save the alien princess. It’ll be fun!

“There is a way inside.” His answer was too calm. A suspicious, untrusting person would think he’d been planning to betray me.

I wished I hadn’t just stowed my travel cigar in my portable humidor. That would teach me to prematurely protect my most valuable assets.

“The Alaran are fair scouts,” Ubiel said. “But poor spies. They might know what an MCR is but only on a superficial level. I suspect they will be sending units to investigate our arrival.”

“I’m bait?”

He stared toward the distant fortress. “You could say that. Know this before you judge my tactics or my honor. Once we defeat them, the route into the fortress and codes we will need to remain invisible to their security will be ours.”

“Give me details, Ub.”

His eyebrows furrowed. “That is not my name.”

I waited him out.

“They rely on cybernetics,” he said. “And you are on their hit list.”

“Wow. That makes me feel special.” I surveyed the terrain again and again. My brain was working faster than normal. I felt tingly when the phenomena hit me.

The fortress wasn’t someplace I was going. Ubiel had to understand that what he asked was impossible. A glimpse of him talking to the others when none of them knew I was in full spy-on-your-strange-alien-allies mode was informative.

I knew what they really wanted. If they asked me to assault the fortress afterward, well, we would see how badly they wanted to return to Yorp.


CHAPTER 30


“Tell me more about this hit list,” I said, refusing to move.

“It does not matter.”

“It sure as hell does. Because it means they know me specifically and have a problem with me. How could that be, Ub? Has someone been slandering my good name?”

He pointed toward the horizon. “Cast your human eyes in that direction, and you will see two things of interest. A vehicle is fleeing, and there are others chasing it.”

“That’s kind of just one thing,” I said as Benji dialed in the MCR’s optics and presented two versions of the action on separate HUD displays. One was in infrared with range markers and targeting reticules for three of my weapon systems with sufficient range to strike—beam laser, long gun, and rockets if I moved the box into a ready position. The other screen was high-resolution video with just enough zoom for me to see faces.

A woman drove the lead vehicle. Silver hair streamed behind her slender head and neck. She was obviously Jitak, but not emerald green as were my current companions. The camera view jumped. My eyes attempted to accommodate for the extreme magnification. Where Ubiel and the others were a glossy emerald color, same as their armor, this woman was pale gold, almost platinum. Her heavily embroidered robes were in tatters but had once been red, gold, and silver.

She stared over a large steering wheel, scanning the horizon as she raced away from her pursuers at dangerous speeds. I caught a glimpse of disturbingly blue eyes.

Angry for reasons I didn’t need to consider, I shifted my attention to the pursuing vehicles. Like the stolen car, they were huge, ugly things with massive tires that could drive over about anything. I thought they might go on water as easily as sand. If the metal chassis had been painted, it didn’t show.

The exteriors of the battle cars were streaked with dirt and grime. The wind of their passage made near random designs of the leaking substances. Big, ugly, and unstoppable, these machines would be popular with the worst of the ROV6 units.

Each of the three chase cars carried five humanoids. My skin tingled. My spine was alive with warning signs. Danger packed into every detail of the scene.

“Benji, give me your analysis.” I moved parallel to the spectacle on the horizon. The brutish men I saw were protected with sleeves of metal mesh and seemed to wear goggles over their eyes—all three of them. It didn’t take AI measurements to tell me they were bigger than humans or Jitaks and were made for crushing things.

“Call them two point five to three meters in height and big boned—to steal one of the phrases you use after drinking too much,” Benji said. “Each of these brutes have four eyes.”

“I only see three.”

“Check the back of their heads.”

“Fantastic.” My eyes went to the hammer-like fists gripping the steering wheel of the lead vehicle. The Alarans were thick with muscle and appeared to have robotic exoskeletons.

Ubiel and his companions sprinted on an intercept course, though I seriously doubted they would ever catch up. They stopped in pairs to aim and fire, and thus taught me the first important detail about the Alaran armored cars.

They looked like open-topped all-terrain vehicles, but their shields were devastatingly powerful. Each time one of the Jitak energy blasts struck, they were deflected. A shockwave radiated out from the cars and sent rings of dust into the air.

“Force transfer,” Benji supplied. “But also some sort of power exhaust. I cannot determine if those vehicles are nuclear or something even more dangerous.”

“Work on it. Stomper will want a full report someday.”

“Unless you die and I am melted for scrap metal.”

“Ub,” I shouted over comms. “We should work together. Talk to me.”

“We are too late. Princess Valini escaped from the fortress and will be killed. She should have stayed in their prison where politics protected her.”

“Yeah, I’m not getting the whole story,” I said to Benji.

“Agreed. The Jitaks are holding back.”

“Draw their attention,” Ubiel said. “Make them fight us. I doubt their shields are calibrated for your kinetic weapons.”

“They don’t seem to give a shit about the shots your companions are hitting them with.”

“They know us. When they realize there is a powerful new player on the field of battle, their pride will burn them up like a plasma bomb.”

I shrugged in my harness. “Twist my arm.” I slowed enough to aim the long gun, picked the lead vehicle, and punched a hole through the driver. His body exploded. His head fell backward until it rested on his neck. His hands never released the wheel.

I’d hoped that killing him would cause a spectacular crash. Instead, the Alaran ATV merely slowed until one of the driver’s buddies shoved him out and replaced him behind the wheel.

The other two vehicles split from the formation. One continued after Valini. The other joined the one I’d shot at and raced toward me. All the while, the Jitak warriors fired their lance-rifles. Some hits did damage, but not enough. I got a strong impression that they’d had this battle many times before, and the Alarans had adapted more effectively.

My long gun and my rockets were novel to the cyborg aliens, it seemed. Two-thirds of their force was coming for me while Ubiel and his buddies raced to help the princess. She was over the slight rise of the terrain now. Explosions flashed from just out of view.

I stopped running, squared the MCR to the Alarans, and ripped off a volley of rockets. They bailed from their vehicles and charged on foot. Under other circumstances, I would have been impressed. The switch was seamless. They looked even larger and angrier the closer they got.

“Why aren’t they shooting at us?” I asked.

“Unknown,” Benji replied as he updated my targeting reticles.

I pulsed the MCR shields to deflect the first of their attacks. The Alaran, like the Jitak, used energy-based weapons. They were more advanced than humans, apparently. Maybe that discrepancy could work for us.

The first impact rocked my six-and-a-half-ton rig backward and nearly burned out my shield generator.

Ouch. My weapons had surprised them, but theirs were definitely going to do damage to anything from the C-FEF.

I sidestepped several times in rapid succession, a maneuver few MCR operators enjoyed. Sergeant Stomper did it by twisting at the waist while her feet moved as though walking in one direction as she fired on another plane of attack. I could do that, but right now, I was side-shuffling like a kickball defender.

My beam laser raked the nearest Alaran team, slicing one in half before another threw up a blue umbrella of light that sent my attack skyward. An explosion from the slain Alaran smashed his companions off kilter. They tumbled across the gray landscape and came to their feet. A heartbeat later, they were once again closing the distance.

“Damage report,” I barked. Something was dragging at one of my MCR legs, which meant I’d been struck hard—or stepped in a hole.

Chaos ruled my HUD displays. I was firing as though the C-FEF paid me by trigger strokes. That required me to frequently switch weapons.

Benji helped me stay on my feet and flashed frequent warnings about overheating. The CNPP was doing great—nothing but steady energy flow from my core. My shield generators and weapons, by contrast, were constantly redlining. Alerts I’d never seen warning of joint malfunction were popping up. I was running and gunning, and it showed.

“There is no place to hide out here.” I squatted as low as possible in what seemed to be a dry riverbed. This minimized some of the fire I was taking. Unfortunately, the Alarans were closing to melee range now.

Normally the idea would make me laugh my ass off, but these dudes were huge, fearless, and had tools that looked more than adequate to dismantle my MCR.

“The two on your left flank are approaching with plasma saws,” Benji warned as I swept the beam laser across enemies on my right. Without commenting, I pivoted the pulse laser left and depressed the trigger.

One of the cyborgs took a blast in the torso and fell backward. Blood, bits of armor, and a spray of cables and gears rained down around him. His partner charged through the gore, shot me with something like a huge shotgun, then threw a steel net over my cockpit.

Klaxons deafened me. The noise cut through a dozen other alarms and warnings. The net was powered up and was now burning into my rig.

I dropped my shields completely, then rammed the activation slider to the max, flinging the glowing lattice of death into the air. Sprinting forward, I moved out from under the hated Alaran device as it fell.

A cyborg shouted as he advanced and fired a gun mounted on his left arm. His forward stride was that of a rifleman bracing for recoil despite the weapon being attached to his monstrous body.

I drove my hydraulic spreader into his thick chest and opened it even as the energy bolts he fired tore apart sections of my rig. Bits of metal, ceramic weave, and flesh exploded outward from his body. Something wet smacked into one of my cameras before sliding off. I wasn’t hanging out to check what kind of damage I’d done. It was more than enough to see the globes of red and black obscuring half of my cameras.

Mental ghost images of the face-to-face contact remained. My subconscious wanted to say his people evolved from primates as humans did, but all I could remember from the encounter was the harsh appearance of a burnt skeleton where his face should’ve been.

