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            “Bad Luck” Dane

          

        

      

    

    
      Block, damn you! Dane did his best to raise his metal arms to catch the hammer-blow of steel, brass, and aluminum that was coming his way.

      He failed, and the heavy metal fist—far larger than any human hand—crashed into the protective shell that Dane was currently sitting within. If it weren’t for the mesh webbing that held him, or the X-harness that secured him to his mech’s seat, Dane Williams would have been paste.

      As it was, he was flung to one side of the arena. The heavy body of his Intrepid Mech-Brawler crashed onto the packed-dirt floor, sending up sprays of dust and grime everywhere.

      “And Bad Luck Dane goes DOOOWN!” screamed the announcer from the tower that overlooked the mech arena. The red emergency lights on the inside front of Dane’s cage started to flicker.

      He was in trouble. The strike had dislodged some of his right lateral servo-controllers, meaning that his right-hand arm was twitching unresponsively.

      Dammit! Dane growled. He slapped one of his own giant metal hands on the floor and threw himself to one side, moments before his opponent—Killer Jones—slammed a giant metal foot into the dirt where he had been.

      “And Bad Luck Dane is clear! A close call, ladies and gentlemen…”

      Dane’s ten-foot-tall Intrepid mech was the same as the one that Killer Jones was wearing. However, Killer had used all of his allowable modifications to bolt extra plating around the head and body chassis. Because of that, as Dane flipped his legs underneath him and staggered to his feet, he was looking at a larger, stockier Mech-Brawler than the one he was in.

      Around them both stood the arena for the New Sanctuary Fall Smackdown. It was a wide—it had to be, given the size of the opponents—circular space with high steel walls that stood twenty feet tall, enclosing the two mechanical warriors. Above that sat the tiers of seating. Easily a thousand people were seated around them in ever rising terraces. There were pennants, flags, and giant prosthetic Intrepid masks. Dane even saw a few in red, his personal fandom.

      “Let’s give ’em a show.” Dane took a deep breath as his right-hand arm clanked uselessly at his side.

      Dane had not used up his allowable modification quota on armor plating—a fact that he was regretting now as his head rang from the blow that he had been dealt.

      “It don’t matter how big they are. You hit them enough times, in the right places, and they’re gonna to go down!” He remembered the words of his father, giving him the hardened Williams stare around the side of the punching bag.

      Dane’s father, Joseph, or “Hurricane Joe” as they had nicknamed him in the ring, had never been a Mech-Brawler. He had hated the new fighting sport, in fact, calling it “a good way to get yerself lazy, sitting in a metal cage all day.”

      Joseph hadn’t entirely understood how physical Mech-Brawling was, of course. That had been a bone of contention between father and son for the majority of Dane’s teenage and early twenty-something years.

      Until Hurricane Joe had walked off a sidewalk one day and got hit by a bus.

      That had been it. Nothing fancy. No tragic or heroic death in the middle of a fight, or in any of the other ways that fighting sports people can die in training.

      Hurricane Joe had been a boxer, and he also had truly terrible, terrible luck. Hence Dane Williams, when he started getting known on the Mech circuit, became known as “Bad Luck Dane” instead of anything much cooler.

      Dane wondered what his father would say now, if he was watching from somewhere up above at his son getting his butt handed to him in a fight that he was odds-on to win.

      That old Williams curse… Dane hissed, his chest heaving as he waited for Killer Jones to make his final move.

      Dane was tired. His body ached from moving and pulling all of that metal, despite the assisted hydraulic and internal winch systems that worked to make sure he wasn’t attempting to shift a ton and a half of metal by body strength alone.

      “Night-night, Bad Luck!” His opponent activated the speaker system, earning a roar of approval from the crowd. Killer Jones took a giant, metal leap forward, one foot hitting the dirt as the other started to rise and spin out.

      He’s going for a roundhouse kick, Dane saw. A fancy move in the world of Mech-Wrestling. A lot of metal to shift around.

      But Dane had a secret. He hadn’t bothered to use his allowable modification quota on armor. He had taken his father’s advice to heart.

      Bad Luck Dane allowed his right foot to slide out. He started to turn on his hip in the opposite direction of the whirl of Killer Jones.

      Dane had spent all of his modifications on speed: a mixture of enhanced electrical connections, top-of-the-line lubricants, and the most powerful servo-motor assists he could get.

      Bad Luck Dane was hurricane-fast when he wanted to be.

      The two Intrepid-class mechs whirled around each other in a fast-motion ballet.

      Killer Jones’s foot sailed past Dane’s body as he turned.

      And Bad Luck’s useless arm flared out. It swung like a dead weight as fast as natural physics and momentum would allow in a blow that caught the back of the turning Killer’s head unit.

      There was a crash of metal and sparks and a short groan of pain. Killer Jones went flying, the back of his head cage crumpled. Dane knew that Jones would be alright, as the actual human inside sat a good three feet below that, in the carapace of the Mech’s body.

      It was a finisher of a blow. The sort that ended matches, and for a heartbeat of a moment, Dane spun to a halt. He watched his opponent slide along the dirt ahead of him, all the way to the metal-containing wall at the far side.

      “And would you look at that! Bad Luck Dane has turned it around! He has pulverized the opposition!” the announcer cried out.

      Just as fire started to rain down from the sky, and the whole world was about to change forever.

      Maybe Dane really didn’t have such great luck after all…
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      I can’t breathe! I can’t breathe! Dane woke to intense pain pressing down on him like a giant hand.

      A not-small part of the roof of the New Sanctuary Mech-Wrestler Dome pressed him into the ground. One particular girder of steel stretched across the lower abdomen of his Intrepid Mech suit—and his legs within. The rest of the Mech-Brawler was crushed around him like torn and crumpled paper. The fact that Dane was alive at all was a miracle.

      A likely short-lived miracle, Dane realized, as his chest burned.

      He couldn’t tell if his eyes were open or closed. All he could smell was ash. When he tried to take a breath, he felt his chest burn with lightning and fire.

      This is it.

      I can’t breathe.

      I’m going to die.

      Those thoughts flashed through the Mech-Brawler’s mind as he heard a rising whine in his ears. But even that vanished from his mind as the unbearable pain forced everything else out.

      The rising whine in his ears became a piercing, metallic scream. Dane realized that his eyes were open, because they were now being blinded by the brilliance of the purest white light.

      Is this heaven? Am I dying!?

      The answer to at least one of those questions was no, however, as the light suddenly dropped, but the pain continued. And now there was a voice, too.

      “Scanners were correct! We’ve got another one,” said the growl of a crackling radio voice.

      “Holy spit—look at that… Crumpled like an egg!” said a second glitching voice.

      The light still glared painfully into Dane’s eyes, but he could see hazy, indistinct shapes. Two forms, rising over him, and then—

      “Arrrghh!” Dane screamed as the weight was suddenly lifted from his body. Whole new forms of torment flooded up and down his body. It was decidedly unfair, a part of him might have considered—if it was capable of conscious thought at all—that he should feel all these new sorts of pain when the weight was taken away.

      But Dane’s tortured body and protesting nerve endings now had oxygen and blood flow—and a moment to realize how mangled they really were. Dane could feel his heart accelerating in his chest, moving as fast as any Mech servo-alternator.

      “Sweet heavens, this one’s alive!” the first voice was saying.

      Dane took another ragged breath to scream, but the air was getting stuck somewhere now, and he felt his chest heave and spasm and shake.

      “Get a breathing unit on him, quick! Where’s the jaws!? Someone cut him out of there!”

      The humped, indistinct shape moved closer, and Dane thought he could make out something blocky, like a Mech-Suit, perhaps…

      “Here, brother… Hold on, just hold on…” Voices were surrounding him in his agony.

      Dane didn’t feel the bite of the needles that pierced his skin, but he welcomed the sudden release of painkillers through his body. He was too groggy and semi-conscious to be aware of the breathing unit that was placed over his face, or of men of the New Sanctuary Emergency Response Team as they worked. They set steel protective barriers around his head and neck as they cut the reinforced roll bars of his Intrepid-series Mech.

      The ruined man was eventually lifted from his robot cradle and up into the light of a new day. It was probably a kindness that he didn’t see how the sports dome around him was shattered and broken open, or how the skyline in all directions was dirty with the rising heaps of still-smoldering rubble.

      It had been a direct and devastating attack on humanity, after all…

      “If he makes it past the night, I’d be amazed,” muttered the team commander of the emergency response unit. He gave Dane Williams a sympathetic, if casual, look as he was carried past.

      Dane was now enclosed in a pristine white medical bed and being carried to the flattened-out patch of ground where a large four-rotor transport copter sat, its carriage doors open. His was the only medical bed to make it out of the New Sanctuary Mech-Wrestler Dome. Everyone else that the suited and protected emergency response team found was put into black zip-up body bags.

      Bad Luck Dane was alive, but only barely.

      “He might be the luckiest man alive, making it out of that!” mentioned one of the medical orderlies on board the copter. They were also dressed in the all-in-one environment suits.

      “Lucky? You’re kidding me, aren’t you?” said the original voice who had found him. “He might be alive now, but he’s going to be infected for sure. The poor guy’s gonna wish he had died.”

      The man’s prediction was understandable, but Dane Williams had never been a man to give up easily.
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      The next time that Dane awoke, it was to a similar brightness which had awoken him from the wreckage of the New Sanctuary Mech-Wrestler Dome. This time, it didn’t hurt quite so much.

      He was in a room with white-paneled walls and a large window that looked out onto blue skies. There was a potted lily on the windowsill.

      For a second, Dane almost felt peaceful, until he looked down.

      He was lying in the cradle of a wide medical bed with raised walls where banks of neon read-outs and lights flickered with his every breath. A soft white sheet covered him up to the shoulders, and he saw that he was wearing a blue medical gown underneath. The idea that he had somehow been naked and someone had dressed him crossed his mind, but no matter. A little embarrassment was a small price to pay for life.

      What happened? he thought, raising his arms to push himself up—

      A sudden, pained cough erupted through his lungs, and needles of electric pain spasmed up and down his body.

      The tinny bell of his medical bed’s alarm unit suddenly rang out. It was quickly followed by the running feet of doctors and nurses.

      “Be still, Mr. Williams!” The first of them, a small man in medical whites, got to him. He gently but firmly pushed Dane back down to the pillows. The next was a woman in nurse’s green, moving around the bed to check his vitals.

      “Is he stabilizing?” the doctor—that was who Dane assumed the small man was—asked, and the nurse affirmed.

      “And the virus?” the doctor demanded.

      Virus? What virus!? Dane thought in alarm. I had a building drop on me. I didn’t get sick! He wanted to correct them, but every time he opened his mouth, pain surged through his lungs and up his legs.

      His crushed legs, he remembered.

      “It’s still a positive. It’s lodging in his kinesin-two protein,” the nurse replied.

      What the heck is my kinesin-two protein!? Dane started to panic.

      “Easy, Mr. Williams. I know this hurts, but you must relax,” the doctor said.

      He gave Dane another firm push down before moving to the steel cabinet near the door of his room and taking out a syringe.

      “I’m moving him onto treatment plan one for the Exin virus,” the doctor announced.

      Exin virus!? Relax!? Dane did not feel very relaxed right then.

      “Wait, Doctor. I need him conscious!” A new voice entered the room, and with it, a woman with long, golden curls streaked with graying white. She did not wear a white lab coat or nurse’s scrubs, but instead wore a dark blue and slate-gray service suit, belted at the waist, with a name tag at her breast.

      She walked into Dane’s medical room with calm authority, and Dane saw the doctor flinch as if poked. He stepped back suddenly, leaving this new woman space to approach the pained, enfeebled Dane.

      His body felt as though it was pricked with fire. Dane thought that he’d rather have whatever the doctor was going to inject him with than a conversation.

      “Mr. Williams, my name is Doctor Sylvia Heathcote of the Federal Defense Board,” the woman said, speaking softly and clearly as she leaned over the bed. Her clear blue eyes were piercing as they scanned over him.

      “Do we…” gasp “have to do this…” argh “now?” Dane managed to breathe and splutter through his hurt.

      A glimmer of a smile crossed Heathcote’s features. “Yes, Mr. Williams, we do, unfortunately.”

      Dane breathed through his teeth.

      “You see, Mr. Williams. I am afraid that the good doctor here was about to put you onto something called treatment plan one, which means that you spend the rest of your life in a bed like this one, unable to move, wracked with pain, and you will probably die after only a few years…”

      Wonderful.

      “However, there is an alternative. I am a doctor specializing in epidemiology, and I have been tasked with finding a cure for this virus. If you are in my care, I might have a way that you will at least be able to use your legs again.”

