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Shredded metal drifted in curtains outside the launch bay’s viewer. The display flickered with small surges of energy around its terminal. Bad news for Kijin’s teammates, because the disruptions in power madesurveying the wreckage for survivors difficult at best. Of the three mercenary titan’s deployed with the Governing Authority Fleet for the battle to hold Enlee Prime, only one remained, but despite that, Kijin was able to remain calm as he watched the display.

	She did not have the same luxury. 

	Lieutenant Tessa Markov held a communication unit’s receiver under her chin, close enough she could speak into it the moment she spotted anyone on the viewer. Half an hour and she’d only used it once. Markov’s company had not been like Kijin’s little squadron, which had consisted of two recruits in standardized units, and him with his upgraded wolfman frame. No, she had flown out with fourteen other pilots, most of them veterans experienced with their titans. Only her personal unit managed to fly back.

	“Shit,” Markov hissed, as the display flickered off again, then reset a second later. She clenched her hand on the comm unit.

	Kijin said nothing, though he was beginning to suspect the damage to the carrier had been worse than first reported. This viewer at least was completely wrecked.

	“Maybe you could try a different viewer,” he said.

	She turned slowly, glaring at him with a steady face still marked by tear-streaks. The yellow hair tied tight behind her head made her gaze even more severe. 

	“What did you say to me?”

	“You might have a better chance of finding your people with a different viewer.”

	“This is the only sensor set the captain spared for rescue operations.”

	Kijin nodded, scowling. Evidently, the captain didn’t place much value on the lives of the pilots that could be adrift out there in hard suits or disabled units. She could be right to be cautious and keep scanning for enemies, however, given the force deployed so rapidly during the battle itself.

	Markov turned her glare on the viewer. Her eyes narrowed in profile, then flew wide. She stabbed a finger at the display.

	“There! Do you see that?”

	Kijin leaned forward in his seat. Three shapes, small but definitely humanoid, clung to each other within a ring of smaller debris. Markov glanced at him.

	“Those are my people.”

	He nodded, knowing all well not to question her. The pilots he’d lost in the battle were both vapor by now, their control modules slagged by the inferno unleashed by the fiends’ new heavy weapons. Kijin grimaced as he thought of his wingmen. He wished he wasn’t so certain of their deaths.

	“Well, let’s go get them,” he said.

	“Us?” Markov inclined her head toward him. “You want to help me?”

	“I don’t see how you get to them without me covering you.”

	She hissed in a breath, eyes smoldering with poorly hidden temper.

	“For safety’s sake, please cover my flight path.”

	Kijin smirked.

	“As you like, lieutenant.”

	“Don’t get familiar, mercenary.”

	He shrugged, then stood up. Shifting, he walked through the artificial gravity of the launch bay to get to the port where the wolfman-pattern titan he piloted was docked. Markov went to the port beside his to board her unit’s control pod. The ship angled slightly and the artificial gravity, usually so fluid and responsive, took a fraction of a second to reorient. Kijin’s stomach disagreed with the reminder that this bucket of scrap was not in the same shape it had been when he’d boarded it for transit two weeks ago.

	He sealed his vacuum suit and took the controls of his machine.

	Markov made the request to detach and recover the survivors. The captain granted her request with a curt word. Two pod ports sealed. Two titans sailed free of their moorings.

	Kijin hung back in the wolfman, readying the main cannon on his shoulder. His nanite factory had almost entirely refilled his ordinance in the lull after the massacre the authorities would surely call a battle, never mind how many pilots died pointlessly. Only the physical countermeasures remained unavailable. He glided between floating debris, varying from fragments of small ships and titanic sheets of perforated battle armor.

	Scanners and sensors compensated for the confusion of the wrecks and debris. His replicant core identified each ship and fed them onto his heads-up display. New tech could connect one’s brain directly to the replicant, but given the conversations Kijin had previously attempted with the duplicated intelligence he would prefer the half-mad thing stayed quiet. It did now.

	No matter how tactless and cold, or how strange it conversed, the replicant had once been human. Maybe that was why it let him float through the battlespace, feeling the chill of a cemetery in Tulugan winter creep down his spine. His sensors picked out only a handful of stable heat signatures, the pilots from Markov’s squadron.

	“I’m moving in with the grav sled,” Markov said over their comm system. “Going for pick up.”

	“Roger that. You’re clear so far as I can tell.”

	The communication unit burst into life from a different channel.