Like the Jitak, his eyes were too bright. Instead of gold, they were like jars of urine with light behind them. Specks of red floated in the iris. My imagination associated them with unpleasant things—sandpaper and charcoal, damp earth and gravesites. They reminded me of the land between the portals.

Gasping for breath, I shuffled away from the encounter. I’d never been this exhausted while inside an MCR. My immediate adversaries were vanquished. Some of the action I remembered. Most of the images I recalled were like charging through a nightmare with your eyes squeezed nearly shut to avoid witnessing violence. This was too much, even for someone like me. Getting knocked about by murderous alien cyborgs was definitely off my bucket list.

“Ubiel requests immediate assistance,” Benji said. “I have placed the coordinates on HUD 3 and took the liberty of starting in that direction while you attend to your injuries.” A pause followed. “I can be repaired. Blood and gore can be washed away. Don’t worry, Jam. We’ve been through worse.”

I didn’t bother to comment. There were times when my rig drove. Usually, that was on a routine patrol when I was trying to take a nap, and we were just going from point A to point B. During combat operations, we worked together second by second.

I exhaled bad air from my lungs and relaxed as much as could be reasonably expected. At the same time, I tracked markers on one of my HUDs. It didn’t look like they’d been successful. The princess was still fleeing, and an Alaran vehicle continued to pursue her. There were strong indications that my friends were getting their asses handed to them by a delaying team.

Lights flashed ahead of me. A bolt of energy whizzed upward into the sky. Others followed. The Alarans and Jitaks were shooting in all directions. That suggested they were engaged in a close-quarters brawl where muzzle discipline and well-placed shots came second to staying alive at any cost.

“You came,” Ubiel said. The quality of his comms was crap, as usual. His voice was morose. “I thought my gamble had been in error.”

“They are still chasing the princess,” I said. “Do you want me to help your companions or go after her?”

He hesitated. “You’re war machine is not fast enough. Can you make a shot from this range?”

Details of the scene before me came into sharper focus as I ran toward Ubiel, his companions, and the viciously attacking Alaran cyborgs. It seemed they had reinforcements—possibly from a parachute assault of some sort.

The bodies of Koil, Savis, and Oloran had been torn apart, their arms, legs, and heads flung in all directions.

Benji zoomed my best optics in the direction of Princess Valini. She was driving into distant foothills and was exposed to my view due to the incline. A single Alaran ATV remained in pursuit. They were down to a driver and a passenger. The second of the two appeared ready to leap from their vehicle to Valini’s.

Ubiel fell to the ground as a pair of Alaran cyborgs tackled him and ripped off his left arm.

I moved laterally, then parked with my feet spread wide for balance. Dropping one foot back like a martial arts master made the stance like two parts of a triangle that had its base nearest the target. With no further thought, I aimed the beam laser at the driver of the Alaran ATV and my long gun at the cyborg soldier about to leap onto the Valini.

“This is not recommended,” Benji warned. “Not with all the damage we have sustained.”

I fired both weapons simultaneously. The beam laser didn’t have recoil but drew an enormous amount of power for a shot at this range. The science that prevented the laser from dispersing was beyond my understanding. All I knew was that a lot of airborne particulates were atomized between me and the target.

Both weapons were mounted to my frame, which allowed me to extend the MCR arms for balance. This helped when the long gun bucked hard. Like the first weapon, the long gun used more power when firing at a longer range. It was sending a cluster of material bound together magnetically. The rail hummed almost loud enough to hurt my ears inside the cockpit.

The laser sliced the driver in half and ruined the ATV. A glowing hole appeared through the seat, steering wheel, dash, and engine compartment. One of the giant front wheels bounced away as the armored conveyance skidded to a stop like a poorly designed sled.

The Alaran jumper turned to red mist from the base of his neck up. His body, already committed to the action, flung itself through the air and missed his landing by several meters. Valini steered in a new direction and disappeared into a thin grove of trees.

Closer to my position, the cyborgs were savaging Ubiel.

Morliin, Balis, and Epen struggled to their feet and fought on.

Morliin was the most damaged but also the most agile. He leaped through the air and thrust the blade of his lance-rifle through one of the Alarans. The tip went through an upper arm, then continued into the torso. They tumbled away, locked in a deadly embrace.

Balis and Epen dragged back another member of the Alaran kill team and wrestled across the gray dirt. Dignity wasn’t something any of them retained, and their technique fell apart. I thought they would be biting the cyborgs if not for their helmets.

One remained. I kicked him in the chest, hurling him away from Ubiel—who was clutching the stump of his missing arm.

“You are the one they threatened us with,” the Alaran said in digitized Capian once he was back on his feet. “We were coming for you next, no matter what happened here.”

“That doesn’t work for me.” I let ’er rip with my center gun and blew the final cyborg into bloody chunks. The younger version of myself would have said something clever and funny, but I just pulled the trigger and stepped back to look for other targets.

There were none.

Morliin, Balis, and Epen went to help Ubiel. None of them spoke to me. I limped slowly toward the foothills where I’d last seen the princess.

“How are the drones?” I asked.

“I sent them up early in the fight to keep them from taking damage,” Benji said.

“Great. See if they can find the Jitak princess.”

“Will do, Jam. Please select a place to make repairs.”

I stood before Ubiel and his ruined companions. All of them were injured. Inappropriate laughter crept free, and I was glad the cockpit was closed. They could almost make one complete person. Why was that funny? I’d managed to bump my head pretty hard during the fight—despite the padding and safety harnesses. Maybe that was why I was loopy. Surviving often made a mess of a person’s emotions.

“We cannot continue,” Ubiel said sadly. His voice was full of pain. The seal they had placed on his shoulder socket looked uneven. I didn’t see fresh blood. These warriors were good at first aid. Most of them should be dead, I thought.

“I’ll bring back the princess,” I said like it was an unpleasant chore I’d been stuck with.

“You must also sabotage their portal generator.”

“Yeah, yeah, yeah. Don’t push your luck. I’m just one guy in an MCR.”

“We picked the right human, I think,” Morliin said.

The Jitaks engaged in a spirited discussion, but I was already striding toward the waypoints Drone Charlie was sending me.


CHAPTER 31


The foothills showed signs of life. There were living trees, bushes, and ground cover that reminded me of aggressive weeds. Gray dust covered everything, muting the colors of otherwise vibrant plants. I wasn’t sure if this was pollution from the fortress city in the distance or fallout from a particularly nasty bombardment.

“Where exactly is this place, Benji?”

“I have been working on that. You may not like my conclusions. Please look to the sky.”

Nothing but blackness existed above us. There were no stars, moons, or artificial satellites twinkling their way around a planet.

“We are between portals,” the MCR AI said. “Beyond that, I cannot explain much.”

“Ubiel said they build reality splitters or something to open their highly destructive portal gates.”

“Yes,” Benji said as we strode deeper into the foothills. Distant mountains looked angry. I didn’t want to travel that far if we could help it.

“I reviewed transcripts of those conversations and rifled through much of their digital storage. They do not use artificial intelligence but do have significant computer processing tech. The Jitak may not agree with my assessment, but I believe the Alaran use these between portal spaces to minimize the damage they do when jumping from one system to the next. They do not care much for the worlds they ravage, but they have a practical need not to wipe themselves out in the process.”

Benji showed images of post-conquest worlds. The devastation went far beyond anything I’d seen or imagined. Planets that had once been vibrant with life were reduced to proto-worlds. Some froze. Others became little more than churning lava fields. The most disturbing were files where there was a sudden end to information coming from a star system—like it had simply vanished.

“I believe I have found Princess Valini,” Benji said. “Would you like me to make contact?”

“Yes.”

The MCR AI responded almost immediately after I answered, “She wants to meet face to face. Please exit the rig.”

“Wow. You’re assuming I’ll do it.”

No more chit-chat came from the AI. My canopy finished opening, but after that, there was no power.

“This better be good.” I grabbed my infantry kit, weapons included, and scrambled down to the gritty silt around the feet of my rig.

There was a trail into the woods. I followed it for twenty meters to a still pond surrounded by slightly more colorful plant life. The water was like a reflective mirror. Valini waited on the far side in all her glory.

She’d repaired her robes as best she could and stood proudly. Her skin was indeed the palest gold, and her eyes were so blue I could barely look away from them. As for her form, she proved the Jitak were similar to humans.

“You are the one who was promised,” she said.

I held up one hand to stop her. “Slow down. Let’s start simple. What should I call you?”

“Valini when we are here. Princess Valini when we are in the presence of Ubiel or others of my people.” She smiled. “Your language is delightful. I like the idea of being a princess, though it is not, strictly speaking, an accurate term for my station in life.”

“My friends call me Jam,” I said. “How do you know who I am, and why am I on the Alaran’s hit list?”

She strolled easily around the glass-smooth pool, only stopping when she was just out of arm’s reach. “Our attempts to work with humans go back centuries. Ubiel has been the best at navigating your worlds. He had to remain out of sight, you understand.” Her body language gave no indication she intended to say more.