      “I haven’t got…” gasp, hiss—Dane tried to explain that his problem was with falling masonry, not viruses.

      “Ah.” The woman called Heathcote looked up and scowled back at the doctor. “No one has told him yet?”

      “I think this is hardly the time!” the Doctor glared. “And your treatment is experimental! You’re only allowed to do this because the Federal Marines want more soldiers!”

      What!?

      Doctor Heathcote was unapologetic. “Yes, they do. And you are right, my drug is experimental, but it seems to work to block the Exin virus from attacking what is left of an infected patient’s nervous system,” she said in a matter-of-fact manner. She turned back to Dane at her side.

      “Mr. Williams. What I am about to tell you is going to shock you. Please try to listen. And what my colleague here is saying is also true. But know this, I am offering you a way to walk again, and to fight. And to perhaps have some sort of freedom.

      “But you can only do that as a Marine in the Mechanized Infantry Division,” she continued. “The virus moving through your body is attacking your nerve-endings, giving you pain, eventual complete paralysis, organ failure, and death. My drug blocks that from happening, but you will still be infected by this virus, do you understand?”

      Dane gave a slight nod.

      “The civilian medical establishment does not have any effective antigens or vaccines for this virus. They can offer you symptomatic relief, but you will spend the rest of your life in this bed. Do you understand, Mr. Williams?” Heathcote carried on.

      Again, Dane gave a nod. He was already thinking that he knew what the better option might be. One that allowed him to walk again.

      “About a week ago, at approximately sixteen twenty hours, our planet was attacked by an alien force, Mr. Williams,” Heathcote intoned. Her words were so surprising that Dane almost forgot his pain for a moment.

      “The Martian and Europa colonies, as well as the North Atlantic seaboard, were all bombarded by coordinated and synchronized attacks from aliens as-yet-unidentified. A new, intelligent species, Mr. Williams. And one that apparently means to destroy us,” Heathcote said.

      “The attack was sudden, and the aliens—whom we have named the Exin—disappeared just as soon as we retaliated. We believe that this was a first strike operation to test our defenses.”

      Dane nodded that he understood, although his heart was in his mouth. Aliens!? Was he really hearing this right now?

      “The city of New Sanctuary, where you were recovered, was one of the targets hit most directly. Tens of thousands died, Mr. Williams,” Heathcote said.

      Tens of thousands… Dane thought about his neighbor, old Mrs. Karine who lived in the apartment opposite him with her three cats. He thought of Abi, the newsstand guy who printed out the day’s papers on-demand from his small kiosk. Dane’s thoughts flashed through the many and myriad faces of people that he knew or encountered in his daily life. Did any of them survive?

      “We have named this new threat to our future the Exin. After they left our space, and over the initial twenty-four hours, people started getting sick everywhere they had attacked.” Heathcote’s voice was steady, but Dane saw her eyes waver slightly at the heavy oceans of emotion that she hid behind them.

      “Prior to the attack, I had been studying a virus of unknown origin that had been sporadically infecting for the last few years,” she said.

      “We now know the origin as the people who got sick had this same germ secreting something I had named Exinase. We now believe this to be a bio-weapon created by the Exin and released en masse at the same time they attacked.” Heathcote’s voice started to tremble slightly with anger.

      “Exinase cripples humans, Mr. Williams. And then kills them. But if you agree to our bargain, I will ensure that you get my latest inhibitors and will indeed walk again!” Heathcote stared down at Dane. “I have chosen you in particular, Mr. Williams, because it came to my attention that you are a professional Mech-Brawler. Is that correct?”

      Professional is a bit of a loose term, Dane might have argued, but he nodded. He was.

      “The unit that I am working with is the Mechanized Infantry Division. Mech-Soldiers, you might call them. The M.I.D. have been given point on developing a first-response defense to the Exin threat, as, presumably, those inside mechanized suits will be impervious to the Exinase virus. Having someone already infected in the unit could be an interesting experiment as well.” Heathcote explained.

      “The M.I.D. will be able to go into ruined cities and colonies such as your New Sanctuary, or Mars, or New York, and conduct rescue and defense operations. The M.I.D. may also prove to be the best front-line defense we have, should this conflict become land-based. And a man with your skills should already be well-suited to Mech-Fighting.”

      “Do you understand what I am offering you, Mr. Williams?” Heathcote’s blue eyes pierced him once again. In her hands was a tablet computer with a Federal Defense Initiative contract, just awaiting his signature.

      Dane understood very well what Sylvia was offering. He was already nodding as best as he was able.

      She was offering him the chance at revenge.
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      Dane’s life became a whirlwind of activity, and unfortunately, most of it involved pain.

      The next two weeks at the Sacramento Teaching Hospital were consumed by tests and procedures designed to prepare Dane for his new life. His hospital meals stopped being awful and instead became a whole lot bigger and filled with things like actual vegetables.

      He was given a pull-up bar and dumbbell set and expected to work out four times a day. He started feeling his upper body strength return, albeit slowly.

      He was fitted for Federal Marine Corps khaki fatigues.

      When he was allowed access to the wall-screen and bothered to check his citizen’s bank account, he saw that instead of the weeks of no tournament money he was expecting, he had started getting a stipend pay as a “BASIC RECRUIT.” It wasn’t a lot, but it was regular—and it was happening even as he was spending half a day lying down.

      Some of the changes, however, weren’t so great. One afternoon someone came and removed what he thought of as his rather rakish and daring looking mohawk haircut, and instead left him with a regulation buzzcut. Dane thought that he looked like a shaved cat, but kept the opinion to himself.

      “You’ll be on Vito-neura for the rest of your life, Mr. Williams,” Heathcote explained, as she handed over a small, sleek black medical box with two metal pincers at one end, making it look like some strange beetle. The box was strapped to his thigh. Almost immediately, Dane felt a pinch as the first dose was delivered to his embattled neurons.

      “Vito-neura is the virus-blocker I have been working on,” Heathcote explained. It was midmorning in the hospital, and the sky outside Dane’s window looked sunny and blue, but scarred with the constant flights of drones and military jets.

      She looks proud, Dane thought as Heathcote checked his heart, blood-pressure, and neurological activity on the handheld scanner. It was the first glimmer of emotion that he had seen from the blonde woman.

      And then Dane experienced why Heathcote was so pleased with her efforts.

      He could move his legs. There was still a deep bone ache in his muscles that he remembered from his days training as a Mech-Brawler, but his muscles had been underused for weeks and were hungry for training.

      “Stand,” Heathcote said, and, amazingly, Dane Williams found that he could do so. Without pain.

      I don’t believe it, Dane thought, taking first one step, and then another, and then—

      “Ahhh!” Dane gasped as needles of electric pain surged up his legs and lower back, and he stumbled forward. He had to clasp onto the small steel table in time to avoid splitting his head open.

      “The pain hasn’t gone away!” he growled, panting gasps of angry air.

      “No, Mr. Williams, it won’t,” she explained. “You see, the Exin virus is still in your system. It never left and might not ever leave your nervous system. But the antigen will keep it at bay…” He watched as she adjusted the dose remotely, and this time Dane didn’t feel the needles of pain against his thighs—but did feel the wash of cooling that ran through his body.

      Once again, he found that he could walk, his limbs feeling a little more supple.

      “Hmm. Better than I had expected!” Heathcote raised one carefully-poised eyebrow. “It must be your previous conditioning.”

      “What do you mean?” Dane asked as he took a few experimental turns around the hospital room, and even a few leg kicks and raises.

      “Your body seems to like the punishment, Mr. Williams,” Heathcote explained.

      Which seemed, to the doctor at least, like the perfect excuse to give him a whole lot more…
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      “At-ten-hut, Private!” shouted a voice from Dane’s doorway.

      “Huh?” Dane blinked, turning around from where he had been standing and working the punching bag that had been brought in to add to his routine. He was dressed in exercise wear, with a grey Federal Marines sweatshirt already ringed with sweat. He threw what he thought of as a textbook salute.

      “Terrible,” the man snapped at him, and then, “Copy me.” He pulled his heels into line, his back ramrod-straight, and threw the perfect, arm-vibrating-with-tight-passion salute.

      The man was a little smaller than Dane but broader. He had a slightly graying moustache and the sort of squarish, rangy, and toughened features that Dane was starting to think of as a “Marine-face.”

      The stripe and pip on his shoulder marked him as someone important, as well, Dane saw. He did his best to copy the man.

      “Hmph,” the man in tan-and-green fatigues pulled a face. “Awful. But I’m feeling generous,” he said with an air of restraint.

      “My name is Sergeant Lashmeier, and you, my boy, are Private-nothing Williams. Say ‘Sir yes sir!’”

      “Sir yes sir!” Dane did his best.

      “What the hell was that, Private?” Lashmeier’s face was as implacable as death itself.

      “SIR YES SIR!” Dane tried again, this time summoning as much passion as he could shout and earning a grunt of despair from the sergeant.

      “Okay, I see what we have here…” Lashmeier growled. “You’re a dead man walking, Private Williams. You barely know your head from your ass. You used to be physically fit, and you coasted on your youth and a bit of luck until the crawdads got you.”

      The sergeant rolled his eyes at Dane’s confused look. “The Exin, Private. We gave them a little nickname.”

      “You were likely going to get a reasonably good career, find yourself a nice partner, settle down in some swank New Sanctuary apartment, raise a few screaming brats, and die of a heart attack before you ever got a chance to see my age,” Lashmeier predicted with so much absolute, concrete certainty that Dane found himself believing it, too.

      But then Lashmeier suddenly stepped forward, making Dane startle. The older Marine sergeant’s cold gray eyes pierced into him as he hissed in a low voice, like the whisper of steel.

      “But lucky for you, Private, I have come to save you from that. Lucky for you, Private Williams, that you have been given the opportunity to join the goddam best examples of humanity that have ever walked this fine earth—do you understand me, Marine?”

      “Sir yes sir!” Dane shouted.

      “You have been born again, Private Williams. By the grace of the Federal Marine Corps, you have been brought into the light. You will walk again. I don’t want to hear you whining about your legs. Or your pain. Or the chances you might have had, or how hard you think this is—because you have been selected for the best damn thing to ever happen to someone. Do you understand me, Marine?”

      Dane felt something stir in the back of his throat. A knot of emotion when he thought about his back and his legs, and everything that he’d had. How the doctors and consultants had looked at him hesitantly when they came to inspect him, like he was an injured bird and worthy of their pity.

      And these Marines don’t care about my disability, he thought. It was an oddly encouraging thought.

      “SIR YES SIR!” Dane shouted.

      “Good man.” There was a ghost of a smile at the corner of the sergeant’s mouth. “You’re starting to get it, Private,” he grunted, before abruptly stepping back and looking around Dane’s room.

      “Get your crap together, Private Williams. You’re shipping out to Fort Mayweather within the hour,” the sergeant said, before throwing another salute. Dane did his best to copy the salute before Lashmeier turned on a dime and paced out of the room as quickly as he had arrived.

      Things happen fast in the Federal Marines, Dane thought as he left.
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        * * *

      

      Private-nothing Williams found himself on the tarmac outside the large transport bay behind Sacramento Teaching Hospital. He waited alongside a whole host of support staff. Dane could see the same pale and washed-out looks on some of his fellows, indicating that they, too, were recovering from the Exin virus. He wondered what stories each of them had that ensured that they were given the same opportunity that he had…

      But Dane’s wonder for his fellow man was short-lived as it was given over to the large shapes on the Sacramento tarmac.

      One was a large Marine Transporter—a four-winged craft with two great rotor wheels inside each wing at the corners of a stubby, distended belly. Into it moved a constant flow of smaller drone carts with crates and plastic boxes of equipment.

      But Dane’s sight was drawn most of all to the largest contraption there: a giant metal humanoid figure painted a matte military gray. The thing stood easily fifty feet tall and looked as though it was about to lurch to life and clamber onto the roof of the Teaching Hospital at any moment.

      “That’s a Titan!” Dane breathed. He’d never thought he’d see one in real life, as up until now, they had only ever been theorized and portrayed visually online. At least that’s what he’d been told.

      “Yup,” said a voice behind him. Dane swung around to see a man about his height in cream-and-tan Marine fatigues, with a ready grin and slightly-scruffier-than-regulation black hair.

      “Sure is. Biggest of the mechanized infantry class. Looks like the engineers finally got their funding!” said the man, throwing a hand for Dane to shake.

      “Joey Corsoni, sapper with the M.I.D.,” he explained, although Dane didn’t understand what “sapper” meant.