	“Belay pick up, Markov,” said the voice of their ship’s Flight Officer. “Return to the ship at once.”

	“I’m almost there,” answered Markov. “I’m not leaving my people to die here.”

	“You have a new mission lieutenant, fleet command’s orders. You and Sarmiento, get back here at once.”

	“Damn it, sir. I can’t obey that order.”

	“Sarmiento,” said the Flight Officer. “Return to the ship. We have to redeploy your titan at once.”

	“Sorry, sir. I’m losing you. Must be the debris,” said Kijin.

	“Bastard, unreliable mercenary,” said the officer. “This is an order, or have you forgotten who is paying you?”

	Kijin hesitated with his thumb on the thruster controls. The officer had a point. Unlike a GA officer, relieving Kijin of his titan and role in the fight would be far from messy. He swept the cloud of debris around Markov with sensors. A fiend titan detached from a floating sheet of capital ship hull and angled silently toward Markov and her surviving command. Kijin grimaced.

	The enemy titan was a couple of meters over ten high, and also similar in skinny build to a GA machine like Markov’s ghost-pattern and Kijin’s wolfman frame. The main distinction was the darkness in the viewports and the corroded, nearly organic appearance of its armor plating. Worst, Markov was too intent on monitoring her newly-deployed grav sled to notice, and it was too close to risk a shot with his cannon.

	“Consider me fired if you like,” he said, ignored the Flight Officer’s reply.

	He hit the thrusters and the pulse of force drove him on an intercept course toward the fiend. Without a sound thanks to the void of space he drew his titan’s card blade. The weapon unfolded from its boxy hilt until his titan held a six-meter-long sword without a point on its squared end directly centered in Kijin’s vision.

	Angling with a thruster pulse, Kijin engaged the fiend titan. The rusty-looking giant locked its hands into fists as it drifted tantalizingly close to close range with Kijin. One shoulder-mounted turret gun pivoted to aim at the grav sled.

	Kijin realized he was out of deployable ballistic countermeasures. He grunted in annoyance and put on a burst of speed with his thrusters. The fiend’s gauntlet unlocked and it made a grab for his titan’s shoulder, abandoning its aim with the turret. Finally some good luck, Kijin thought.

	He reversed his thrust as quickly as he could, reversing his card blade at the same time. This kind of maneuver could crush a pilot with less experience or an inferior machine. Kijin thanked his upgraded impact compensator. His sword sheered through the fiend unit’s palm, then arm, then chest cavity and into the machine’s control pod.

	Kijin pushed off. His sword carved the titan in half, spilling small motes of atmosphere and fluid from the ruptured pod into space. The machine tumbled away into the wreckage field. Kijin’s sensors informed him all the survivors were on Markov’s grav sled. Her titan took off at a glide, pushing the sled before her. Kijin retreated, continuing to sweep with sensors and keep on guard with his cannon and blade until they returned to the ship.
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	The flight officer stood to one side as the GA Captain left the bridge to her second to reprimand, then brief Markov and Kijin. For her part, Tessa Markov kept her expression steady and her gaze on her commander. She should be proud. They may only have two titans left, but six people, all fellow pilots, were still alive thanks to her quick action. Funny how both of them were to be punished over it. Kijin couldn’t help the hint of a smirk from creeping across his face.

	“Something amusing?” asked the captain.

	“Not at all, sir,” Markov said.

	“I was talking to the mercenary,” the captain said. “Kijin Sarmiento. What do you have to say for your expression?”

	“Captain, with all due respect, I am not used to officers being punished for heroic actions.” As he spoke, Kijin’s smirk slipped. “Please pardon my lack of discipline. My sergeant from basic is probably rolling in his grave.”

	“And yet you continue to make light of things.” The captain shrugged. “Flight Officer Harris reported your insubordination. Markov, consider yourself awaiting a court martial. However, we are short on pilots as well as machines. Yours are the only two titans still operational in our battle group. The enemy knew we would need them, and targeted our titans over other priorities in the last sortie.”

	Markov frowned.

	“Why would they do that, sir?”

	“They may have stolen intelligence as to the presence of our rig extension in this system.”

	Kijin’s brow furrowed right along with Markov’s. The captain nodded. Her nose wrinkled.

	“Even I was not aware of the extension until a few minutes ago. Rig Vertex sent me orders we are to deny the extension to the enemy by any means necessary.”