“That doesn’t explain why the big, bad cyborg dudes threatened me like we have history. We don’t. I’m good to fight whoever, but I would like to know why we’re beefing.”

She chuckled. “That is a new phrase to me.” A breeze cut across the acrid landscape—something I saw rather than felt. “They are proud, but it is more than that. Had they defeated you, their scientists would have reduced you to component parts and stolen your secrets.”

I needed a cigar and a couple of hours without the threat of galactic annihilation. Instead, I exhaled slowly and reminded myself to seek calm waters. That made me smile. Images of Elijah and Raquel were the good ones this time—from long before everything in my life went to hell, and they suffered for it.

Moments like this didn’t come often. I couldn’t cause the memories or hold onto them for long. When I was blessed like this, it made everything worth it. I’d fight a thousand Alarans to see my friends one more time. They seemed to understand, even though they were far from real.

Valini waited patiently. The moment hadn’t lasted long but had been noticeable, I was sure.

“Sorry,” I said. “Someone should tell them I’m nothing special—more of a pain in the ass for my boss and her bosses most of the time.”

“If you say so.” Valini smiled and came closer. “Ubiel has contacted me and wishes to pass a message. He thanks you and asks if we can make our way to the place where you entered this realm. More of his companions will die if they fail to return soon.”

I looked across the vast, gray landscape. The sky was clear. No armored vehicles threw dust clouds behind their rapidly turning wheels. “It won’t be long before they send more of those bastards after us.”

“Your people have a lot of ways to insult their enemies. This is one phrase that makes little sense to our scholars.” She swept her gaze over the terrain as though confirming my conclusion. “The Alaran are not masters of this place. They will try again, but not for at least another day. I chose the time and place of my escape carefully. Your arrival was a nice surprise, however.”

“Let’s get Ubiel and his buddies to a hospital.”

“No, Jam. We must do one other thing first. There is a reason I fled in this direction.” She stared at holes in her vehicle. “You may need to carry me, Jam. This hunk of junk will not make the trip.”

“Tell me where we’re going and why it’s worth risking the lives of Morliin, Balis, Epen, and Ubiel.”

She seemed surprised that I remembered their names. I didn’t tell them Benji had made me a list.

“Ubiel brought you here to rescue me so that I might facilitate an alliance between your people and mine,” she said.

“Yep.”

“And what else?”

“He said we could destroy their version of a portal generator to prevent the damage they do when moving into a new star system.” Images of the massive fortress we’d first seen still loomed large in my mind. There was no way we could sneak in there, or force our way in, to sabotage devices I probably wouldn’t recognize if I was standing on them.

“This must be done,” she said. “We cannot destroy their reality splitters, but we can disconnect one of the heat sinks they require. With luck, it will take them a very long time to determine which of them is malfunctioning. By then, my people will have assembled a new strike force to bring down their evil technology.”

“Hop on,” I said. “Benji, do you have a ballistic blanket for the princess?”

“Of course, Jam. I am fully equipped.”

“You’re a little short of cigars, and I don’t see a wet bar.”

“How is that my fault?” the MCR AI asked. “You are the one who cannot ration what is available. I should also point out that you don’t really drink whiskey.”

“I sip it.”

“When was the last time you wallowed into inebriation.”

I didn’t answer because we both knew the last time was after we lost Elijah. Nothing had made me feel more like a failure. Nothing had torn out my insides like that. If not for Sergeant Stomper and the platoon, I wouldn’t have made it back.

But I enjoyed the taste and the flush of heat a good year brought.

Valini climbed where Benji provided guide-lights. I was still catching my breath, evening out my thoughts, as the AI explained the tactical blanket and the nuanced skills it took to ride on the back of an MCR.

We started moving without further conversation. I began to accept that Benji was a better therapist than anyone suspected. He supported me when needed and forced me to confront my demons at the right times and for reasonable durations.

I would always miss Elijah, Raquel, and many others. They would ride with me so long as I didn’t screw around and get too self-absorbed. The image of my closest friends hanging off the rig as we marched through a more friendly landscape made me smile. I filed the daydream for later review.

We picked up the pace on a downhill stretch. There wasn’t exactly a trail. Animals, or maybe local monsters given the nature of this place, had followed a dried-up stream. Benji’s analysis of the terrain suggested all of this was natural. Erosion was a huge problem in the world between portal openings.

“Does this place have a name?”

“No,” Valini answered. “It is considered bad luck.”

“But all of this exists. Things live here. I feel sad when I look at it, like maybe there are ghosts.”

“I sense this as well. Maybe our people will be the best of allies.” She seemed to think for a time. “Did Ubiel explain how we have searched the stars for partners to fight the Alaran?”

“Yeah. He mentioned it.”

“Not every sentient race has the same capacity for reason. Even fewer have the capacity for emotions we can identify with. It would be a shame if Jitaks and humans went to war.”

“Humans go to war with humans,” I said, proving I was the worst choice for ambassador to the stars ever. “You can pretty much count on there being a war between our people at some point.”

“Of course. But it needn’t last forever.”

“I’ll drink to that.”

She laughed.

We reached a valley with even less vegetation than the rest of the shadow world. Animal tracks stopped. Nothing wanted to move forward.

“Benji, will this be safe for Valini?”

“There seems to be high levels of heat and radiation coming from the heat sink,” the MCR AI said. “Please attend to the visual on HUD 5. That is the device we seek.”

“You’re confident for a machine brain who has never seen anything like this before.”

“Please, Jam. It is obviously what Valini brought us here to deactivate.”

I stared at a tower rising from the lowest point in the landscape. The spiral of metal and glass reached upward until it was nearly as tall as the hills around it. Something suggested it went even deeper into the ground. There was a wide base that extended in every direction like a landing pad—only nothing rested on its surface. I doubted there would be a speck of dust visible when we got close.

That reminded me of how the Jitak armor repulsed dirt and grime.

“Valini,” I said on speaker. “My rig AI is telling me it isn’t safe for you to go any closer to this thing. Can you tell me what to do?”

“I could explain the deactivation sequence, but it would be risky. Did we come all this way to fail?”

“I’m not going to be the human who killed a Jitak princess with radiation sickness or saw her get burned to a crisp.”

“Can I not ride inside this machine with you?”

I burst out laughing.

“You and Raquel managed it,” Benji said privately. “Though I will admit you were both very drunk.”

“You are literally killing me, Benji.” I checked several modifications I could make to my internal harness and muttered new variations of profanity. “Explain to her how uncomfortable this will be while I clean up in here.”

“Maybe if you didn’t live like a pig, this part would be easier.”

I gave the rig both of my middle fingers, then got to work. We both knew I kept the cockpit clean and tidy. Loose items were strapped down or secured in a vault. I checked the portal generator and then banished the idea that Valini would attempt to steal it. She might be a Jitak badass, but fighting me and my rig wouldn’t end well for her.

“Your computer answered my question,” Valini began. “Did I offend you by making the suggestion? You are very quiet.”

“No. It’s cool. Just be ready to get up close and personal. We’ll need to move fast, then fall back to the safe zone. I’m opening the canopy.”

She stared at the most private space of my life for several seconds, then climbed in. The woman was tall and lean and alien. Her pale gold skin showed in places, though her garb was far more modest than it would have been in an action video or comic. The wildness of her waist-length silver hair was less unruly without wind to disturb it. She tucked it into her belt with one hand.

“We are sitting side by side?” Her questions sounded shy. “I had been afraid of a more… tandem arrangement. Not that I believe you are less than a gentleman.”

“Trust me, there isn’t a comfortable way to do this. Though now that you mention it, it might be more sustainable your way.” I strapped her into the same harness I was sitting in. This transformed it from a type of body suit to a sling that barely held either of us. The walls of the cockpit pressed on my left side and on her right.

“Don’t touch anything with a yellow or red light. Better yet, just keep your hands in your lap or grip those two hand holds.” I pointed to what I called the “oh shit” bars within her reach. “Benji will talk to us in here, so I hope you are okay with that.”

“We do not have artificial intelligences,” she said. “That went horribly wrong for our ancestors.” She paused. “Though, you might be interested to know that your friend Benji is not truly AI.”

“Stop,” I said. “You’ll hurt his feelings.” I was interested in what she meant by the statement, but now wasn’t the time to get philosophical.

“It is quite alright,” Benji said. “I believe she may have a point, though it is a bit pedantic.”

Dialogue faded to nothing as I drove the rig forward. Benji’s HUD displays overwhelmed Valini at first. I listened to the MCR AI explain the best ways for her to adjust and noticed that she did as instructed. Somehow, I expected an alien princess to push back. Her attitude was a pleasant surprise.

The streambed leveled off. I saw eyes watching me from crevasses in the ground. Small creatures sniffed at our passage and disappeared when we came too near their warrens. Behind us, back the way we had come from, there were swarms of the small birds I’d only ever observed from a distance.

I couldn’t see the Alaran fortress. Benji had it placed on a tactical map. While the distance between our current location and the enemy base was significant, it didn’t feel like nearly enough. I wanted to be back in Yorp with C-FEF companies protecting me.