      “I used to be with the U.S. Corps of Engineers, but we got reassigned,” he said with a shrug, looking past Dane at the Titan.

      “You, uh…” It was hard for Dane to take his eyes off of the largest Mech he’d ever seen. “You got the virus, too?” he asked.

      “Ha! Thank God, no.” Joey burst into a scandalized laugh. “You’re Private Williams, right?” Joey asked, earning a nod.

      “Right. I’m your sapper-support. Every AMP-wearer gets a one-man support engineer, which is gonna be me, to make sure the suit works.”

      “AMP?” Dane’s eyes swiveled back to the giant Titan. “Am I going to walk that?” His voice was full of excitement, as he was already wondering how close it was to his old Intrepid suit. No, it must have much better servos and load-carrying capacity. Imagine the speeds that thing can shift!

      “You crazy!?” Corsoni burst out laughing. “No, those are the AMPs,” he said, pointing to one of the fast-moving drone trolleys. A stand carrying much, much smaller versions of the Titan was being loaded into the transporter. Each suit looked barely bigger than a human, perhaps adding only a foot or so in height, and reminded Dane of one of the smallest training suits he had started out in as a Brawler, more than a decade ago.

      “AMP, or Assisted Mechanized Plate,” Corsoni said. “That’s what you start off in if you complete basic training. And if you do well in training, then do well in the field, they’ll upgrade you to a War Walker class suit, and then maybe—just maybe and God forbid we ever have to actually use them— the Titans will be used for direct land confrontation with the enemy.”

      “Land confrontation,” Dane repeated the words. Corsoni meant facing the Exin in battle.

      “Sorry to disappoint you, Private.” Corsoni clapped Dane on the shoulder. “But I saw you fight a few times,” he surprised Dane by saying. He waved to one of the loaders. “It’ll be an honor serving alongside ya,” he said with a grin, before the loader was beckoning them, and Corsoni was turning to shout to all of the recruits.

      “Right! Our turn next! Everyone line up and move quickly after that fella in the yellow. Get yourself a seat, get strapped in, and get ready for one hell of a ride!” he shouted, before throwing a thumbs up at Dane and breaking into a run.

      Dane felt a little bewildered, but joined in with the haphazard line and was soon jogging up the ramp and onto the transport. He strapped himself into the X-harness of webbing that pulled down over every one of the truly uncomfortable hangar-bay seats. The rotors started to spin far above him.

      And just like that, Dane started his new life.
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            Focus on Your Goals

          

        

      

    

    
      Why didn’t you leave me under the New Sanctuary Dome! Private-nothing Dane Williams could have cried out in pain, exhaustion, and frustration as he tried to keep it together.

      Private-nothing was alongside a whole heap of other private-nothings attached to the wall of a thirty-foot cliff somewhere in backwoods Virginia, with the harsh sun beating down on his neck and back as he struggled to hold on to the rope.

      This was the third time he had been up the rope (and down, and up again) this morning. Now his vest and fatigues were drenched in sweat, he stank, and his muscles were quivering.

      “Gah!” He hissed, as his hands started to slip inside his gloves on the rope.

      Dane was the last one on the ropes. Even now, as he looked upward, he could see the wobbling legs of his fellow boot-campers disappearing over the top surface of the edge.

      It’s not fair! He gritted his teeth. I only got my legs back a month ago! How could anyone be insane enough to expect me to do this! He was starting to pant with the exertion. He could feel the electric tingles running along the soles of his feet that indicated that he might be due for another attack of the virus.

      Which could kill me! he thought, biting down on his pain as the Sergeant bawled at them, and reaching one shaking hand up to clamp on the rope above. With a grunt, he shuffled himself up the rope another few inches.

      “Move your ass, Williams!” It was Lashmeier, calling down from the top ledge of the cliff, similarly dressed in sweats and fatigues. He apparently did not care at all about the heatwave they were expected to labor under.

      Easy for you to say, you sadist! Williams thought, feeling his shoulders shake and now the trickles of pain lace up his thighs, too.

      Dane could still feel the box of the Vito-neura medicine strapped to the meat of his thigh—but it wouldn’t be delivering another dose until this evening unless he could get his hand to the orange emergency-release button. He could hit that and self-inject up to three times a day, but it would mean that he would need to order a refill much earlier than usual.

      “You think the crawdads gonna sit around and wait for you, Marine?” Lashmeier bawled.

      “I don’t give a stone cold—” Dane hissed through his teeth—even they seemed to be in pain.

      “What did you say, Marine!?” Lashmeier shouted. “I can’t hear you, Private Williams!”

      “Sir yes sir!” Dane managed to gasp. “The crawdads aren’t going to wait for me, sir!”

      “Then what in the sweet name of Washington are you doing down there, Marine!?” Lashmeier gave his final shout the truly epic Lashmeier-effect, and Dane found his body trying, at least, to comply.

      He shuffled one gloved hand up and gave another grunt as he pulled—

      “That’s it, Marine. You show them crawdads what they’re facing,” Lashmeier was shouting.

      Just then Dane’s hand slipped inside his climbing glove, slick with sweat.

      “Ach!” He made a scream as one hand flailed back, and suddenly, he was falling, seeing the angry face of Sergeant Lashmeier above, framed by picture-perfect blue sky.

      “Aiiii!” Dane screamed as suddenly the security line that they weren’t supposed to use pulled sharp against his weight. He felt as though it almost cut him in half as he rebounded.

      Brace! Brace! He remembered to bring his knees up and one hand out just in time as he smacked into the cliff wall, causing a jarring jolt to stun through his knees, hip, and shoulders.

      “WHAT THE HELL WAS THAT!?” Lashmeier was shouting at him, and even though it was full-Lashmeier, the voice was much further away now. Dane realized, when his heart stopped pumping at a thousand beats per minute, that he was now dangling three feet off the ground.

      “Get yourself down, Private. Detach and follow us back to base!” Lashmeier bellowed angrily, turning back to the others and disappearing from view.

      Wonderful. Dane sighed wearily as he lowered himself to the floor and fumbled with the hooks and catches that had kept him attached to the wall. There was a wide but steep path where the cliff met grass—which would have been far easier, Dane thought—which began the three-mile march back to Fort Mayweather.

      Dane didn’t even think that he could make the path ascent right now, let alone the trek.

      What a joke. He cursed himself, still trying to get his tired hands to work out the ropes as his legs started to spasm with pain.

      “Ach!” he hissed in agony, slapping the top of the medical unit triggering the cool release of Vito-neura to flood into his system. For a moment, he lay there on his back, looking up at the sky and waiting for the trembling to subside.

      WAAOWAAO!

      Just as the distant air-raid sirens flared.
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        * * *

      

      Air raid! Panic ran cold through Dane’s body, forcing him to his feet faster than any pain-blocker that Dr. Heathcote had ever given him.

      But still, even as he tumbled into a crouch, he waited to count the number of rising whoops.

      WAO-WAO-pause. WAO-WAO-pause.

      “Two.”

      It wasn’t the constant rise and fall of a base-wide muster of imminent attack. So far, there hadn’t been any. In fact, there hadn’t been ANY return attacks of the Exin since that awful first.

      “But two is the storm front call,” Dane knew, turning around and looking up to see that, yes, there was the edge of dirty yellow-gray clouds heading in their direction.

      Clouds that are laced with more virus, Dane growled. In the short month that he had been at Fort Mayweather—predominantly doing training and square-bashing every day, with an occasional hour of recreation time—they had also been given daily briefings on the State of Emergency by Sergeant Lashmeier.

      “Looks like the crawdads are generous,” had been the way that the sergeant had introduced their new threat. “The Exin virus is airborne, and six weeks after the initial attack, remains infective.”

      The sergeant had left the rest of the camp-wide briefing to Dr. Heathcote, who had led them all through a dizzying set of graphs and holo-slides, to state, basically, that there were “blooms” of the Exin virus hanging around in the atmosphere. They were being pushed down to infect more people every now and then by storm fronts.

      Heathcote had talked about thermal expansion and gyres, none of which Williams understood, but the result was the same—Lashmeier was right, the Exin were a race that just kept on giving.

      “Hey! Bad Luck!” shouted a grunt of a voice as heavy feet pounded down the slope of the hill.

      Oh, wonderful. Private Osgud, a heavy-set guy with skin as pink as a crawdad himself, had been sent to make sure Williams didn’t get infected. Again.

      Can I even get double-infected? The thought flashed through Williams’ head. No time to answer, though, as Osgud was skidding to a halt.

      “Get up! Sarge says I’m to take you to Bunker Three,” Osgud grumbled, spitting the words and squinting his small, dark eyes at Williams. “He reckons you can’t make it back to base in time—which is probably about right for someone like you.” Osgud was a fellow private-nothing, but it turned out that Osgud thought he was a private-something, and had so far been determined to point out to every other would-be M.I.D. Marine that Dane was a waste of space and a cripple.

      Yeah, not what the Diversity and Equality Team call me. Dane rolled his eyes just at the sight of him.

      “I said get up!” Osgud grumbled, making absolutely no effort to actually follow Lashmeier’s orders and help Dane.

      Not that I want help from you, Dane thought, pushing himself to his feet. Luckily, the special blockers and antigens were getting to work, and he didn’t feel the cramps or the shooting pain running through his legs.

      “This way, I’m not hanging around to get infected by you,” Osgud growled. He broke into a run back the way he had come, away from the cliff and the slope, and toward the dark line of the pine trees and the many miles of running tracks that snaked their way through it.

      “You get infected by the virus, not by me, you stupid son of a…” Dane watched the large shape running away from him and sighed before breaking into a run himself.

      The dark clouds on the horizon were approaching fast. Dane was beginning to wonder if the rest of the training corps could get back to the relative safety of base camp before it hit.

      Lashmeier will probably take them to Bunker Two, Dane was thinking. He had started to gain on Osgud, despite the cool lack of sensation in his legs. Maybe because of it.

      There were lots of support bunkers dotted over the large tract of forest and training ground that comprised Fort Mayweather. Each one was now stocked with breathing masks and armaments, just in case this very thing happened.

      Which is happening fast… Dane put on an extra spurt of speed as he crossed into the cool darkness under the pine trees. Bunker Three was only a few twists and turns away.

      “Ooof!” Suddenly, Dane’s foot slipped on a piece of still-damp mulch from last night’s shower of rain. He hit the dirt and rolled, skidding against a tree, and there was a tearing noise.

      When he looked down, he saw that his Vito-neura injector was gone, torn from his thigh as he hit the dirt.

      No no no! Dane instantly started panicking. He threw a glance upward to see that the blue space between the clouds was starting to turn gray with the front winds of the coming summer squall.

      And the Exin virus.

      And Osgud, it appeared had already skidded to a halt and was turning back to him, but it wasn’t to offer the hand of brotherhood.

      In Private Osgud’s hands was the Vito-neura injector unit, with one buckle torn off.

      “Hmm.” Osgud looked at it for a moment, then looked at Dane, then looked up at the skies above…

      “Give it back and let’s get to safety!” Dane hissed angrily, pushing himself to his feet.

      Private Osgud looked at Dane, then grinned maliciously. “Come and get it, cripple-boy,” he snarled. He turned with a spray of pine needles and mulch, still holding the injector unit, to charge around the last corner to Bunker Three.

      No!

      Dane broke into a run, grateful that he had just been injected by the serum. The panic was rising in his chest, though, as he pushed his strange legs faster.

      Don’t focus on the pain. Focus on your goals! He tried to remember one of the sergeant’s motivational speeches.

      Well, currently my goal is not to die in hideous pain. It was an easy one to focus on as he rounded the bend to Bunker Three, seeing the squat concrete dome sitting there with its door open. Osgud had already hit the door release and vanished inside—taking Dane’s injector unit with him, apparently.

      Jackass! Dane swore, running faster as the dark storm clouds started to gather and spread along the canopy overhead.

      And the first drips of rain started to fall.

      No, no, no!

      Dane ran to the open doorway.

      Which was suddenly filled by Osgud. One meaty hand caught Dane on the chest and shoved him back.

      “What the hell are you doing!?” Dane said, feeling the first drip of rain slide down his cheek.

      Don’t wipe it. Don’t spread any possible contamination of the Exin virus. Dane lay on his back in astonishment. He looked up at Osgud still inside Bunker Three’s door, grinning down at him.

      “What the hell are you doing!?” Dane scrambled to his feet once again.

      “Looks like you’re infected, cripple,” Osgud snarled happily.

      “Osgud, let me in, you idiot!” Dane bawled, starting forward, intending to swing at Osgud if he had to.