	“Any means necessary,” muttered Markov, dropping her gaze.

	“I take it you understand what this means. If the enemy gains control of the extension, they can transport their forces to any rig in our network.” The captain shook her head, elegant GA cap shifting on her gray hair. “High command suggests we destroy the extension altogether, but it is also our only way to effectively escape this system given the fiendish fleet’s ability to track our FTL movements.”

	Kijin whistled.

	“We’re in a real bind, then. Sacrifice ourselves and destroy the extension or escape and leave the fiends to invade anywhere they want.”

	“A reasonable summary, Mister Sarmiento.” The captain sighed. “Outside of the GA bridge staff you are the only two people who know our situation, but the fiends will find the extension if we use it to escape.”

	“Permission to speak freely?”

	“Granted, Lieutenant.”

	Markov folded her arms and stared at the captain. Their eyes met.

	“You can’t ask a mercenary to sacrifice his life so the fleet can escape.”

	“An astute observation, Lieutenant Markov.”

	The Flight Officer smirked behind the captain’s back. Markov saw the man’s expression change. Her eyes narrowed and she turned toward him.

	“I know what I have to do, you Flight Officer Harris.”

	“Harris followed my orders to recall you.”

	“Is it also your orders that he wear that smug face while I fly off to my death?”

	Harris gave a derisive snort, almost a laugh.

	“I’m glad you’re being put to use appropriately.”

	“Bastard,” said Markov. “I’ll show you an appropriate use!”

	She stormed to the flight officer. Before Kijin or the captain could intervene, her fist connected with Harris’ jaw. Harris flinched away.

	“You are assaulting a superior officer!” he said, clutching his face where she’d hit him.

	Seething, Markov let the captain lead her away from Harris.

	“Excuse me, captain,” she said. “But if I’m to fly this mission, I wanted to check that off my to-do list.”

	Kijin suppressed a laugh with a hand to his mouth.

	“Tessa,” the captain said with a sigh. “We’re twenty minutes from the extension once the fleet starts moving. Prepare your titan.”

	Kijin’s stomach sank. Going out there alone was worse than a death sentence for Markov. If she failed to destroy the extension it would all be pointless, and the odds of these new fast fiends against a lone titan added up against her.

	“Sir,” said Kijin to the captain. “Please, send me with her.”

	“You’re not in my chain of command any longer, Sarmiento,” said the captain. “As far as I’m concerned you and your titan are dead weight if you stay on this ship.”

	“Then we agree,” he said with a grimace. “I’m almost fully equipped. Don’t look for me or my wolfman on the other side.”

	Markov turned toward him, mouth opening, eyes flashing. Kijin nodded to her. Her brows joined, and she bit her lip.

	The captain motioned to each of them.

	“Get to your titans. Deployment in twenty-two minutes.”
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	They waited in the hangar as the fleet retreated to the rig extension with its network connections and portal arrays, but the journey didn’t take long. Five minutes to take off, Markov finally said something to Kijin, her expression as serious as befitted someone preparing for a suicide mission.

	“You don’t have to join me.”

	He shook his head.

	“The mission is to protect the rigs. I can’t let you fly it alone.”

	“Is this about glory?”

	He snorted.

	“I’m a mercenary. You think I care about glory?”

	“Then why? One titan can destroy the extension on its own.”

	“Blow up the extension’s stabilizer and save the GA, right?”

	“Forget saving the GA. Save humanity.”

	He nodded.

	“You focus on saving humanity. I’ll focus on saving you.”

	“Once the extension is gone, we’ll be trapped in-system with the fiends.”

	“Assuming we don’t get out first,” Kijin said. “Ever heard of remote detonators?”

	She snapped her fingers with a laugh, but a second later her expression darkened.

	“Too risky. The fiends could disable them if the bombs take too long to explode.”

	“So we won’t let them take too long.”

	She frowned at him.

	“You have a point. If we use a detonator with a subspace transmitter we could manage it. Does your titan still have its transmitter?”

	Kijin shook his head.

	“I had it removed to reduce the target signature.”

	“Me too,” she said, “but I know where we can get one. There’s plenty of spare parts out there. Come on.” She checked a chronometer, then got to her feet. “Two minutes to go.”

	Kijin stood.

	“Lead the way, lieutenant.”