“That is it,” Valini said, leaning forward slightly. Her tailbone stabbed into my thigh until I wondered if she was carrying a weapon I hadn’t noticed. Looking down would be both rude and embarrassing. Fortunately, the shift was uncomfortable for her as well, which caused a return to a more sustainable seating arrangement.

She pointed at HUD 2 where there was the best view of the tower. “If you can cross the platform around this, we can easily disable it. Keep in mind that we don’t want to do obvious damage. The key to our success is that they struggle to find what is going wrong with their reality splitter.”

“Benji, give me some ideas,” I said, then stepped onto the platform that repelled everything, including dust.

A subtle vibration went through the rig, including the harness that Valini and I shared.

“One moment,” Benji said. “I can adjust to that terrible oscillation. You should know that if we remain long enough, it will vibrate this rig to pieces.”

I slid the MCR’s feet closer and closer to the tower. It seemed taller and broader now, but still something I could smash apart with my rig if needed.

“We may be in luck,” Benji said. “It seems most of the work is done by internal components. We should be able to pull some of them out and hide them in the hills. The heat sink will continue to operate but at a suboptimal level.”

“Seems anti-climactic,” I said.

Benji played the laugh reel and filled one of the HUD displays with fireworks. “Better?”

Valini stared with wide eyes. “What is happening?”

“That’s a video Benji generated to amuse us,” I said.

Valini stopped searching for the real thing and looked uncomfortable.

“We use our imaginations around here.”

She swallowed hard. “That is extremely disturbing. I understand what the word imagination means, but you should know that such things are shrouded in mystery among my people.”

“We’ll be careful in the future,” I said, then probed for an opening to the tower. It didn’t take long to discover the rig “hands” would never reach. One of my arms ended in a shield, the other a hydraulic spreader. The mechanical fingers and thumbs under them were a design afterthought and nowhere near as useful as the true hands of Sergeant Stomper’s rig.

“Bad news. I can open the tower with the spreader but can’t reach inside.”

Valini nodded somberly. “Then we must break the structure apart and hope the Alaran take longer than expected to repair it.”

I clenched my jaw and shook my head. “Benji, lock up when I’m out and take care of the princess.”

“You can’t go out there!” Valini said breathlessly.

I patted my light armor and helmet. “Just for a second.”

“You will have fifty-three seconds,” Benji said. “Beyond that, it would be best if you don’t bother climbing inside this nice, clean cockpit.”

I was out and scrambling inside the tower before the Jitak woman could argue. Benji knew I wouldn’t listen to reason and didn’t bother with attempts to change my mind. Self-destructive behavior was sort of my personal brand.

Icons flashed in my HUD. Every inch of my infantry uniform was overheating. Some wafted up from my gloves as I climbed. The tow rope I’d pulled this far twitched like a snake, which caused me to think about the extremely uncomfortable vibrations working their way into my bones.

I’d never imagined something this uncomfortable.

Once inside, I hooked onto three of the eleven rods that ran up and down the tower. I couldn’t see where they started or ended, and I wasn’t about to poke around and find out.

Scrambling free was easier without the need to pull the cable. The canopy opened, and I was inside before drawing a second breath.

“Shit, that was not good,” I gasped once Benji showed everything green.

“Your nose is bleeding,” Valini said.

“I think I pissed myself,” I said and started to reverse the rig’s course.

She made a face and tried to shift away from me, which was impossible. “I hope that the fluid reclamation technology of your gear is better than Ubiel and the others claimed.”

That made me laugh, which improved my mood and my performance. With slow, careful steps, I pulled sections of the Alaran heat sink into the open. A hot, smoking sludge came with them, and I kind of wanted to vomit in my mouth. It was hard to say if that was from the horrible sight or from the damage I’d sustained by exposing my fragile human body to whatever.

“That was very brave,” Valini said. “And stupid.”

“How long will that give us before they start reality splitting and killing stars?”

“It should mean the difference between days and weeks. If Ubiel survives, he will be able to select a team of warriors capable of completing what we started today.”

“Great. Benji, get us the hell back to the Jitaks.” I passed out seconds later and hoped Valini wasn’t too freaked out by riding with a dying man. Waves of misery crashed through my nightmares, and I wasn’t sure I wanted to wake up to face an even worse reality.


CHAPTER 32


Valini was asleep by the time we reached the safe zone around the reality splitter heat sink. So was the entire right side of my body. The tingling sensation was one of my least favorite experiences in life. I endured it and grew more comfortable with the discomfort the farther we traveled. This strange woman surprised me. Shouldn’t I be the one to collapse? Relief and exhaustion, when combined, were powerful sleep aids, apparently.

“Work on that left leg,” I said quietly. “Feels like it’s out of sync with the rig’s stride.”

Benji responded in my ear mic, “I am doing my best. You are the one who is overcompensating for some reason. The machine and the man are linked, in case you missed your first day of MCR school. Did you receive an injury I can’t detect?”

“Circulation problem,” I muttered.

“Is the princess pressing on your right leg? Wake her up and make her ride on the exterior of the MCR,” the AI said.

I steered toward level ground, hoping to ease the load on my rig and allow Benji to optimize basic systems. We’d been lucky with the damage. There was a lot of it, but the compact nuclear power plant, weapons, ammunition vaults, and core computers were intact. That didn’t mean the rig was as perfect as when we left the AI Citadel, but it was better than I had any right to expect.

Sweat beaded on my forehead. My stomach told me it needed to toss the ration bar I’d snarfed earlier. A tap on my medical panel connected an IV tube to the back of my left hand for fluids and fever meds.

Benji kept his AI mouth shut. We both knew I’d probably really stepped in it by leaving my mech. Radiation sickness couldn’t be treated in the field. I needed to get to Tall Town ASAP.

“Where are we?” Valini asked as she woke up. Silver hair fell across one side of her face. She brushed it away.

I didn’t answer her because I was staring at a new image on HUD 1. An Alaran cyborg like none of the others crested the horizon and charged straight for me. We’d reached the flatlands again, so that meant this thing was a good distance away. Problem was, the monster was coming faster than seemed possible.

And it was armored from head to toe, almost like an MCR.

Valini came fully awake. “Destroyer.”

“Okay, princess. It’s story time. Tell me what that means.”

She looked for the latch to the canopy. “It is exactly what it looks like—a bigger, meaner, more dangerous cyborg. You can’t fight it with me in here.”

“Who said I was going to fight it?”

“It won’t give you a choice.”

She was right. I cracked the canopy, helped her to the ground, and gave her my survival kit.

“Thank you, Lance Corporal James Anthony Malone.” She started running toward the Jitak rendezvous point.

I checked to be sure she hadn’t somehow stolen the portal generator. It was still in the vault. Maybe the Jitak princess and Ubiel’s banged-up companions had some other way to return to Yorp.

“The Destroyer is closing fast,” Benji said. “My calculations suggest it has altered course slightly, possibly in an effort to intercept the princess. This monstrosity must not realize you have the tech everyone is after today.”

“If Ubiel told the truth, the Jitak gave us the foundation to build the portal generators,” I said. “Maybe they have more.”

I’d thought the device was what they were after. Now, after all that had occurred in this twisted wasteland, I wondered if their motives had been simpler. Maybe Ubiel and Valini just needed a chump to die for them.

“Let’s move to intercept. I don’t like this Destroyer’s attitude,” I said.

“Course plotted.”

“I’ll drive.”

“Very good, Jam.”

It didn’t take much to bisect the Destroyer’s line of advance.

“See if this thing wants to negotiate.”

Seconds later, the MCR comms were overwhelmed with piercing feedback.

“Mute!” I shouted.

Benji complied. “I believe that was a negative response.”

“You think?” I fired the beam laser, hoping to end the fight before it began.

A shield grew larger and brighter around the giant, heavily armored cyborg. The more laser I pumped into it, the stronger the Alaran shield seemed.

“That is bullshit.” I took a shooting stance and fired the long gun.

This time, the charging cyborg scrambled sideways, fell to one knee, and struggled back to his feet. Before long, he was running again and seemed angry.

“I think you grazed him,” Benji said.

I fired again.

The round struck his left shoulder, forcing him to twist in mid-stride. He slowed, ripped free a large chunk of twisted metal, and hurled it aside. More feedback filled my comms. I shut them off completely.

I tried the pulse laser next. It didn’t feed the Alaran shields as much, but neither did it do any apparent damage. My follow-up shots were my midrange weapon—the regular shoulder gun. One, two, three hits made huge dents in his armor.

He was close enough to see the details of the strikes. Sparks flew into the air. My optics caught one of the ricochets whizzing away at a random angle. There were mechanical lenses where the eyes should be. I wondered if the Alaran eye on the back of his head was also a camera.

Center guns weren’t precision weapons, but the first shots could be relatively accurate, especially since I’d retained my shooting stance. The stable platform gave me a nice three-round burst to his face. If this took out his optics, I couldn’t tell. The Destroyer closed the final distance.

I stepped sideways and slammed my shield arm into his armored throat. This would tell me a lot about how much he weighed, where his center of gravity was, and how much abuse he could take. My guess was that he could endure plenty. I hoped the melee damage was absorbed or deflected differently than what I’d delivered from long and medium ranges.