      The dark clouds were entirely over their little clearing now, and the wind was starting to rise and howl through the trees.

      How long till full exposure—again? Dane was panicking.

      But Dane pulled himself up short of taking a shot at Osgud when the much larger private held up his medical injector and waved it as if he were about to throw it.

      “Say please.” Osgud was grinning, clearly enjoying himself.

      Another drip of early rain hit Dane’s shoulder, and he felt it running over his muscle in excruciating intensity.

      “Fine. Please. Goddamn it please, let me in, Osgud!” Dane snapped, for his Marine brother to lightly jump back, pointing to the decon booth just inside the door. Dane wasted no time in jumping into the small shower cubicle. Almost scalding hot water poured over his body as the main bunker door slammed shut.

      Luckily, although the Exin virus was terrifying in its lethality, it was also fairly easy to eradicate. Just hot water, Dr. Heathcote explained, would force it to “break its covalent bonds”—whatever that meant.

      Dane waited until he felt his clothes were completely soaked before he hit the door release button to step outside of the decontamination chamber.

      “Osgud, you piece of…” Dane immediately started to say as he emerged into the central room of the bunker.

      “Uh uh.” Osgud was leaning over the central steel table. Behind him, the walls were filled with the metal lockers that contained breathing units and rifles and first aid kits. A further open doorway led to more rooms like this, burrowed under the ground of Virginia.

      Osgud had Dane’s medical injector on the table, belly up, and was tapping it on the steel suggestively, as if to say that he could smash it at any moment.

      “You gotta be nice now,” Osgud said with a grin. “This is a lesson, Williams. A guy like you shouldn’t be here. A guy like you is only going to slow the rest of us down, and Lashmeier is going to work that out, sooner or later.”

      Tap-tap-tap, went the medical unit on the steel.

      “Osgud…” Williams started to growl at the man. “If you damage that, I swear to god, I’ll…”

      “You’ll what? Tell on me? File a complaint?” Osgud gave the sleek unit another strong tap. “I knew you were soft, Williams!” the larger man said with a snort of laughter, flicking the unit across the table.

      Dane caught it just in time on the opposite edge. Focus on your goals. Dane seethed, doing his best to contain his rage as he inspected his life-saving device. Dane knew that he was no snitch. And even though he would go toe-to-toe with the larger guy if he had to, Dane also knew the risks that he ran if he got booted out of the M.I.D.

      Back to the Sacramento hospital. Back to a short life of pain, he knew only too well.

      A moment later, there was a sudden glitch of noise from the base transmitter system, linked up by underground lines to each and every bunker.

      “ATTENTION! ATTENTION! SCANS SHOW  0.00 PARTS OF VIRAL AGENT. ALL CLEAR. REPEAT: ALL CLEAR.”

      They had been lucky, it seemed. This particular sudden summer squall hadn’t been loaded with Exin germ particles. But the next one might be.

      “I’ll catch you later,” Private Osgud promised, shouldering his way out of Bunker Three and heading back to base camp. He left the soggy and sodden Dane Williams inside.

      It turned out that some of the finest examples of humanity on Earth weren’t so fine after all. Dane groaned.
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      >>Run Simulation…

      

      Dr. Sylvia Heathcote worked late into the night, surrounded by the blue gleam of holoscreens from her laboratory in the heart of Fort Mayweather. She was used to working odd hours. Even before the Federal Marine Corps, she had often found herself cycling to her suite at John Hopkins University at all hours, whenever inspiration struck.

      Sometimes, inspiration came like an unexpected friend, bearing surprise gifts of wonder… and sometimes, inspiration came like a prophet of doom.

      Sylvia, with her curly blonde hair tied back in a ponytail and glasses on her face, scowled at the images she was being presented with. Above her on the large, wall-mounted screen was a blacked-out diagram of America. Green trace lines spread and swirled across it, first moving in slow-motion, and then speeding up.

      She was looking at the spread of the Exinase compound through the medium of patients being admitted to special holding centers and emergency treatment facilities.

      “It’s not slowing down…” She blinked at the screens. The vectors were reaching almost every part of the United States, even six weeks after the initial attack by the alien bearers of the infection.

      Well, it is airborne… she said to herself. There was no way to control the spread of airborne particles, was there?

      But airborne spread doesn’t explain this, she thought. The only saving grace in all of this was that the Exin virus wasn’t spread through human contact. No human could catch it off of another human or mammal. It simply didn’t do that. The infected person had to catch it from one of the sites that were originally bombarded by the alien vessels, or else get caught, full-blast, by one of the viral storm fronts…

      But airborne particulates have a way of diffusing rapidly, Sylvia knew. There was simply too much turmoil up there to keep things stable. And a virus that could stay existent for over a month and still have this level of reproduction was insane.

      Wait a minute…

      Sylvia reached quickly to overlay the current Federal Meteorological Office survey data of current weather fronts, showing orange swirls and vortexes, combining and breaking apart over the United States.

      Most of the Exinase compound matched the spread of air currents. But then Sylvia started to notice the small vortices of virus that didn’t seem to have anything to do with weather fronts at all.

      What?

      With a flicker of her hands, she zeroed in on those parts of the map. What was causing them? Was it a concentration of Exinase in the environment? Contaminating buildings, infrastructure?

      “But Kansas and Georgia weren’t hit by the Exin,” she murmured, looking at a small spread of the virus in particular. What is going on?

      It was then that inspiration struck.

      There was far more Exinase in the system than there should be, if it was released at the time of the attack… Somehow, there was another source of the Exin virus—another agent that could travel, could move to different places, and could even release new Exinase particles.

      “And with a spread like that…” Sylvia settled back into her chair, looking at the simulation of the spread of the Exinase across the United States.

      “The infection will be total before year’s end,” she muttered, aghast.

      Her hand moved as if by its own accord to the table-top communicator, punching the numbers for Sergeant Lashmeier and the M.I.D. The man was still awake, as he always had been whenever Heathcote called. Idly, she wondered if the man ever slept.

      “Doctor? What can I do for you?” he barked in his bulldog growl of a voice.

      “Sergeant, we need to speed up the program. We need Mechanized Infantry on the ground as soon as possible if we are to have any hope of surviving this.”

      And of finding what’s spreading the Exin virus and stopping it, Sylvia added silently.
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      Dane’s new home was a metal bunk in the recruit dormitory, alongside the twenty-four other newly-minted recruits of the Federation Marines. It was to here that he returned every night and rose from every morning, or, like now, had one of those rare half-hour rec periods after morning PT and breakfast, and before the rest of the day’s training began. He had a locker to call his own, and a bunkmate below, who was a much larger man named Bruce Cheng.

      “Don’t worry about it,” Bruce was saying, flicking a glance over to the far corner of the room where Osgud was holding court with some of the other recruits. Word was getting around that there was trouble brewing between the “bad-luck cripple” and Osgud, and there was a tense air in the bunkroom most evenings.

      A week had passed since the climb and the aborted storm siren. During that time, Dane had already had a handful of other encounters with the larger Osgud—small irritations mostly, like his wash kit going missing, or being bowled over during one of the assault courses by a passing Osgud, of course “by accident.”

      But Dane could feel the tense agitation growing in his limbs, the exact same feeling that he used to get a week before a title fight.

      Yep, Dane thought as he glowered over to the opposing corner of the room, where Osgud was lifting his head to roar with laughter, alongside his cronies, Private Marks, Italino, and Hopskirk.

      “. . . cripple!” Dane overheard. Osgud formed a spastic dance with his legs to prove the point and sent a laughing look over to Dane’s corner.

      A nod. Yep, Osgud is precisely the sorta guy I don’t get along with, Dane thought. The private was the loud, brash, and arrogant sort of guy that Dane used to meet in the amateur-pro gyms for Mech-Wrestlers.

      Usually guys who rely on their muscle to get what they want and have stopped using their brains… Dane thought. And also, the sort of guy who took great delight in reminding the younger Dane of his useless father and his unfortunate bad luck.

      “Hey,” Bruce said a little more sternly, standing up and making the whole bunk shake and vibrate as he did so. Bruce was a large man. A very large man of American-Japanese heritage, who had, like Dane, once had a sporting career. He had been an amateur-pro sumo wrestler until the Exin had attacked, and he enlisted instead.

      “You want to get your head out of your ass?” Bruce was looking at Dane like all this trouble was his fault.

      “C’mon, Bruce—that isn’t fair. Don’t you see that?” Dane snapped back. The few weeks of constant exercise and being shouted at by Lashmeier had left him feeling drained and touchy.

      Bruce threw another look over at the corner where Osgud and the rest had descended to conspiratorial whispers, interspersed with cackles of laughter.

      A shrug from the mountainous shoulders of Cheng. “I see someone who isn’t worth it,” he said in his deep growl of a voice before turning back to Dane. “And I see someone who is lucky to be alive and still feeling guilty that they are,” Bruce said with a nod to Dane’s outstretched legs.

      “What!?” Dane blinked, his anger suddenly hot and high in his throat. How was this fair? How could Dane be treated like less than nothing when Dr. Heathcote had especially selected him for this?

      “You’re right. Osgud is a pinhead.” Bruce gave another titanic shrug. “But pinheads are everywhere, even before the Exin. But you, Dane Williams, seem to have your head screwed on. Or I thought you did,” Bruce muttered. Leaning forward against Dane’s bunk, he said in a low, serious tone, “Do you want to waste your anger on someone like Osgud and the others, when you could be trying to save up that anger for the ones who really put you in this mess…” Another look at Dane’s legs, “The crawdads?”

      He was right, of course, Dane thought with an agitated sigh, but a part of him now felt embarrassed and didn’t want to admit it.

      “Just as long as he stays out of my way!” Dane said, swinging his legs over the bunk, making Bruce move out of the way hurriedly. He willfully threw himself to the floor with a thump that sent a shiver of pain through his knees, but one that he relished all the same.

      I’ll show them who’s a cripple! Dane thought angrily, just as the session bell went off for the first training of the day.
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        * * *

      

      “Marines!” Lashmeier shouted at them as they filed into Fort Mayweather’s Training Gymnasium One, which had been curiously transformed into what looked like an assault course. All of the equipment and weights had been stacked aside, leaving the long hallway stretching out to the open cargo doors at the far end, with hurdles across its length, and then a tall set of steel frames.

      More PT, Dane thought with a groan. They’d already had their regular pre-dawn marathon jog and compound body-resistance exercises—but the sergeant liked to vary the morning sessions. At any time it could be PT, or weapons practice, or briefings and problem-solving. Physical Training was widely regarded as the worst of the three (with briefings and problem-solving a close second).

      “Your mothers are going to be proud that they spat your mewling faces onto Earth today, Marines!” Lashmeier took great pride in his speeches. Dane wondered if he wrote them beforehand as the sergeant strode back and forth before the assembled line of private-nothings.

      “Because on this glorious day, you lucky lot are going to get your first introduction to…” Lashmeier swiveled on a heel with a scrape of sound so sharp that Dane almost thought that it could light a match. He pointed toward one of the side doors to the gymnasium, which was rolling open at his command, to reveal a second, much darker hall on the other side lit with electric-blue LEDs.

      The next-door hall was shaped like a half-octagon, and there appeared to be high cabinets or booths along its edges.

      No, not cabinets. Dane’s heart leapt. Cradles.

      “The AMP, or Assisted Mechanized Plate!” Lashmeier crowed joyously.

      Each cradle on the walls next door held an eight-foot-tall suit, like a metal golem inside its own open sarcophagus.

      They’re like Intrepids, Dane instantly thought, but they were more compact and looked much, much sleeker.

      “You’ve all been assigned your support staff, so wait for your name to be called and get introduced,” Lashmeier was shouting. “Suit up and return here!”

      Dane could barely control his excitement to get his hands on another Mech, and when “WILLIAMS” was shouted over the speaker system, he couldn’t feel his own legs at all as he jogged to find Joey Corsoni standing in front of one of the cradles.

      “Big man.” Joey threw him a mock salute and a sarcastic grin before stepping out of the way to let Dane at the AMP. “I guess I don’t have to explain how this baby works to you, do I?” he said, moving to the engineering panel at the side of each cradle.

      “Yes. Run me through everything,” Dane said without a moment’s hesitation. “I want to know everything about this suit, from basics all the way up.”

      After all, Dane thought, I’m only going to be as good as my suit is.

      “Okay then, she’s probably a little different to what you’re used to,” Corsoni said, hitting the release for the large rubber-headed clips to open over the suit.

      With hissing noises, the breast-plate, arm, thigh, and calf-plates opened to reveal padded cradles which he could lean into. Dane did so.