	“Call me Tess,” she said.
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	Two titans slipped out of the launch bays through the clouds of dead nano-drones and debris from destroyed sensors circling the base of the rig extension. At the controls of his wolfman frame, Kijin exhaled a long breath, trying to keep calm. Fiend titans drifted like corpses in a salt sea just outside the range of Kijin's weapons.

	Tess signaled over their private channel that she had located a subspace transponder on the outside of the vacant extension's hull. Without even a skeleton crew to man the portal generators, the gates connecting this extension to every other in GA rig in space would not deactivate normally. The bombs Tess carried on her titan would be enough to shift the portals and destroy their connections to the other extensions.

	On thruster power, Kijin flew alongside Tess, keeping an eye on the two squadrons of encroaching fiend titans. On the far side of the rig from the titans, the first portal flared into life and swallowed the largest ship in the GA fleet near-instantaneously. With that, several thousand lives had been saved, at least, if Kijin and Tess could destroy the extension in time.

	Bloated humanoid shapes of three fiend titans accelerated to intercept his and Tess’ flight path.

	"Tess,” he said, “Go for the transponder. I’m going to lure their first wave off course.”

	“Good hunting, Kijin.”

	“You too.”

	He held his bearing steady a while longer, then gradually shifted course to circle under the bottom of the rig, opposite the portal generators. Tess descended to an abandoned defense satellite near the surface of the extension. Both got so close to the hull, the light of the next portal flaring looked like the diamond ring of a solar eclipse around the edge of the station’s base.

	Kijin tapped his foot against his custom booster. The wolfman put on a burst of speed along its new trajectory while he acquired a missile lock on the lead fiend titan. He squeezed the trigger twice.

	“I’ve got the transponder,” said Tess. “Get me a few seconds for the drones to wire it on.”

	“Copy that.” Kijin and his titan flew toward the three fiends. Just a hundred meters ahead, his two glittering warheads suddenly turned black, cold and invisible against the void of space.

	The lead fiend, having neither visual nor heat signature to track the missiles opened fire with two cannons, swinging both widely. He only needed to clip one missile to stop it. One exploded short as a round punctured the plating. The second hit the fiend dead in the chest of his unit. The titan’s armor turned to slag and peeled away within the resulting inferno, transforming from a fighting machine into another piece of flying wreckage in seconds.

	One down.

	Kijin licked his lips as his titan shot past the enemy units. Eight more enemy units closed with the extension, four on either end of the kilometers-long tube of portal terminals and anchoring equipment.

	“It’s done,” said Tess.

	“I’ll circle around and meet you on the hull.”

	“We’ll need to plant the bomb inside or the fiends will be able to disable it before it goes off.”

	“Understood.”

	All too well, Kijin thought. He glided around one side of the remaining enemy vanguard units. Both of them opened fire with cannons, but too slow to do more than put holes through his trailing thruster wake. He turned in motion and killed another with a burst of cannon fire. 

	The last one whirled to pursue and Tess’ beam shot sliced through the unit at hip-level, severing power cells from coolant stacks. The fiend disappeared in a silent burst of blue heat.

	Kijin whistled in the comm unit.

	“Good shot.”

	“Get down here. We won’t be so lucky against eight more of them.”

	“Point taken.” He angled to descend toward her location. “Cover my six.”

	“On it.”

	“So far so good.”

	“Don’t get us jinxed, Kijin.”

	“I would never dream of it. You are a genuine officer and I’m just a mercenary after all.”

	“Now, don’t go there,” she said, but he heard a hint of laughter in her exasperated tone.

	They landed near each other on the rig’s outer hull, just beside an entry lock for light craft like titans. The airlock was dark, but sensors showed atmosphere remained inside.

	Tess glided to the opposite side of the airlock door. She punched the emergency controls as lightly as possible with the titan’s thick fist.

	“Be careful once we’re inside. Decompression will draw their attention.”

	“I get it. If they know we’re inside things could get dicey fast.”

	“Right.”

	The airlock’s outer doors folded away like huge jaws letting them into the hull. Once they were both inside, Tess accessed the controls to seal the outer doors while Kijin kept an eye for trouble, missiles primed in the launcher.

	Four dark shapes flitted low over the hull, moving toward the airlock. Fiend titans resolved themselves from the darkness just as Tess got the doors moving again. The jaws clamped shut around them.

	“Just one more door,” she said.