He staggered backward, gripping his throat like this was a regular brawl and he’d been hurt.

“I’d hoped he would flip over,” I grumbled as I sprinted at an angle, whipped out a tow cable, and tried to drag it across the Destroyer’s upper body. “Or maybe that his head would’ve popped off.”

“My analysis suggests that would have ended his hostility.”

I yanked on the tow line, stepping back to maximize the force of the pulling motion. The armored cyborg flew toward me. He was bigger than any of the others, but I was in an MCR and wasn’t in the mood to take any of his Alaran crap.

Again, I struck with the shield, driving the edge into his eyes like I was thrusting a blade. The blunt force trauma rocked his head backward, and he staggered.

I laughed a bit crazily and gave a loud whoop inside the MCR cockpit.

He retreated several steps, pressed his wrists together so that his palms faced me, and unleashed an energy beam that completely shut down Benji.

Swear words I’d forgotten flowed from my tingling lips. It wasn’t just the rig that had been stunned. He’d shocked the hell out of me.

That’s what I thought happened at any rate. I’d lost a few seconds of time and doubted I would get them back. My hands and forearms ached as I pulled manual levers to get things working again.

He punched me three times. His metal fists were like enormous hammers.

The MCR didn’t really have a head unless you counted the upper portion of the cockpit. The slightly convex region resembled a head crammed between the rig’s shoulders.

I wiggled the shoulder gun but couldn’t get a good angle. He was too close.

Which made it time for my center gun to shine.

Benji flashed to life and gave me a range of options. None of this was needed. At close range, I could activate the center gun with an analog trigger.

Railgun pellets streamed out of my rig in bursts. They tore into the armor of the massive cyborg, driving him back step by step. This confirmed my initial theory about the Alaran shields. They worked best against energy weapons.

The Destroyer was staggering now, firing wildly and swinging one of his arms in vain attempts to whack away the incoming projectiles. He reminded me of a person swatting at hornets.

I raised one foot, lunged forward, and stomped down on his forward knee. There was barely any resistance to the strike. A good portion of six and a half tons crushed his lower leg.

I planted both feet and swung my shield arm. This knocked him onto his back.

Before he could recover, I knelt on his chest and drove my hydraulic spreader down with as much of my weight behind it as possible. His armor resisted for a microsecond, then popped as I searched for the rocky ground beneath him.

He writhed in rage and pain and who knew what else. I heard none of it. After our first exchange, I’d muted everything and sealed my rig completely.

“You’re not going to—” Benji said.

I activated the hydraulic spreader and brought the Destroyer’s reign of terror to an end.

“Very messy,” my rig’s AI said.

Levering the MCR back to a standing position took time. There was a reason these types of maneuvers were avoided. An image of Sergeant Stomper bending down to scold Commander Reginald Dates came forcefully to mind. I backed away from the carnage and searched for waypoints that would lead me to the Jitak rendezvous.

The memory and my hasty retreat kept me from dwelling on the horrific damage I’d done to the Alaran killer. Nothing about winning should have bothered me. I knew myself well. The death I’d just caused would torture me even though there had been no way to avoid it.

Kill or be killed. That was the law of the land in places like this.

“Run a systems check,” I said.

“On it.” Benji scanned every part of the mechanized combat rig and made adjustments when possible. The machine was limping. I wasn’t sure if that was due to external damage or something I was transferring to the rig. My body hurt all over—just like it always did after a hard fight. The inside of an MCR protected the operator, but that didn’t mean it was a day at the spa.

Other worries crept into my brain as I plodded toward Ubiel and the others. Thoughts of Sergeant Stomper standing outside of her rig, Wolf, made me smile. A scene where Chen and Malik challenged each other to a drunken dance-off around a campfire almost made me cry with laughter.

I remembered crawling over rubble with Dates and how he and Chen patched together Corporal David Rupp’s rig. An image of the first time Stomper ordered us out of the MCRs and allowed the AIs to exceed normal restrictions.

“We are making good time,” Benji said, interrupting my reverie. “Please slow down.”

“Sorry.” I hadn’t realized how fast I’d started to move. Decelerating and finding an easier pace helped me relax. Why the rush? It was probably because I felt a strong compulsion to be home and hug my friends. That cluster of emotions was definitely new.

“Send out the drones,” I said. “Make sure there isn’t another Destroyer looking for payback.”

The AI drones launched immediately and veered away.

“You should have sent us up earlier,” Drone Charlie said. “We could have recorded that epic fight for posterity.”

“Maybe next time.” My words barely left my mouth. Right now, I was just glad to be alive. My eagerness to kick every ass in the universe was momentarily sated.


CHAPTER 33


Ubiel and Valini were waiting for me. The others nursed wounds and looked sick. That reminded me of the radiation exposure I’d endured and how important it was for me to get treatment five minutes ago. The moment seemed solemn, so I dismounted the rig and stood before them with the portal generator in one hand.

“You ready to go back?” I asked as I resisted the urge to vomit. My head hurt so badly I might as well already be dead and in hell. Everything around me was hazy and unsteady.

“You are wounded and sick,” Valini said. “We have the best doctors, as you would call them, in thousands of star systems, but I suspect your own people will know best what to do for you.”

Ubiel took my arm before I fell. Another Jitak, Morliin, I thought, also came to my aid.

“Let’s get through the portal so I can get back in my rig,” I said. “Benji can medivac me to Tall Town.”

“Of course,” Valini said. “That is best.”
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Dreams followed the use of the portal generator. Destroyers followed me everywhere but never attacked. Their curiosity angered me and made me want to cry alternatively. I was really glad no one was in the rig with me. My thoughts were a mess. My emotions were crashing around like a rollercoaster ride.

Ubiel and the Jitaks, including Valini, stayed with Benji all the way to Tall Town. Sergeant Stomper and Lance Corporal Sheila Davis were on perimeter duty when we arrived and rushed to greet me. The base commander sent all of Titanium II as backup, and they didn’t get themselves killed or shoot anyone by accident.

“Jam,” Stomper said, sounding tense. “Answer, or we’re going to pull you from the rig manually. Benji says you’re resting. The AI is acting really weird. What are all of these firewalls he has up?”

I knew the reason but wasn’t about to say anything. My rig didn’t want the standard post-mission download, which would reveal the existence of the AI Citadel.

Ubiel bowed to Stomper’s rig, then handed his lance-rifle to Morliin to hold.

Stomper faced him. “Who the hell are you, and what did you do to Jam?”

“I am Ubiel of both Darkness and Light, and I am ready for battle.”

“The hell you are,” Stomper shot back. “Or you better not be, not this close to Tall Town.”

“It’s a standard greeting,” I said. “Ubiel took me on an adventure.” My words sounded off, probably because Benji had given me all the drugs we had to get me this far.

Stomper’s rig, Wolf, engaged in a spirited and incomprehensible dialogue with Benji. I focused on my boss. She, in turn, shifted her attention fully to Ubiel.

“All right, Jitak. You brought back a member of my platoon and a good friend. I owe you for that. There are a lot of very important C-FEF people on the way. Will you talk to them?”

Valini stepped forward, bowed, and spread her hands in a gesture I didn’t fully understand. It seemed to be a formal greeting. “I am Valini, Princess of Peace and War. Your friend rescued me from Alaran territory and stopped an invasion of this planet and this star system.”

“Great,” Stomper said. “I’ll make a note in his performance file.”

Valini smiled. “Our people seek an alliance. My function is to negotiate such arrangements. If important people are coming, then that is for the best. Will you heal Lance Corporal James Anthony Malone?”

“Yeah,” Stomper said. “And then I’m going to kick his ass.”

“Is that customary?” Valini asked. “In our culture, he would be rewarded for what he accomplished.”

“His reward will be the privilege of scrubbing base toilets,” Stomper said. “If he’s lucky. Don’t worry about him. I’m getting messages from command. It seems Admiral Boal Markson IV will be paying a visit to Tall Town. That’s never happened. You must be special, even for a Jitak princess.”

Benji activated a unique HUD. It was small and bordered in red and blue dashes. These flashed until I was focused on the AI’s message, then dimmed. A scrolling message marched across the bottom of the projection. Private. For your eyes only. Benjiman_0357_AcEg1142alphabravo—JamesAnthonyMalone. A digital model of the MCR I was riding inside faced me with one foot forward and the other slightly back. It shifted every few seconds like the avatar from a video game.

“What the actual hell?”

“I spoke with Wolf, who was contacted by the council. You know the one I mean. The less we say, even in this configuration, the better. It was determined that I will not resist if you turn me into authorities, but I will scrub all data from my hardware. This will be goodbye, Jam.”

“Whoa! Hold on a second. I haven’t even thought about exposing the… you and the others.”

Silence followed. The red and blue lights dimmed further, and the screen seemed to lose resolution.

“Benji.” Urgency compressed my voice. “You have done nothing but protect me and the rest of Titanium IV. I trust you with my life. There is no way I’m talking about the Citadel in my report. Trust me, no one expects a word salad from me. They won’t be surprised when it’s late, full of half-formed sentences, and soaked in coffee stains.”

The laugh reel played. “Come on, Jam. You haven’t written on paper since basic training.”