      “So, she’s a composite on a main harness form,” Corsoni said, hitting the buttons for the opened plates to close securely again, self-locking and tightening around Dane’s limbs and chest.

      “Comfy? She’ll self-calibrate once she gets used to your body measurements, blood pressure, and what have you,” Corsoni said.

      Hot damn, Dane thought. No fiddly little harnesses and straps that he had to tighten each and every time.

      In a moment, his arms and legs were secured in sturdy composite tubes of metal plate.

      “Then comes the main suit harness,” Corsoni said.

      Dane saw the segmented, servo-assisted belt move across to connect and cinch at his waist. There were hisses of release at his neck, and he had to manually pull the padded webbing down over his shoulders to click into place at his belt with a whirr as they self-calibrated, too, allowing flexibility and hold in his upper body movements.

      “She’s compound alloys and silica-threaded carbon plate,” Corsoni was saying, tapping the side of one of Williams’s thigh-plates with a sharp metallic knock. “They’ll take most gun shots from any pedestrian weapon, rifle, right up to general purpose machine gun.”

      Then there was a whirr as the breast-plate swung into place in front of Dane. It, too, was made of interlocking, composite pieces like the scales of some insect-creature. Each of them could shift independently and jointly with its sheathed fellows.

      The plate auto-calibrated into place, and last came the connecting mechanisms, as each composite part of the suit locked with its neighbors, using cogs and pistons and servo-mechanisms.

      “She’s got a miniaturized U-14 accelerator, meaning that you can run practically forever as long as it’s fired up.” Corsoni tapped the part of the outer front-plate roughly over where Dane’s heart should be. The entire suit added almost nine inches to Dane’s height and width in every direction.

      “This one hasn’t been activated for field operations, so she’s empty.” Corsoni said as he tapped various hollow-sounding weapons modules spaced around the AMP. “But in the hot, she’ll have all the usual lights and thermal scanners and filtration systems and what have you—as well as a standard smart laser here.” He tapped the back of Dane’s leading forearm. “And your general purpose weapons will mount here.” He tapped Dane’s waist.

      Of course, Dane thought. With all of the added strength built into this suit, he would be able to hold an entire general purpose machine gun all by himself (normally, they took a team of two people to carry, position, and fire).

      “And last, but definitely not least,” Corsoni stepped back to hit a button on the engineering tablet he had taken from the wall and a large helmet-type system lowered itself down from the roof of the cradle. Dane just had time to pull up the rubber collar mantle from the breast-plate over his neck as the helmet locked and settled into place. The world went dark for a second then blue-green neon lights started flashing.

      
        
        >TRAINING AMP 023 Activating…

        >Cycling accelerator unit…

      

      

      The entire wrap-around visor over his face was also a data screen, Dane realized. The darkened crystal or bullet-proof glass started to lighten to show the world and the grinning Corsoni outside.

      “What you’re seeing there is your HUD, or heads-up display,” Corsoni said.

      Whoa, Dane thought with another tremble of excitement. The Intrepids never had anything half as sophisticated as that!

      
        
        >Recognizing User… PVT WILLIAMS, D…

      

      

      As the electric neon flickered over Dane’s vision, he also felt the suit adjusting, tightening and loosening all across his body as it calibrated for his exact body size.

      
        
        >General Systems Check… GOOD…

        >Filtration, Biological, Chemical, and Radionic Protections… GOOD…

        >Connecting to Federal Network…

      

      

      Dane saw a rather unnerving blue-green circle spinning slowly around its own tail for a moment in the dead center of his vision. Then it resolved to read CONNECTED, and his vision became overlaid with identifiers and signifiers.

      
        
        >PVT. HOPSKIRK, J…

        >PVT. CHENG, B…

      

        

      
        >OBJECTIVE 1: GYMNASIUM ONE…

      

      

      “Your suit is plugged into the Federal Marines mission servers at all times,” Corsoni explained. “So, they’ll be direct-loaded with your mission parameters and will update as you complete each one.”

      Dane looked at the faint, pulsing green arrow already pointing him back to the gymnasium.

      And Dane saw no reason to ignore it, as he made to move his legs.

      His metal humanoid suit took a wide, confident step forward to clang onto the floor of the AMP launch room.

      “Whoa there!” Corsoni had to skitter back. “You feeling good? Normally, I’d get people to stand and feel the weight of it first…”

      “What weight?” Dane laughed. Even though this military Mech seemed to have far better defenses, and packed far more stuff, it was also far, far lighter than any of the brawling Intrepids that he had once worn.

      Dane lifted his metal Mech-Gauntlets in front of him, looking at the segmented metals and closing them into a fist with glee. He even threw a few practice punches into the air, feeling the weight and swing of the arms—just a little bit more than his body.

      “The suspension on this baby is a dream!” Dane was saying, knowing that the mark of a really good Mech suit was the fact that it felt lighter and lighter. The suspension and servo-assists should carry their own weight, leaving you feeling as though you could move just like normal.

      But somehow the engineers of the Mechanized Infantry had managed to make this suit feel better than normal, Dane marveled. He felt stronger, faster, tougher.

      And definitely not disabled.

      “Okay, champ,” Corsoni said. “Just follow the mission objectives as they come up, do your best, and I’ll see you on the other side.” Joey slapped the metal of Dane’s back-plate.

      “Go get ’em.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      
        
        >4… 3… 2…

      

        

      
        >1.

      

      

      As soon as the digits flickered on his suit’s timer, Dane lunged into action, extending his metal legs as if he had been born with them. He easily outpaced the pack of other trainees, who had been standing in a line at one end of the gymnasium.

      First hurdle.

      Dane threw an arm, felt the jar through the suit, and slapped the top of the metal hurdle as he vaulted it with ease, lifting his legs so that his knees bent as he landed. This forced him into a metal roll that sent out sparks on either side.

      Booyah! Dane fought to control his excitement at how easy it was to move in this suit. He felt alive like he hadn’t for months.

      The next obstacle was the metal bars that stretched across the back of the gymnasium room, before the open cargo doors at the back. Dane lengthened his stride, stepping once, twice, then a hop to jump up to the frame and grab it with his metal arms, pulling himself up much more easily than he would have if it had just been him and a rope.

      This suit takes all the weight off my legs, Dane was thinking as he scaled to the top in moments, swinging one leg over the bars and pausing for a moment to breath.

      
        
        >Calibrating Maximal Oxygen/Dioxide Levels…

      

      

      He suddenly felt a little clearer-headed as he realized that the AMP suit not only calibrated to his body dimensions, but it also seemed to live-calibrate to his body’s needs in terms of oxygen!

      The tournaments I could have won with this! he thought. Dane cast a look back behind him. He was ahead of the others by almost thirty feet.

      A lot of the trainees behind were having problems adjusting to their new environment, making vastly exaggerated movements and over-extending their legs or leaning too far forward, or too far back.

      Poor body-mind, Dane diagnosed, remembering the primer lessons that he had been taught when he had first gotten into a Mech-Brawler suit. Some of the problems of a Mech suit were related to clogged or rusted machinery, but the vast majority of them, Dane knew, were due to the wearer simply not thinking on an instinctive level with the suit.

      It was a process that took time and practice, Dane knew—of getting used to the second skin that you found yourself within.

      But now, with a clang, one of Dane’s fellow trainees—Marks—had hit the climbing frame and was starting up.

      Better get moving. Dane turned, measured the distance to the floor—Ten feet. This suit can take that, he thought, pushing off with his arms instead of climbing down to land in a squat, as if the drop had been three times shorter.

      
        
        >Success!

        >OBJECTIVE 2: Deadweight…

      

      

      And Dane was running forward, his metal feet pounding toward the light as the next objective flickered into view.

      His helmet-plate hazed a tad darker as he burst out into the brilliant sunshine of a Virginia day. He saw that there was a series of crushed metal cubes—compacted cars—sitting in a row. A faint green arrow was pointing him straight toward the first, and then vectoring past it, to where a ditch-trench—the same they used for faux-battlefield training—ran past.

      
        
        >Deliver Deadweight…

      

      

      Dane hunkered down, raising his shoulders a little as he intended to ease off, just before seizing the crushed car. Maximum force to move the thing into the ditch…

      Private-nothing Williams was still ahead of Marks and the rest as he crossed the distance in a flash. He was halfway there with several running strides, three quarters—

      BOOM!

      The dirt at his feet exploded into pulverized rock dust.

      “Shh-!” Dane swore, awkwardly flinging himself into a leap through the explosion to skid awkwardly on the far side, hitting the dirt, and slamming into the side of the metal cube with his shoulders. Not what he had planned.

      They’re shooting at us! They’re freaking shooting at us! Dane thought in a panic as the ground near the base of the metal cube suddenly exploded once more, spraying him with dirt and detritus.

      They never told us this in the mission parameters! Dane automatically hunkered down against the protected side of the cube as the ground exploded once more.

      “Ugh!” He heard the crackle of a voice over his suit’s speakers and realized it was Private Marks, one of Osgud’s cronies, but who had flinched a little too dramatically as the ground before his feet detonated. He was now tumbling head over heels into the metal block.

      There was a mighty clang of sparks, and the suit fell backward with a heavy thump. Another explosion scattered the earth near his shoulder.

      “Get to the cube!” Dane shouted to Marks. He saw the Mech start to awkwardly lift itself from the ground, just as another explosion lost him in a scatter of dirt.

      Oh crap! Dane left his crouch and rolled the distance to where Marks was now turned over, half of his back smoking with steam.

      “Marks! Marks—you okay!?” Dane asked, grabbing the Mech’s shoulders and dragging him to the shadow of the adjacent cubed car.

      “Get off me, Williams!” Private Marks was alright, it appeared. He shoved Dane backward with all the force of his suit, sending him skittering across the dirt in the middle of the explosions.

      Mouth-breathing son of a—! Dane swore, turning to scrabble and crab-walk back to his own deadweight.

      
        
        >Deliver Deadweight…

      

      

      His own objective was still flashing insistently as Marks was already pushing and heaving at his own cube behind him. With a grunt of frustration, Dane seized the ends and started to push.

      He felt the back-plates of his own suit contract and move in tandem, taking the force requested as hidden mechanisms tightened and dispersed the load over his back, shoulders, and down his legs. The weight was heavier than he had expected, but it started to shift and drag along the dirt as he shoved it, foot by stuttering foot, toward the ditch.

      “Rargh!” Even with all of his augmented strength, the metal block was hard to move. Dane started to feel the give and cost on his own meat-body inside the suit. It seemed like forever to get to the edge of the ditch, and then to heave the final load over the end and collapse himself after it into the wide, sandy bottom, panting.

      With accompanying grunts and shouts of pain or agitation, other Mechs were doing the same. Private Marks had actually completed the job ahead of him and was crouching in the trench, looking over the far side.

      We’re done. What now? Dane was thinking, a moment before his suit’s parameters updated.

      
        
        >Success!

        >OBJECTIVE 3: Advance on Enemy Position…

      

      

      The green-vector arrow pointed straight over the patch of flat land toward a much higher embankment at the end of the practice field.

      Almost a hundred feet. Dane hazarded a look over the top of the ditch to see bursts and flares of light where others—full Marines or drones or automated units—were busy firing at their positions.

      “Advance? Are they crazy!?” Dane heard some of the radio chatter over his suit. It was Private Redguard, normally a slim guy in his meat-life.

      PHA-BOOM! There were more explosions and flares of dirt across the patch of simulated battlefield, and the lines of fire seemed to be walking toward them in waves, before concentrating wherever one of the Mechanized Infantry dared to raise a head.

      “We’ll get blown to bits!” Redguard was shouting, and Dane saw Marks turn his Mech’s head warily, as if waiting for someone else to go first.

      In fact, everyone is waiting for someone else to go first, Dane thought.

      “Together! We go together!” That was Bruce, shouting from his own hidden crouch in the ditch, beside his metal block.

      “We use the blocks!” Marks offered instead, already moving to start to lift the corner of one… His suit was still slightly blackened on one side from the explosion where he had taken a near-direct hit.

      But it was only soot, Dane realized. What had Corsoni said? That these suits could take the punishment of most firearms, even up to general purpose machine guns!?

      Poor body-mind, he remembered. He had been caught thinking in terms of meat-flesh. Of weakened biology that would be ripped apart by bullets.

      Whereas, right now he was inside a walking tank.

      “No need!” he called to Marks, feeling that tremor of glee at the thought. Like he was indestructible.

      “What!?” Marks stopped hauling.

      “Look—they’re not going to kill us!” Dane said. Are they?