	The fiends opened fire on the airlock’s outer doors. Explosions blossomed outside the viewports. Tess managed to start the inner doors opening. Seconds later another volley smashed a hole in the outer doors. Chips of plating whirled through the airlock, followed by the tremendous rush of air escaping the interior of the extension.

	“Damn it!” Tess said, gripping the side of the inner doors with her titan’s hands to keep from being thrown away from the hull.

	Bracing his titan against the surviving part of the outer doors Kijin unleashed missiles and cannon fire on the titans, all of them closing fast.

	One caught the brunt of his shot and crashed into the hull going fast. As the fiend titan shattered into pieces a tremor ran through the hull. Kijin’s reverse viewer showed Tess tossing the bomb into the extension through the open airlock. A potted plant smashed against the back of Kijin’s titan, carried outside of the lobby by the rush of decompression.

	He grimaced.

	“Final step. Get to a portal.”

	“Right.” Tess released her grip on the airlock’s door and sailed out past Kijin and the remains of the potted plant.

	Both of them opened fire on the fiends, each killing one of the machines. The fourth enemy titan smashed into the two of them at top speed, hurling all three machines out of the airlock in a muffled roar that rattled Kijin despite the upgraded compensators in his wolfman. He unfolded his titan’s card blade and swiped at the last fiend in one smooth motion. The fiend’s cockpit bled atmosphere into the void, then burst apart from a power core failure. Glowing debris speckled everything in a radiating sphere centered on what had once been the enemy unit.

	“Tess,” Kijin said. “You alright?”

	“Just shaken up,” she said. “How did you react so fast.”

	“Customized for close encounters,” he said. “Let’s get out of here.”

	The two titans thrust over the hull, arcing toward the portals.

	“We’ve got four on our backs,” said Tess. “The other eight are probably inside, trying to take control of the portals.”

	Another flash of light marked the fleet’s final cruiser escaping. Tess and Kijin crested the portal-side of the tubular station.

	“Four hundred meters up to the next portal.” Tess pointed with her titan’s arm to a corvette gliding not far above them. “Follow that ship. I’ll be right there with you.”

	“Glad to hear it,” he said.

	They launched themselves toward the growing disk of the portal. The shifting gateway showed the other side of the portal, not far from an acid-green gas planet and a smoldering yellow star. Other portals further out engulfed the rest of the escorts.

	“This is the last ship,” said Kijin.

	“We’re right with it,” said Tess.

	Their thrusters flared.

	“Good flying,” she added.

	Kijin laughed.

	“You’re not so bad yourself.”

	The portal loomed before them. Crackling edges began to contract. The gateway went independent of its generators as the corvette entered its radius.

	“We don’t need the station anymore,” said Tess. “Activating the bomb.”

	Kijin grinned as a flash of light erupted from the far side of the extension. The portal held its shape as the station flew out of alignment and started falling into the star’s orbital pattern.

	He raced after the corvette along with Tess. Fiend ballistics cut across the corvette’s hull. He sailed through the descending aperture, whirling to look back. The other titan’s thrusters ruptured from two impacts.

	“Tess!”

	He reached back through the tightening portal. She extended arm through. His titan’s hand found hers at the wrist. He pulled. The portal sealed, slicing through both limbs.

	Kijin tumbled back through the void, barely registering what had happened for several seconds. The final light of the portal flickered out of existence, taking any sign of Tess and her titan with it.

	He radioed the captain of their ship directly.

	“Sarmiento,” she said, “Well done.”

	“One titan reporting,” he said. “Just one.”

	“Are you crying, Sarmiento?”

	“No, ma’am, please pardon my tone.”

	“Congratulations,” she said. “Not many mercenaries get to become heroes like you just did.”

	“Thank. You. Ma’am.”

	I’m not a hero now, never was before.

	He drifted in his maimed vehicle, unable to say more.
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	Read more in the Titan Games series, coming soon from Tim Niederriter and Mental Cellar Publications.

	Sign up to the mailing list to be notified of new releases.
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	Author’s Note

	

	Thanks for reading, and I’ll hope you’ll return for the rest of the series starting with “Pilot: Titan Games Episode One,” out later this month. As I’m a hyperactive writer I have other projects in the works, so if you enjoyed this story look for “Storm Fleet” soon.

	I can’t gush enough about how great it is to have readers, but if you enjoy any author’s work writing a review is a great way to help us starving weirdos out. Consider reviewing this book on Amazon.com as that helps the most.

	Write you again soon.

	

	Tim Niederriter, November 2018.
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