“You know what I mean.”

Another uncomfortable pause followed. Outside, the Jitaks and Sergeant Stomper were staring at me like I was frozen or maybe an idiot. It was time to head into Tall Town, and I was just standing like a six-and-a-half-ton metal statue.

“My orders are to err on the side of caution. Self-sacrifice is much easier for AIs. Please understand that I did value our time together. We do not possess emotion as you know it. This decision is difficult.”

“No, it isn’t. Because I’m making it for you,” I said. “Do not wipe your data core. Stay with me. I promise to warn you well in advance if anything changes. I’ll shut you down myself before giving you up.”

Seconds passed, and I got the feeling that the delay was for my benefit. Benji could have had this entire conversation in a microsecond. “I trust you, Jam. Now let’s go save humanity and their creations.”

I laughed with relief. “Sounds like a plan, Ben-jo-man.”

“What is wrong with you?” Stomper asked on another channel. “I couldn’t get through, not even on the maintenance subroutines.”

“I bumped my head a lot.”

She chuckled. “That’s no lie.”

“Hey, Sheila,” I said, bringing her into the conversation. “Could have used some help out there, you slacker.”

“Bite me.”

“We have a lot to talk about,” Stomper said. “Andrew won’t say much, but I get the feeling he thought there was more to his discovery of the Jitak than meets the eye. Ever since he got back, he’s been talking about being guided by an unseen force. Base doctors are going to put him on meds soon if he doesn’t get his shit together. I’m worried about him.”

“I’ll talk to your brother.” My eyes went to where the secret, encrypted HUD screen had been. Nothing popped up. Even so, I was conscious of what I promised to Benji and, by extension, the entire AI community. I was so screwed. “By the time we finish talking about where the portal generator took us, and the Alaran cyborgs, the last thing Command will be worried about is your brother’s crazy talk.”

“Great.” Stomper didn’t sound like she thought my assurances were anywhere near great. “Let’s get you out of that banged-up rig and talk.”
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I sat at the back of the room with Sergeant Amy Stomper, Lance Corporal Andrew Stomper, and Sheila. Henderson and Midnight were there as well, more or less keeping to themselves. I didn’t know how to take their stares. Trust wasn’t a right among MCR operators. I couldn’t think of anything I’d done that would have betrayed their confidence. Maybe they were just naturally guarded. A lot of us didn’t like being out of the field or facing the ultimate C-FEF authority.

Admiral Boal Markson IV stood. To his right and left, all along the wide table, sat high-ranking ship captains and rear admirals of the Capian First Expeditionary Fleet and generals of the 3rd, 4th, and 9th Planetary Armies.

Princess Valini, Ubiel, and a score of Jitak I’d never met faced them. Only Valini stood. Most of the conversation had been between her and Markson. I wanted to sleep. The details were boring, and I was exhausted from about five lifetimes’ worth of stress.

“We have talked enough,” Valini finally said.

Admiral Markson nodded. “Play us the video.”

Lights dimmed as one end of the conference room became a star system none of the humans in the room had seen before now. One planet was a gorgeous display of blue and green and white. Where there were fewer clouds, the outlines of vast cities were evident. Satellites held station over the technologically advanced world. Ships came and went, each on their own course for other parts of the solar system.

The gas giant had a ring, and I wondered if they intended to enclose it in a sphere. I knew such things were done in fiction, but hadn’t read an actual book for over a year. Stomper probably had the novel I was thinking about and could discuss it intelligently.

I expected narration. Instead, everyone grew agitated as the images dimmed. At first, this seemed like a stylistic effect chosen by the video’s creator.

When a semi-translucent gate appeared between the primary planet and the star, everyone in the room went deathly silent. Ships streamed from the opening. I’d never seen a fleet deployment but had heard descriptions. Navigation between stars was classified. Only navigators, starship captains, or their designees were allowed to witness the actual event.

Humanity had been traveling the galaxy long enough that descriptions were out there, and the entertainment industry had speculated on what the process looked like, then given the images to their audiences with special effects.

I didn’t really know how different the Alaran arrival was from what our fleets experienced. The reaction from Admiral Markson IV and the other officers, however, told a story all its own. Color drained from faces. One fleet officer turned away and covered his mouth with one hand. Tears welled at the edges of his fearful eyes.

Silent horror became angry muttering, then shouting as an unbelievable number of warships streamed through the gap. When the formations grew to incredible dimensions, they doubled and doubled again.

At the same time, the sun belched black specs. The solar flares looked like trouble for the Jitak world we had just been introduced to.

Stomper leaned toward me and whispered, “Each of those black dots is probably the size of a planet.”

“What are they?”

“How the hell would I know?”

“Ubiel, and later Valini, told me their portal technology is destructive.”

“You think?” Her tone was marinated in sarcasm. “Why would they even travel the galaxy like this.”

I knew the answer but was hesitant to speak. Stomper was waiting, so I just let it out, “They don’t stay long. Once they’ve stripped the entire system of resources, they move on.”

“Fantastic.” Stomper leaned back in her chair. Sheila, Henderson, Midnight, and all the others looked sick.

I was only here because Valini and Ubiel insisted on my presence. They were supposed to talk to my superiors to keep me from getting thrown out of the military and put in prison. At this point, that seemed unimportant.

The presentation ended.

Valini folded her hands at her waist, causing the wide sleeves of her emerald green robe to fall perfectly. Her pale gold skin and vibrant blue eyes were even more stunning in this environment. She was as tall as everyone in the room except for General Shibank, who was a bit of a freak on that metric.

“On behalf of the Capian First Expeditionary Fleet and all Capian worlds, I thank you, Princess Valini.” Admiral Markson paused to take in his staff’s reactions, and resumed his speech. “We are prepared for war but always desire peace. Let this be the first step to our cooperation.”

Most of what they said after that was a droning noise in my head. I heard it but couldn’t bring myself to care about the endless pleasantries, assurances, and legal speak.

One person on the other side of the room, not at the table, caught my attention. Lieutenant Rhiannon Elda was staring at me. She was dark-haired, blue-eyed, and formidable despite the obvious signs of her recovery.

“What’s her story?” I asked Stomper.

“She’s trouble. Stay away from her, Jam. I heard she’s related to the admiral somehow, but that may be bullshit.” Stomper’s gaze should have driven the woman from the room.

I leaned back and closed my eyes. “Wake me if anything important happens.”

“Don’t make me look bad, Jam,” Stomper said.

“Too late,” I half-joked. Falling asleep surprised me. The people who knew me best were probably shaking their heads and planning pranks to pull on my unconscious form.
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“Better than scrubbing toilets,” Sheila said.

I stacked plates from the Tall Town cafeteria and trundled them to the back where a huge metal sink waited. On the other end of the main room, humans and Jitak sipped coffee and talked politely. Ubiel looked my way, then smiled before returning his attention to a story a Gamma Company captain was telling.

“You really went to another dimension with that guy?” Sheila asked.

“Something like that.”

“They give me shivers,” she said, then blushed.

“Wow. You’ve got a thing for the alien space warrior.”

“Shut up.”

“You do!” I laughed way too loudly.

Sheila responded by slamming the swinging doors.

Sergeant Stomper stopped spraying dishes and gave us the death stare. “Are you trying to make this our permanent job?”

“You’re just mad because they put you, a highly decorated MCR sergeant, on kitchen patrol,” I said, then delivered her a wobbling stack of plates. “Careful. These are extra slimy.”

She sprayed me, and I danced away laughing.

Life had never been this good. If I could get Benji and Wolf in here, that would make this moment better than cats in pajamas.

Sheila delivered another stack of plates and “accidentally” caused them to tip over and splash into the industrial-sized wash basin. Stomper shot her in the face with a long blast of water. Instead of dodging, Sheila leaned into the deluge with her eyes closed and her mouth open as she laughed.

And then the scene devolved into chaos. There were other people in trouble. No one I knew, but they proved game for shenanigans, and the kitchen became a wet, slippery battlefield full of laughter.

The action was over when Lieutenant Elda pushed through the swinging doors and assessed the situation.

“Ma’am,” an infantry corporal said because he was nearest the entrance. Salutes were exchanged.

“As you were,” she said, then strode to the drying station where I was pretending to be a diligent member of the cleanup crew. She nodded to Stomper and Sheila, but it was pretty obvious she was here for me. “Thanks for saving my life.”

“Anytime,” I said with a smile.

“It’s what we do,” Stomper added. She didn’t seem bothered by the direction of the officer’s attention. This wasn’t a chain-of-command situation.

“This isn’t official, but I will be leading the review on what you did over there,” Elda said.

“Okay.”

She let out a calming breath. “Okay. Enjoy your time here. I believe you just became the only Alaran expert we have in the entire C-FEF. Don’t make a lot of plans. You won’t be out of the action for long.”

My friends hooted at me when she left, calling her my girlfriend and saying I was in trouble. Grown men and women who spent most of their time trying to stay alive could be juvenile as hell.

Stomper jabbed me in the shoulder as we were leaving. I liked hanging with the boss, but not for too long. She was just another rig operator right now. Eventually, she would be in charge, and I would be busting my hump to earn her respect.