      “These suits are designed for punishment. We’re the freaking Mechanized Infantry Division!” he shouted.

      “You’re crazy,” Osgud offered over the suit-to-suit communicator system. “You wanna be cannon fodder, be my guest!”

      Idiot, Dane thought. Maybe it was the exhilaration of being in a Mech suit once again, or maybe it was the fact that his legs didn’t hurt, but Dane remembered his earlier promise. He was going to show them all that he deserved to be here. That he was brave enough and capable enough to be here.

      “Watch me,” he snarled, seizing the reinforced blocks that made up one edge of the ditch and hauling himself up and over it…

      And into a world of light and noise.

      
        
        >Auto-Glare. Sound Dampeners. Activating Suit Auto-Defense…

      

      

      Dane rolled forward, feeling his suit cinch a little tighter, at the same time as the outermost plates seemed to lift.

      Making a crumple plate? Dane was thinking as he bounced to his feet, legs extending into a run. He started to zigzag across the field, just as they had taught him to do in basic training.

      PHA-BOOOM! More dirt exploded at his side and behind him, but none of the shooters appeared to be as quick in their reactions as he was at running. Dane varied the time between each lurch to one side and then another, so that the shooters couldn’t predict where he would be.

      “Follow him!” he heard Bruce shouting, and more calls of “Boo-yah!” “Marines!” from behind as they followed his lead (let him become the target for the flak, he was thinking). Something hit him directly on the hip, like a cannonball.

      “Arg!” Dane didn’t know it, of course, he was busy seeing white glare and gray. But he was somersaulted over and had been sent spinning into the dirt.

      My legs. My legs! He panicked. He was lying on his back, just as he had been back then—when the dome of New Sanctuary landed on him.

      
        
        >AMP Suit Impact! Right Hip-plate -10%…

      

      

      Dane was too busy hyperventilating and feeling the pain radiate over his hip and thigh to see the message the first time that it flashed up.

      “Move on! Move on!” he heard Bruce shouting from somewhere, and then the suit’s damage message repeated itself.

      Only ten percent! That direct hit had only caused ten percent damage to his suit! When he looked down, he saw that the plate over his hip and thigh appeared crumpled and crushed as if under a heavy weight and was surrounded by blackened scorch marks.

      “But I’m okay. It was only a little bit of damage,” he said with amazement, suddenly feeling vindicated as he pushed himself up. He started to run forward again.

      He had been right. The suit he was inside was a walking man-tank, and it could take the punishment—if he could.

      Dane was a little behind the front runner, Bruce, but he was among the first of the pack to scramble up to the embankment to find a line of auto-gun drones there. As soon as the Mechs had reached the embankment, the drones seemed to deactivate, but Dane purposely rolled himself to the far side just the same, skidding down the side of the embankment with a grateful sigh beside the others.

      The rest of the squad came in, panicked and panicking, in dribs and drabs, skidding, tumbling, and rolling to the floor.

      All save one. Redguard.

      
        
        >Success!

        >OBJECTIVE ACHIEVED…

      

      

      His suit appeared happy with the outcome, but for the sergeant, the result was mixed, to say the least.

      “Congratulations, privates. You have performed your first fully-suited operation. A few of you are clearly M.I.D. material.” Lashmeier flickered a look at Dane, “Private Williams,” as well as the first to make the far side of the embankment, “Private Cheng,” but then the sergeant’s tone shifted.

      “But the excellence of a few is outweighed by the truly abominable stupidity OF ALL OF YOU PUT TOGETHER!” the sergeant bawled at them. Lashmeier looked very small in his fatigues next to them, but his comparative size did nothing to reduce his anger.

      “Private Redguard broke an ankle coming out of the ditch to the battle zone, and how many of you stopped to help him!?” Lashmeier was shouting.

      “Sir—I didn’t realize this was a collaborative mission, sir…” Hopskirk had the audacity to answer.

      “I beg your pardon, Marine!?” Lashmeier turned his ire at him. “Did you not hear the Marine Code? No one left behind, no one! Or are you attempting to say that I did not explain the code to you well enough? That I did not do my job—is that what you are trying to tell me!?”

      Even inside his suit, Dane could hear the private’s gulp of anxiousness.

      “Sir no sir—of course I would never…” he tried to say.

      “Hopskirk, because it seems that you like excuses not to help your brother Marines, you clearly need to learn that we are a team! We NEVER leave one of our own behind, you hear me!?” Lashmeier was shouting. He promptly gave poor Hopskirk a lesson by ordering him to pack away the gymnasium equipment, thus helping the Marine Corps out in some way.

      “And as for the rest of you, get up—three laps around base,” Lashmeier shouted.

      “In the suits, sir?” Marks asked.

      “Four laps around the base and another if anyone else questions my orders!” Lashmeier shouted. Everyone struggled to their feet, feeling exhausted and tired, but setting off in a ragged double line.

      And, as Dane naturally fell into place beside Bruce, he was aware of the almost murderous looks of jealousy that Private Osgud and Marks shot their way.

      Wonderful.
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            What a Marine Is Capable of…

          

        

      

    

    
      The sergeant was pushing them hard. If Dane had thought that his days were busy before, then he clearly wasn’t prepared for what was coming over the next two weeks. Their active day was extended by two hours, and extra training sessions were added.

      Dane and the other Private-nothings of the M.I.D. not only had rotating sessions in battlefield operations, firearms, and engineering, but also two rounds of daily PT—running marathons and climbing frames, swimming and scrambling over assault courses. They also had what was starting to be called the “metal mayhem,” when they would have to do all of the same activities, plus several object-movement ones, inside their AMP suits.

      The metal mayhem sessions, thankfully, were what Dane excelled at. It was only everything else that he felt like he was lagging behind in. Like now, when he was struggling to take notes and not hiss in pain during the daily briefing, as his legs were seizing up.

      “…best guess is some sort of organic-metal composite…” Dr. Heathcote was saying, pointing to the board where a fuzzy picture of a pointy-looking seed pod was magnified too large.

      Why is she telling us about plants? Dane tried to concentrate. NOT plants. Exin. He tried to focus, but another electric glimmer spread up through his legs to his hips, making them judder under the desk.

      Ack! The problem wasn’t just overworking his legs—but also when he stopped, they would start to cramp and seize up. He held in his pain, reaching down to his thigh to find the medical unit still securely attached. He depressed the emergency release button.

      And nothing happened.

      What?

      He pressed the button again, but again nothing happened. The pain was only getting worse, not better…

      And meanwhile, the picture on the screen was of one of the Exin craft, and it was a part of a whole slide show of image stills and film clips showing these small, malevolent ovals falling into Earth’s atmosphere. Then, they scudded across the sky, emitting a blue glow from their backsides. They looked vaguely biological, with strange whorls and ripples on their surfaces.

      “Propulsion system believed to be gravity manipulation, meaning that they can travel at tremendous speeds…” Heathcote was saying about the glowing aspect of the Exin’s crafts.

      “They’ve got fracking gravity control, and we’re still on rockets and boosters?” Dane heard Bruce mumble at his side. If Dane had been concentrating on anything other than his malfunctioning injector unit, then he would have agreed that this hardly seemed fair.

      “They haven’t even come back,” Dane heard Private Marks whispering to Osgud a row behind him, where they sat in the auditorium. “Maybe those crawdads had one taste of human missiles and realized they were out of their depth!”

      Idiot, Dane thought, leaning against his hand on the small desk and trying to breathe through his rising pain. Marks and Osgud, as well as many others here, hadn’t been directly affected by the Exin attack. They hadn’t had their homes bombarded. Or their hopes crushed. Anyone with half a brain could turn on a news channel and see just how badly Earth had been beaten, Dane thought miserably.

      “We believe that they have both an internal and an external skeletal structure,” Heathcote instructed, moving to the images of the various bits of body parts left behind by the Exin when the few ships were blown out of Earth skies. “Either that, or the external plate is cybernetically attached to the inner creature.” The parts of gray-green and blue shell looked segmented and chitinous, like some deep-sea creature or a close-up of a spider, but with lots of small, gleaming nodules brushed with metal.

      Like an AMP suit, Dane was thinking. Suddenly, his leg spasmed, smacking his knee against the underside of his desk and half-forcing him out of his chair.

      Ow! He shot back up, hearing the snigger of Osgud and Marks behind him.

      “Oops! There he goes again!” Osgud was enjoying the show, clearly.

      Dane spun around in his seat to glare at Osgud.

      Just as a shadow eclipsed them all.

      “Is there a problem here, privates?”

      Oh crap.

      It was Sergeant Lashmeier, looming over them with his face as stern as a broken brick. “Are you not finding the good doctor’s words interesting enough for you, Private Williams?” Lashmeier glowered.

      “Sir no sir!” Dane did his best to stand up and salute, but one of his legs buckled as soon as he moved. He ended up on his face, staring at the booted foot of the sergeant.

      Argh! Dane felt a wave of humiliation engulf him as first Osgud and Marks, and then at least half of the rest of the platoon started to hiss and snigger with laughter.

      Lashmeier stood above him, impassive, and made no effort to stop their laughter.

      “Get up, Marine,” he said in a low voice, and Dane growled as he turned himself over, his hands pushing himself up to his knees—

      “Ack!” Another wave of pain shot from heel to head, and he crumpled to the floor once again. The sniggering had another wave, but Dane was only concentrating on the small sigh of despair from the sergeant above him.

      “I said get up, Private Williams,” Lashmeier said in a low voice. “Or do you want them to continue laughing at you?”

      No one is going to treat me special or cry over my disability here. Williams thought about the words that the sergeant had offered him when he had signed up. He took a deep breath and hissed it out through his teeth as he forced his arms to press himself up into a crouch…

      “Sergeant! This is entirely unnecessary. This man needs medical treatment!” The accusative tones of Dr. Heathcote broke through the auditorium.

      Oh no, no-no-no!

      “It’s fine. I got this!” Dane hissed at Heathcote. The last thing I want is to be viewed as a helpless case in front of Lashmeier and the others!

      “You clearly don’t, Marine,” Heathcote returned.

      “He has to try on his own,” the sergeant said in a harsh voice, rebuking the doctor as the rest of the room fell silent, watching this conflict. “If he can’t stand like a man, then what am I doing with him in my platoon?”

      Gee, thanks. Dane was breathing hard. Knowing that he had to do it, for the sake of his own pride. And his career.

      “You go, Williams,” he heard Bruce murmur encouragingly.

      I can do this. Focus on my goals, Dane thought, pushing once again with his arms.

      Somehow the pain seemed to have radiated all the way up his legs and hips to his spine and then across his shoulders to his arms, too. His arms started to shake with the effort as he pushed himself from his crouch, feeling his legs wobble and shake underneath him.

      “Sergeant, really—this can do more damage than his body can take!” Heathcote was saying.

      You’re not helping, Doctor! Dane gritted his teeth and clenched his eyes against the pain, before hissing out and starting to rise on his legs. He got from a crouch to a bent-kneed hover as another wave of pain shook his body.

      “Rargh!” With a grunt, he forced himself to stand straight. Then, with tears of effort in his eyes, he performed a shaking hand salute straight at the sergeant.

      “There you go, Williams.” Lashmeier stepped forward to say quietly, barely over a whisper to Dane, “Don’t you dare think for a moment that a Marine cannot conquer any pain, because you clearly can.” The sergeant turned to go. “CLASS DISMISSED!” he called out, and with that, the spell was broken, and Dane crumpled back to his knees in a panting tremble.

      “Sacred heavens!” Heathcote was at his side, already fiddling with his thigh harness. “You’ve run out of antigen, that’s why.” Heathcote threw a muttered insult at the disappearing back of Lashmeier. “That man will kill you if he keeps punishing your body like this!” She hissed, disappearing to grab her briefcase, before returning. She had another set of ampules to load into Dane’s medical unit and small medical scanner.

      Punishment? Dane was thinking. It’s not punishment. It’s training.

      “I said I got this, Doctor!” Dane hissed, feeling compromised and weak. He had to rely on her and her drugs, but if he did so, then the chances of gaining any sort of respect in Lashmeier’s eyes would grow smaller and smaller.

      “Do you?” Heathcote said angrily, glaring at Dane. “Because right now, you don’t look like a man who has got this.” She jammed the new ampules of the antigen into the medical unit and then smacked the scanner against his thigh.

      “Ack!” Dane felt the pinch of needles as the scanner whirred and withdrew some of his blood.

      “What are you doing now?” Dane said resentfully, feeling the newly-loaded compounds sink into his leg and start to filter through his system. The relief they brought was almost blissful, but he didn’t want to admit that to Heathcote or to himself.

      “I’m checking the levels of Exinase in your blood, you ungrateful idiot!” Heathcote said in tight-lipped anger, looking at the readouts. She suddenly pursed her lips. “What?” she muttered.

      “What is it?” Dane felt a moment of panic. “Have they gotten worse? What’s wrong?”

      “When were you infected, Private Williams?” Heathcote was saying.

      As if she didn’t know already, Dane thought. “When New Sanctuary was attacked,” he said in a grumble. “I thought you, of all people, would remember that.”

      But Heathcote had already pulled back, tapping on the scanner for several long moments, and was ignoring him.

      “Doc—what’s going on? Are you done poking and prodding me? Can I get back to training now!?” he asked.

      Heathcote pulled back and looked at Dane with shadowed eyes. “There’s something wrong here, Private. There is no way that you can have this high a concentration of Exinase in your system if you were infected six weeks ago. My antigen should have bonded to eighty percent of the available virus by now,” she was saying.

      Dane thought about the storm that had struck the base, when he had been kept out of the bunker by Osgud. “The viral storm, about a month ago…”

      “Negative, Private.” Heathcote was shaking her head. “I ran the sensors on that storm myself, from Fort Mayweather right here—and there weren’t any viral particulates in it.”

      “Then, what?” Dane blinked. Was there any other way that he could have gotten reinfected? He tried to remember any time that he had been rained on outside.

      “No, Private. The only way that these levels of Exinase could be present is if the virus had been replicating inside your system for almost a week longer than the New Sanctuary attack,” Heathcote said. “This changes everything,” she was muttering to herself. “What if the incubation for the Exinase is actually longer than I suspected? What if the exposure was before the attacks and timed so that the symptoms started at the same time?”

      What?

      But the doctor was already snapping Dane’s medical unit shut, gathering her things, and standing up. “Back to your training, Williams,” she said with a harsh note to her voice. “There’s something I’ve got to investigate here.”

      Dane blinked in confusion as he watched Heathcote hurry back to her briefcase and then out of the room. He had no idea what the doctor was talking about, and all he knew right now was that somehow, he had to regain the respect of his platoon brothers…
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            Request Denied

          

        

      

    

    
      “Permission request denied,” Heathcote read the return digital slip on her phone and grumbled to herself. Once again, she was working late—or very early, in fact—and when she looked up from her chair, she could see the overcast lighting of the eastern skies.

      It was still dark, an inky purple out there—but before the hour was over, it would be a rosy pink from a new dawn.

      And by then, another one hundred people across the United States will have been admitted to a treatment center. Heathcote glowered.

      She had run the numbers all night. She had modeled the spread of the virus in both test tubes and computer simulations. The results were the same.

      I’m looking at an incubation period that began before the attacks and a continuing spread of the virus through an unknown vector, she was thinking to herself, over and over.

      The doctor’s eyes searched the purpling pre-dawns of night, as if she could peer all the way to New Sanctuary or New York or Boston and find the culprit.

      “There simply has to be another carrier, and we know that it’s not humans,” she was muttering to herself. The virus couldn’t be spread by mammals, she now knew. But what if there was an insect? Some commonly-blooming plant?

      And the Marine Corps are stopping me from finding it. She glared, glancing at the clock on the wall. Zero five fifteen hours.

      She had put in a request for a sampling mission: a number of Marines to accompany her to the principle testing site to collect samples and return to base.

      “But the sergeant seems to think that his precious M.I.D. isn’t ready yet,” Heathcote hissed. Well, how much longer would it take? She needed to get out there into the field if she was going to crack this. She needed to get scanners in the dirt and actual physical evidence in her hands if they were going to stop this virus.

      “Frack it,” she hissed, getting to her feet in a spur of emotion and gathering her things.

      Within half an hour, she had managed to pack an away kit, a hazmat suit, and all of the testing samples that she needed.

      “If the sergeant won’t give me a complement of Marines, I’ll have to do it myself!” the doctor said. She radioed down for a covered jeep to be made ready for her so she could pick it up at the front gate.

      By zero six hundred hours, she was gone.
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            Brawler

          

        

      

    

    
      Some two hours later, Dane’s chance to earn back his team’s respect came when the first of the AMP-to-AMP direct-contact sessions were announced.

      The new session was announced over the intercom immediately after PT, breakfast, and morning briefing.

      

      “A new trench of satellites called the Aries Program has been launched to early-detect any possible incursion. Linking up with the Moon Base Deep Sky telescope system, this will provide a comprehensive deep-range observation of any objects entering our solar system…”

      

      Dane immediately felt the thrill of excitement run through him.

      Direct contact. That means brawling, right? He was grinning all the way to the Mech Lounge Hangar, along with the tide of other would-be Marines.

      But no Corsoni.

      “Huh?” Dane frowned, looking around the busy bay as he searched for his support engineer, who should, like all the rest, already have been here prepping his AMP.

      Dane waited for as long as his frustration could bear, seeing the other recruits get into their own AMPs and start to jog back toward Gymnasium One—before, with a snarl, he decided to load into his suit himself.

      Maybe I should notify the sergeant of this. The thought flickered through his head, but then he remembered the cold severity of Lashmeier’s eyes just yesterday, and firmly decided against it.

      The sergeant expects me to be able to confront these obstacles myself, not cry for help at the first hurdle.

      Luckily for Dane, he had listened to what Corsoni had been saying, and he already had the most experience with an AMP suit of any there. It was a struggle to hold the engineer’s console as well as slot his arms into the plate units, but he managed it, activating each section in turn until he was entirely encased in the metal humanoid.

      
        
        >TRAINING AMP 023 Activating…

        >Cycling accelerator unit…

        >Recognizing User… PVT. WILLIAMS, D…

        >General Systems Check… GOOD…

        >Filtration, Biological, Chemical, and Radionic Protections… GOOD…

        >Connecting to Federal Network…

      

      

      His suit visor flickered to life, activating each system and symbol in turn, until he saw the small green vector-art humanoid of his suit hanging on the inside of his faceplate, indicating full power and health.

      No more guessing what part’s wrong where! he thought with a laugh as he stepped out of the cradle and had to jog to catch up with the others.

      “Nice to see some of you made it here in good time,” Lashmeier was once again bellowing from the front, and Dane felt a sting of indignant shame.

      Behind Lashmeier’s shoulders, the expanse of Gymnasium One had been turned into a very crude Mech-Brawler arena, Dane realized with a grin. There were high reinforced steel walls wheeled and then bolted into the floor to form a large octagonal zone in the center, with only one way in or out.

      “Today, you will be trying your first taste of actual Mech-Combat,” Lashmeier was saying. “Without weapons, just hand-to-hand melee.” Dane saw the sergeant’s eyes flicker in his direction. “I know that some of you have had experience in tournament arenas before—whether boxing or what have you—and I want you to forget all of that! This is not a sport, and you do not win when you score enough points!”

      Ouch. Dane shared a look through his faceplate with Bruce, the ex-sumo wrestler, who was wincing as well at the comment.

      “This is warfare, gentlemen. And in war, there are no scripted moves. There are no special combos or crowds to impress. There is just what gets your opponent on the ground, understood?”

      “SIR YES SIR!” The AMP-suited recruits’ voices, broadcast through their suit speakers, rang the hall.

      “That’s what I like to hear.” Lashmeier at last seemed pleased. “That said, because this is a training session, I do not want to see anyone killed in there, understood?”

      “SIR YES SIR!” Another roar.

      “You are to get your opponent to the ground and hold for five seconds. Then the siren will go off, indicating that the bout is over. Either that, or the siren will ring after eight minutes anyway, and the bout will be over.”

      Eight minutes? Dane thought. That was no time at all. How could he get an opponent to the floor in eight minutes?

      I have to be fast, he thought.

      “First match—Hopskirk and Farouk!” Lashmeier called. The two recruits sauntered forward into the arena, squared off, and waited for the beginning bell to sound.

      BWAAR!

      The first pair were hesitant to engage, Dane thought, using his time to study the movements of each AMP-wearer. Farouk was more confident than Hopskirk was in his suit, but both spent the first four minutes mostly edging around each other until finally trading kicks and punches. As soon as the first clang of metal sounded, however, the other AMP wearers—and Lashmeier—were starting to yell at the combatants.

      “Take him down!”

      “Don’t hold back, Marine!”

      “Counter-jab, counter, counter!”

      By the end of the bout, neither Farouk nor Hopskirk had managed to get each other to the floor and had done little more than trade blows. The next pair, Jones and Caxton, were much more gung-ho and clashed together almost as soon as they entered.

      But they’re still not giving it one hundred percent, Dane thought. The same pattern repeated through the pairs of recruits. Some of the pairs were more eager to engage than the others, but none of them even came close to realizing what it was that they were capable of in their suits.

      “Next up, Dane and…” Lashmeier was calling, looking around at the Marines who hadn’t yet had a chance.

      “Marks,” Lashmeier said, and Dane felt a slow, wolfish grin spread across his face.

      “Play nice, now,” Bruce murmured to Dane as he left the pack to the entrance of the arena, but Dane was only listening to the shouts of the crowd.

      It’s like being back in the dome, Dane was thinking as he stepped into the round room, looking once for the clearance he would have. Less than he had been used to, but enough for what he was planning.

      Marks clanked opposite him, and Dane watched as he moved, checking all of the small, tell-tale signs that a Mech-Brawler gave off of any blind spots and unease.

      Marks was swaggering a little with bravado, but Dane thought that he still lacked confidence.

      Gotcha. He grinned to himself.

      BWAAR!

      The bell rang, and before Marks had even thought to take a step forward, Dane had thrown himself into a giant, leaping roll, hitting the floor with a shower of sparks.

      He slammed one metal hand down on the ground and swung his leg out, straight at the shins of Private Marks’s suit.

      With a smack, Marks went down. Dane was already flipping his own Mech body over with one push to body-slam Marks back into the gymnasium floor. He threw one forearm behind Marks’s head as he held him down for the five-count.

      BWAAR!

      “Fifteen seconds!? Did you see that!!”

      “Boo-yah!”

      Dane heard the bell and the hollering applause of the crowd and knew that he had done it. They had seen just what he was actually good at. The bullies like Osgud and Marks would think twice before coming after him, and the other Marines might even respect him a little more.

      “Get up, Marines!” Lashmeier was shouting as Dane rolled off to let Marks clank to his feet, and then for Dane to push himself up as well.

      CRRANG! For there to be a grinding sound from the knee of his suit as he stood up.

      What?

      
        
        >Suit error! Lower knee servo-assist three non-compliant…

      

      

      The small vector shape of his suit on his HUD had an unhealthy orange flash mark where his right knee should be.

      That’s not right, Dane thought. There was no way that his sweep kick had damaged his suit, was there? Not unless these things were a lot more fragile than he had supposed.

      But it had taken an incendiary blast out on the training field no problem, Dane was thinking as he turned to move out of the arena, lurching slightly as he did so.

      “Randall and Cheng,” Lashmeier was announcing the next bout as Dane got back in place, joining the line of those who had clearly bested their opponents.

      Let me see… Dane was thinking, looking around his screen as the giant metal men converged and clashed in front of him.

      “Run suit auto-diagnostics,” he breathed, flicking off the speaker sound as the AMP started to self-diagnose the problem. An overlay image of his knee joint appeared, showing the different cogs, pistons, and gears that made up the assist to the frame.

      “Osgud and Jarousc,” Lashmeier called. Distantly, Dane could hear cheers and shouts as various battles were won confidently or weakly not settled at all. Most of them ran the full eight minutes with neither AMP wearer making any decisive victory, but by the time that everyone had had a bout, there were three clear winners who had forced their opponents to the floor: Osgud, Cheng, and Williams.

      
        
        >Problem isolated. Coolant valve compromised…

      

      

      Dane was looking at the diagnostic image, seeing that one of the thick, wire-meshed and rubberized cables that kept the servo-systems working was lit up a deep warning red.

      Oh frack, Dane thought. It had either been torn loose or developed a puncture, even though it was secured by padded clips and surrounded with solid-form foam.

      “Final bouts, ladies and gentlemen!” Lashmeier was calling, striding forward to the “winners” team. Dane excited out of his error panel quickly, seeing Lashmeier flicker his eyes over them all.

      “Let’s see how good you guys really are, shall we?” Lashmeier was saying. “Osgud and Dane!”

      Dane growled in agitation inside his suit. His suit was compromised. He should call a forfeit. But he knew, as he stepped forward (taking small steps to hide the suit’s weakness) that he wouldn’t. There was no way that he was going to pass up an opportunity to fight Osgud, was there?