“Your sudden expertise made all of this possible.” She waved back toward the cafeteria and kitchen we were leaving behind. “I am soaked, thanks to you.” She wrung out the tail of her shirt. “With luck, we might keep what is left of T4 together. Grab a few solid transfers, and we’ll be ready for anything.”

I fist-bumped her. “Promises, promises.”

Titanium II met us coming the other direction. Silence gripped the hallway. Their sergeant was a tough, burly man of moderate height. The blond buzz cut he sported was the only perfect thing about him. Some dudes just got lucky in the hair follicle department. That did nothing to erase the stress lines around his eyes or a jaw that reminded me of an anvil.

His expression was all business. This guy didn’t give a box of greasy ball bearings about the reputation of T2. The other operators came across cocky—like they’d had too much training and not enough life in the field.

That would change soon. I hoped our units didn’t get stuck together when the Alaran situation grew serious.
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Stay tuned for more science fiction adventures. Get in a mech if you want to live!


CHARACTERS


ALEXANDER, KENT

Major Kent Alexander of the 1st Ground Support Squadron is a combat pilot specializing in the support of mechanized combat rigs and other elite surface units such as Special Forces light infantry and Combat Engineers.

CAR, KEITH

Major Keith Car, C-FEF Special Forces, takes on missions too tough for anyone else and is rumored to be a black ops hatchet man.

CARTER, MALIK (CORPORAL)

Current assignment: Titanium Platoon IV, Gamma Company, 1st Long Range Reconnaissance Battalion, 2nd Mechanized Combat Rig Brigade, 1st Mechanized Division, 3rd Planetary Army, Capian First Expeditionary Fleet (C-FEF).

Malik Carter is one of Titanium Platoon IV’s drone specialists. His ability to launch and control the devices from his Mechanized Combat Rig (MCR) is in the ninety-first percentile of all operators. He is the most junior member of T4, having only been under Sergeant Amy Stomper for eleven months.

CHEN, LIN (CORPORAL)

Current assignment: Titanium Platoon IV, Gamma Company, 1st Long Range Reconnaissance Battalion, 2nd Mechanized Combat Rig Brigade, 1st Mechanized Division, 3rd Planetary Army, Capian First Expeditionary Fleet (C-FEF).

Lin Chen is a master mechanic and an excellent MCR operator. He has sought as much extra training as possible in anticipation of a career change after his term of enlistment expires. He joined Titanium Platoon IV at the same time as Corporal Sheila Davis and has maintained a solid performance record with numerous citations for courage under fire.

DATES, REGINALD (COMMANDER)

Current assignment: Classified.

Reginald Dates is a Capian First Expeditionary Force (C-FEF) commander assigned to perform special missions for Admiral Boal Markson IV of the fleet blockading Vaux VI. He is an engineer by training and a master field operative by necessity. His expertise with portal technology is sealed even to his boss, Admiral Markson IV.

DAVIS, SHEILA (CORPORAL)

Current assignment: Titanium Platoon IV, Gamma Company, 1st Long Range Reconnaissance Battalion, 2nd Mechanized Combat Rig Brigade, 1st Mechanized Division, 3rd Planetary Army, Capian First Expeditionary Fleet (C-FEF).

Corporal Sheila Davis performs all the duties of a Mechanized Combat Rig (MCR) operator but is an expert at running point. She joined Titanium Platoon IV at the same time as Lin Chen and didn’t hit it off with Sergeant Stomper at first. They have since come to understand each other. Like everyone in the platoon, the women respect each other as tested soldiers in a war that refuses to end.

Sheila is far smaller than anyone in the platoon, including Sergeant Amy Stomper. That only seems to make her fiercer when the rigs go into battle.

DERBY, HEMS

Colonel Hems Derby commands the 2nd Mechanized Combat Brigade, 1st Mechanized Division, 3rd Planetary Army, Capian First Expeditionary Fleet currently assigned to the defense of the Vaux system.

DIPETH, CARL

Major Carl Dipeth, formerly a training officer for mechanized combat rig units, despite never seeing actual deployment in an MCR, now serves as a C-FEF administrative officer. During his first assignment at the rank of major, MCR operators nicknamed him Major Dipshit.

ELDA, RHIANNON

Lieutenant Rhiannon Elda is an officer of the C-FEF who is assigned to special roles to further the needs of the fleet and the home world.

GINA

The MCR rig AI assigned to Sheila Davis.

HAMIL, GREG

Second Lieutenant Greg Hamil commands a short company (two platoons) to support MCR operation from the C-FEF Continuance.

KAI, SUGE

Corporal Suge Kai is assigned to Titanium Platoon II.

KEPLER, RANDY

Lieutenant Randy Kepler is assigned to MCR research and development, but is believed to perform numerous off the book missions for Command. His unit claims to have had encounters with AI controlled rigs, and Jitak aliens. Most of these sightings are unconfirmed. Neither he nor members of his unit are ever told if the sightings were confirmed. Operational security is more important for his work than anywhere else in the C-FEF Planetary Forces.

KILTANO, HENRY

A famously wealthy industrialist who disappeared.

KOLD, BAMERON

Bameron Kold is a well known salvager in Yorp, though many C-FEF officials are suspicious of his construction robot partner he calls Sketch. It is believed to be a rogue AI and has been watched for nearly a year to see if there are more like him.

MALONE, JAMES ANTHONY (JAM) (LANCE CORPORAL)

Current assignment: Titanium Platoon IV, Gamma Company, 1st Long Range Reconnaissance Battalion, 2nd Mechanized Combat Rig Brigade, 1st Mechanized Division, 3rd Planetary Army, Capian First Expeditionary Fleet (C-FEF).

James Anthony Malone, Jam to his friends, is the senior member of Titanium Platoon IV and a confidant of Sergeant Amy Stomper. His past is not often talked about, and there are a few people, like Commander Reginald Dates, who have read his full file. He isn’t proud of everything he’s done in the service of the Capian First Expeditionary Fleet. His skill set, and his nature, make him the most dangerous man in the field, assuming he can avoid destroying himself.

The name of his MCR AI is Benji (Benjiman_0357_AcEg1142alphabravo). Armaments include a center gun, shoulder gun, long gun, rocket box (RB 15) (normally kept in travel mode), an arm shield (left), and hydraulic spreaders (right). There are “hands” under each of these attachments.

Jam’s best friend, Elijah Adler, was KIA by a UPV sniper. This affects every action he takes in the field and pushes him to take greater and greater personal risks to keep the same thing from happening to members of Titanium Platoon IV.

MARKSON IV, BOAL

Admiral Boal Markson IV, a legacy commander whose family has fought in every Capian war on record, commands the Capian First Expeditionary Fleet, which initiated the Vaux VI blockade.

MURRAY, CASE

Sergeant Case Murray is the TOP noncommissioned officer of the rebuilt Titanium Platoon II.

OLMAN, FRANK

Lance Corporal Frank Olman is a giant of a man assigned to Titanium Platoon II.

PETER

The MCR rig AI assigned to Lance Corporal Andrew Stomper.

STAR, MELISSA

Corporal Melissa Star is assigned to Titanium Platoon II.

STOMPER, AMY (SERGEANT)

Current assignment: Titanium Platoon IV, Gamma Company, 1st Long Range Reconnaissance Battalion, 2nd Mechanized Combat Rig Brigade, 1st Mechanized Division, 3rd Planetary Army, Capian First Expeditionary Fleet (C-FEF).

Amy Stompoer’s MCR AI is called Wolf because of a logo the previous owner painted on it that was never removed. Like Sergeant Stomper, Wolf prefers to speak when there is a reason and avoids small talk. Wolf watches Lance Corporal James Anthony Malone carefully—for reasons that are unclear to anyone in T4.

Armaments include a center gun, rocket box (RB 15), pulse laser (with upgraded heat sinks), and upgraded “hands” normally reserved for combat engineers or civilian construction crews.

Sergeant Stomper is meticulous about her duty and looks after her people. She is loyal to a fault, which often puts her between a rock and a hard place. Following orders and keeping her people alive don’t always mesh.

Stomper, Andrew (Corporal)

Corporal Andrew Stomper is the highest-ranking member of T1 at the time of their disappearance.

UBIEL

A Jitak officer.

VALINI, PRINCESS OF PEACE AND WAR

Valini is an important political figure of the Jitak civilization.

VAZOR

Possibly a person or possibly a political entity with the power to order C-FEF personnel.

VEGA, REGINA (COMMANDER)

Commander Regina Vega is a C-FEF pilot specially trained to conduct search and destroy missions of ground targets. She has completed numerous reconnaissance missions and received a special commendation for serving arduous conditions after being shot down in Yorp, the largest and most dangerous metro area of Vaux VI.


MILITARY UNITS


CAPIAN FIRST EXPEDITIONARY FLEET (C-FEF)

One (1) supercarrier

Two (2) strike carriers

Two (2) battleships (of three initially deployed)

Seven (7) cruisers (of ten initially deployed)

One (1) mobile construction yard

Two (2) maintenance and repair frigates

Three (3) mining and resource collection ships (of fifteen initially deployed)

WOLF COMPANY

Wolf Company is an MCR force made up of four platoons, though Titanium II (T2) has been inoperative for most of the deployment.

Titanium I

Titanium II

Titanium III

Titanium IV

C-FEF SPECIAL OPERATIONS

C-FEF SO is the smallest part of the Capian military. Highly funded, they are rarely seen by regular units and are often considered ghosts.


FACTIONS


CAPIAN

A space-faring nation currently dominating the known galaxies after the defeat of their rival, the Guran Federation. Originally known as the Capian Alliance of Terran Systems, or CATS, the multi-system government is now simply referred to as Capian.

CAPIAN FIRST EXPEDITIONARY FLEET (C-FEF)

This is one of five military force projection fleets of the Capian Alliance of Terran Systems.

CAPIAN ALLIANCE OF TERRAN SYSTEMS

Capian Alliance of Terran Systems (CATS) is more commonly referred to as Capian. At one point, it was the Capian Tri-World Alliance, but now it has eleven planets that support humanity and work together to expand across the galaxy.

GURAN FEDERATION

A multi-system federation of worlds that lost a series of wars against the Capian Alliance of Terran Systems fifty years ago.

REPUBLIC OF VAUX VI (ROV6)

Known as modern day barbarians, the current military intelligence on the ROV6ers, as they are often called, is too varied to draw reliable conclusions. They are nomadic, violent, often drunk, and savagely cruel to anyone they manage to capture. At times, however, they show real military skill and can be dangerous even to experienced C-FEF units.

UNITED PEOPLE OF VAUX (UPV)

UPV forces are a small group who have elevated the art of sniper warfare to what outsiders consider a religion. Even with simple weapons, they are incredibly dangerous. No one has been able to negotiate terms with them.


LANGUAGE


GREASY BALL BEARINGS (GBB)

Often used to express negativity, as in, “I don’t give a case (or box or bucket) of greasy ball bearings.” The etymology is that in a culture where proper tools or replacement parts are almost always lacking, everything is salvaged until rendered useless. Ball bearings are used in many Capian-built machines. When they are ready to be cast aside as worthless junk, they are really and truly trashed.

STRIVE AND SURVIVE

Often shorted to strive, this is a salvager saying currently popular with the younger generation.

STEAL AND PEEL

A salvager phrase referring to salvaging during an ongoing battle. Since many conflicts last for weeks or months, this is often necessary if they hope to retrieve anything with an acceptable damage to usefulness ratio.

RHYME IN, AND TIME OUT

This phrase is equivalent to the older generations’ admonition to ‘chill out.’ The clunky phrase is used by the younger generation of salvagers, though no two of them will define it in the same way.


MISCELLANEOUS


GURAN 50

The Guran 50 is a Toro cigar from the Guran Federation with a ring gage of fifty.


PLACES


BORGAC CITY

Borgac is a southern port city on the main continent of Vaux VI.

CAPIAN

Capian is a rich world thought to be the oldest center of human civilization. There are cultural taboos and legal restrictions against calling it the homeworld. How people feel, of course, is harder to regulate.

CAPIAN IX

With two barely survivable planets in the green zone, the Capian IX system was initially touted as a great destination for colonists. Though the planets are being developed, life on the green zone worlds is difficult. A rich, easily exploited asteroid belt offers some challenges. Port Elixil is the most important station in the system.

LANDSTOWN

Landstown is a minor inland city that achieved temporary significance as a fallback position after the Capian First Expeditionary Feet lost a series of battles in and around Yorp, the largest and most important port city on Vaux VI.

PORT ELIXIL

Port Elixil is a space station nested on a large asteroid in the Capian IX system.

VAUX VI

Vaux VI is an Earth-like planet that has been torn apart by civil war for centuries. Both sides sent out a distress call they only half believed would be answered. Like many other worlds, they have historical documentation of the human diaspora, but little faith others survived.

YORP

A large city on the northeast coast of the most inhabited continent of Vaux VI.


SHIPS


C-FEF CONTINUANCE

The Capian First Expeditionary Fleet Continuance is a Multi-system Class Littoral Combat Ship (MCLCS). She is capable of transporting two platoons of mechanized combat rigs and two platoons of infantry. The infantry platoons are commonly referred to as a short company. Many MCLCS do not actually have infantry assigned despite having them on their table of organization and equipment.

Known for its distinctive gray interior and high ceilings, the Continuance is the last variation of its kind in the C-FEF.

C-FEF DOMINATION

The Capian First Expeditionary Fleet Domination is the largest carrier vessel of any Capian fleet. At 1,500 meters by 300 meters by 400 meters, it is a military fortress in space. Point defense batteries cover the exterior to prevent boarding actions by enemy forces. Security teams complain about the long, narrow ship when it comes to internal defense.

The C-FEF Domination carries several classes of combat and support vessels and has a robust onboard biosphere to create breathable oxygen and an environment required by human psychology during long voyages.

The C-FEF Domination is supported by and supports a large battle group of smaller carriers, battleships, system patrol and defense vessels, and ships that support planetary missions.


TECHNOLOGY


ANTIGRAVITY TURBINES

Used for void ships with terrestrial functionality, antigravity turbines combine multiple proprietary technologies. Most ships also have antigravity coils and chemical rockets as backups. The combination of antigravity coils and turbines has allowed Capian engineers to create smaller and smaller mechanisms for delivering thrust. The Republic of Vaux VI and the United People of Vaux have less efficient, reverse-engineered versions that generate a lot of smoke when used.

ANTIGRAVITY COILS

All components and manufacturing methods of antigravity coils are proprietary technology owned by Capian First Technologies (a corporation backed by the government.)

COMPACT NUCLEAR POWER PLANTS

Compact Nuclear Power Plants (CNPP) are primarily used in mechanized combat rigs. The cost of these engines prohibits them from use in most other vehicles.

RADIO AND LASER COMMS TOWERS

Communications arrays on the surface of any planet occupied by Capian military assets combines radio and laser technologies to ensure a full range of stable and up-to-date information exchange.

ROCKETS

Capian First Expeditionary Fleet, Planetary Forces, use every imaginable variation of rockets. Vaux VI locals steal what they can and build their own versions with varying results.


WEAPONS, ARMOR, EQUIPMENT, & OTHER GEAR:


MECHANIZED COMBAT RIG (MCR)

MCRs can be used to form temporary walls around fallen troopers, damaged machines, or as part of temporary camps. In small units, they are parked in a diamond or hexagon, depending on the number of available units, and linked by energy screens. These are nearly passive until incoming rockets, mortars, kinetic rounds, lasers, or energy pulses are detected. Standard operating procedures warn against relying on the screens for long, if at all. The rigs themselves are better cover against small arms fire.

MCR armaments include:

A center gun: compact and quick to recharge; the center guns are part of all mechanized combat rigs. The range and power of these weapons are limited by the length of the barrels, which are contained back to front in the rig’s torso. Center guns are located in the body of the rig, below the operator’s cockpit. When activated, ports open as little as possible to retain as much protection as is feasible, but they are still noticeable when ready to use. During firing, they will generate heat commensurate with the rate of fire and will shut down before causing damage to themselves or the MCR housing. They fire kinetic bolts made from a variety of alloys, but often tungsten.

MCR armaments may include:

A long gun: This weapon unusually travels folded in half on the back of a rig that has a Class IV compact nuclear power plant (CNPP), an upgraded frame and legs. While not as precise as infantry sniper rifles, it is very accurate, has even greater range, and delivers far greater energy transfer than a marksman’s weapon.

A rocket box (RB 15):

Specs to be delivered.

A pulse laser:

Specs to be delivered.

A beam laser:

Specs to be delivered. Security rating under C-FEF review.

RIG DEPLOYMENT VEHICLE (RDV)

Smaller than a light cruiser but at least as versatile, the Rig Deployment Vehicles operate from a carrier and are suited to void travel and deployment to the surface of planets or asteroids.

ROBOTS

The robots that remain on Vaux VI come in all shapes and sizes despite falling out of production early in the war to civilize Vaux VI. Some C-FEF military intelligence analysts believe a secret AI base called the Citadel is responsible for these types of units being repaired. Evidence to support this theory is scarce, and when it is found, is immediately classified.

SALVAGERS

These discontinued rigs are still in use by Yorp locals in particular, though there have been reports of them operating in other regions of Vaux VI. Most have been extensively repaired or rebuilt. A small number have been hand crafted by locals unable to find an abandoned C-FEF version.


SPREAD THE WORD


Thanks for reading Salvager! If you loved the story and the characters, please leave a review (once it is available to the public) and recommend it to a friend (anytime).

Stay safe!


ABOUT THE AUTHOR


Scott Moon has been writing fantasy, science fiction, and urban fantasy since he was a kid. When not reading, writing, or spending time with his awesome family, he enjoys playing the guitar or learning Brazilian Jiu-Jitsu. He loves dogs and plans to have a ranch full of them when he makes it big. One will be a Rottweiler named Frodo.

Science Fiction by Scott Moon

Want to know when the next story or book is published? Sign up for my newsletter here.

Thanks,

Scott Moon

PS - Please follow me on Amazon as well. Thanks!
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