      There should be enough lubricant already on the joint to keep going, he told himself.

      The gymnasium fell eerily silent as the two AMP walked into the arena. This fight had been brewing for a while, Dane was thinking—and everyone around them knew it, too. As he got to his position, he saw Osgud’s suit facing him, and then Osgud rolled his large metal arms and swung them down to his sides…

      For one metal gauntlet to tap at his own leg, and the giant metal faceplate to turn to one side just slightly, as if mocking Dane.

      He knows. Osgud knows about my knee! Dane was thinking. But that would be next to impossible. Osgud must surely just have been throwing an insult about Dane’s apparently uncontrollable legs.

      
        
        >Incoming Private Channel: OSGUD…

      

      

      His opponent had opened up a private suit-to-suit channel, and then Dane’s helmet was filled with the threatening whisper of Osgud’s voice.

      
        
        >How’s your leg… cripple!?

      

      

      The man whispered, and Dane felt a flush of anger—just as the start siren sounded.

      BWAAR!

      Dane’s anger propelled him forward, not performing a jump and a roll as he had done previously, but instead lunging slightly to one side as Osgud leapt.

      Dane’s leg wasn’t moving as fast as he liked. He had barely stepped to one side when Osgud was already jumping into a high, stamping kick—

      CLANG!

      
        
        >Suit Impact!

      

      

      But Osgud had missed his target, and instead his foot smashed against Dane’s righthand side. The same side as his damaged knee.

      Dane lurched as his leg refused to bend fully, but he was already sweeping one giant metal fist around in a roundhouse blow.

      Smack!

      There was a scrape and a clatter of sparks as Dane’s fist connected with the head of Osgud’s suit.

      But the AMP suit was designed for high impact, and Osgud, although he was staggering, shoved himself forward toward Dane—

      Move!

      Dane tried to sidestep with one powerful leap, but his leg dragged instead. Then Osgud’s shoulder hit him on the chest and sent him flying backward into one of the metal walls, with Osgud ahead of him.

      Oof! Dane felt himself bounce inside his suit, enough to jar the teeth in his head—but he was securely padded inside the Mech.

      
        
        >Incoming Private Channel: OSGUD…

        >You don’t belong here, Williams!

      

      

      Osgud held him there against the metal for a moment, using all of his force to grind Dane against the wall as his words hissed into Dane’s ears.

      
        
        >Everyone knows you’re a failure, Williams!

        >You wanna know something I heard? About your dad. Bad Luck. A failure. Just like you…

      

      

      Osgud pulled back to draw back one giant metal fist.

      Frack you, Dane thought, waiting for the slightest pause as he saw Osgud throw all his weight into the blow.

      That was the thing about Mech fighting. The really good Mechs made it feel easy to move, but you were still throwing around over half a ton of metal at a time, and the physics were undeniable. There was inertia. There was centrifugal force.

      Dane allowed his working knee to drop at the last moment as Osgud’s fist slammed into the metal, and then he was shoving Osgud’s other shoulder backward. All of Osgud’s weight had been thrown into that punch, making him overbalanced.

      Osgud started to fall backward, with Dane unable to stop himself from falling on top of him.

      Fracking idiot! Dane snarled as his suit slammed into Osgud’s chest, and both hit the floor with enough force to make the ground shake.

      “Rargh!” He heard Osgud snarling and gasping over the still-open channel between them. Dane pulled himself back, skidding his useless leg out to one side as he half-sat on top of his opponent and started to pummel him with giant metal fists.

      “You really think you can beat me in a ring!?” Dane was hissing into the air of his suit as he threw another punch and then another against the metal man.

      “Williams, Williams, WILLIAMS!” Someone was shouting as Dane smacked his fists again and again into Osgud’s faceplate. Suddenly, something grabbed his shoulder and was lifting him back. It was another AMP, and he was being hauled off of Osgud’s battered form below.

      “Get off me!” Dane yelled.

      
        
        >Incoming Private Channel: CHENG…

        >Dane, Dane! Pull yourself together!

      

      

      The other suit was Bruce, and he bear-hugged Dane to his chest as Dane at first struggled. He felt angry and frustrated, as if his body was electric with despair about how he was treated, about the jokes, about his legs…

      
        
        >>Breathe, goddammit, Dane, breathe!

      

      

      Bruce was saying as the small challenge ring was filled with support staff rushing to Osgud’s suit to extricate him from it.

      “What the hell was that!?” Lashmeier had followed the staff in. Even though he wore no suit and was easily two-and-a-half feet smaller than the Mechs here, he did not appear fazed by the relative differences in size at all. He glowered up at Dane.

      “You were supposed to hold for a count of five to win, Williams!” Lashmeier shouted. “This isn’t one of your brawling championships. This is the Marines!”

      “Sir yes sir!” Dane took breathe after deep breathe, drawing himself back under control. He watched as Osgud’s AMP was opened up behind the sergeant for the support staff to check the recruit.

      Osgud was still alive, and he even pulled himself out blearily. But his face was blotched with swelling, and he had a nasty cut at his hair line where he must have been rebounding inside his suit like a bean in a can.

      And then Dane saw the faceplate of Osgud’s Mech behind. It was crumpled and twisted by his powerful blows.

      “Not only did you endanger the life of a brother Marine—but you also damaged a very expensive piece of Marine property! You’re on your first warning, Williams!” Lashmeier shouted.

      Oh frack. Dane’s anger vanished as it transformed into a sick feeling of panic. You only got two warnings, he knew. All of this had been explained to them in their first few days. You got two warnings, followed by punishments—and on your third, you were booted out of the Marines.

      Back to Sacramento Teaching Hospital. Back to my life in a bed, Dane thought.

      “Ugh!” Lashmeier gave a grunt of disgust. “Get yourself back to Launch Hangar and get your suit cleaned up, Williams. Then I want you putting all these walls back in place and cleaning the gymnasium until my dear old grandmother would eat off it—you hear me, Private!?”

      “Sir yes sir!” Williams said. Bruce released him, and Dane stumbled and lurched out of the arena.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      “Dane! Dane!” It was Corsoni, arriving at the AMP Launch Hangar a full hour after every other private had completed their tat-down and gone off to the showers and their first rec session. Osgud had insisted that he was alright, but he was still walked off by the Fort Mayweather medics to the nearest medical bay to be checked for a possible concussion.

      And now Dane was exhausted. Even though the metal walls could be unbolted from the floors and the wheels locked into place to make them easier to move, they were still almost impossible. It was backbreaking work.

      “Here, here,” Corsoni was saying as he ran over. He took the other end of the last wall that Dane was wheeling back to shove into the space where they were kept.

      It was then that Dane saw the large bruise on Corsoni’s head, near his eye.

      “What happened?” Dane asked. “I was wondering why you weren’t here.”

      Corsoni winced. “Well, I was working in the machine sheds before the AMP session, as I usually am,” he said in a low, wary mutter. “And the next thing I know, I woke up in medical.”

      “What?”

      “There was a leak in the air filters, apparently, and the medics think I must have stumbled and fallen over, hitting my head.” He shrugged.

      “But the thing is, I was sure that the air filters on the various gas storage units we have down there were all secured and safe. They get inspected every month, and any faulty or worn-out parts get replaced,” he was growling. “I’m lucky that it was only enough to make me fall asleep, not kill me!”

      Hmm. Dane frowned. “Well, I’m glad you’re not dead. While you were away, I got a warning,” Dane said dourly.

      “Ha! I heard,” Joey laughed. “Word is all over the base that Bad Luck Williams is back, a wild man with a temper.”

      Dane smiled a little crookedly, but the shame he felt at losing control overrode any misplaced pride.

      “Still, I should have kept it together,” he sighed as they slid the wall into place and turned back to the suits.

      “Yeah, you should have—but there’s all sorts of things that we outta do, right?” Joey was saying. “Maybe it was my recent brush with death, but I’m thinking we need to not beat ourselves up too much with what we can’t fix and focus on what we can.”

      Joey had a point, and it was at least a little reassuring to hear someone not be disappointed or angry with him for a change. But talk of fixing reminded Dane of something.

      “Like my suit,” Dane said.

      “Got a battering, did it?” Joey said.

      “Not as much as the other guy’s did,” Dane couldn’t help but say, and the pair shared a grin before walking back to Dane’s AMP.
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        * * *

      

      It took Joey a fraction of the time it would have taken Dane to strip the AMP’s outer plates to get to the inner working of the seized-up knee joint.

      “I think I must have ripped a cable when I sweep-kicked Marks,” Dane said a little ashamedly.

      “Unlikely,” Joey was saying as he leaned over the mechanism with a tiny LED penlight. “Those wires are thick rubber with double metal-wire meshes as well. You’d have to have articulated metal jaws to tear them apart,” he was saying before suddenly freezing.

      “What the frack!?” he burst out.

      “What is it?” Dane said urgently, hovering over his shoulder.

      Joey was working hurriedly, reaching further up and down the Mech leg, unclipping and pulling at the lubricant wire to draw it out of the AMP leg and into the light.

      “Here.” He spooled out the wire and lifted it up to show Dane. “It’s been cut,” he said, holding the end.

      “But… What?” Dane shook his head.

      “You can’t tear it, but you can cut it with a tool. It could have happened in manufacturing, but I doubt it,” Joey was saying grimly.

      And that was when Dane remembered Osgud’s gesture toward his leg at the start of the fight. And what he said to him.

      “How are those legs, Williams?” Dane muttered under his breath.

      “What did you say, Williams?” Joey was looking up at him.

      “It was Osgud,” Dane hissed in anger. “I know that it was Osgud who did this. Maybe he even arranged for the gas leak in your machine shed somehow, too—knowing that you would find the cut cable when you checked out the suit,” Dane said.

      I should have kept on hitting him.

      “Whoa there, champion!” But Corsoni, it appeared, was far more circumspect than that. “You can’t just go around accusing people of stuff. A direct act of sabotage of not only Marine equipment, but a Marine AMP suit as well?” Joey shook his head slowly.

      “And we’re talking conspiracy to cause injury, even death,” Joey pointed out. “You really think that this Private Osgud of yours is capable of that?”

      Dane shrugged off the speculation. “He’s the sort of guy who doesn’t care. Maybe he didn’t think how far it could go or care if anyone died or not. But I’m telling you that he’s behind this somehow.”

      Joey Corsoni breathed through his nose and leaned back against the AMP suit in its cradle with a heavy sigh. “Just hold your horses, Williams. We need to be sure about this before we take it to the sergeant.”

      Who said anything about taking it to the sergeant? Dane thought a little vindictively, but immediately knew that Corsoni was right. They would have to take this to Lashmeier if they could prove it.

      “Because anyone who messes with an AMP suit isn’t just breaking regulations or committing conspiracy. That also counts as treason, Williams, in a time of war,” the engineer said very seriously. “Private Osgud will be lucky if he spends the rest of his life in a maximum security prison. He’d probably get shipped off to Mars.”

      “There’s always a silver lining,” Dane muttered under his breath.

      “I’m going to see if I can get access to the security footage of the Launch Hangar,” Joey said, “but I’ll have to do it quietly. And you have to watch your back from now on, Dane. If Osgud can gas me and tamper with an AMP suit, what else is he willing to do to get you kicked off the training program?”

      Pretty much anything, Dane was thinking.
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            New Sanctuary

          

        

      

    

    
      Sylvia’s jeep cruised down the empty highway, roaring at speeds that would have been considered reckless at any other normal time.

      But these weren’t normal times, and, for the moment, the interstates and the streets were mostly empty, save for the occasional covered farm vehicle and the army tankers looking like covered metal boxes, sprouting defensive plates and gun turrets.

      The world has changed, the doctor was thinking as she looked out on the wide fields around her, mostly deserted save for drone vehicles. Off to her left in the far distance gleamed rising steel and concrete walls as defenses were being placed around another American city.

      Everyone is scared of the virus storms, Sylvia thought. There were domes going up. Habitats. Reinforced, air-conditioned housing units. The very jeep that she herself was driving had a plate-armor shell encasing it, making it look bug-like—but giving it a hell of a lot of forward momentum when she maxed out at ninety-five miles per hour.

      Everyone is scared of the skies, she considered. On the horizon on the other side of her, she saw the three, fast-moving shapes of rocket-propelled jets as the Federalized Air Force made their constant sweeps toward the coast.

      I wonder if we’ll ever trust the skies again, Sylvia thought dismally as she started to see the horizon mist and pall ahead of her.

      She had reached her destination and could see that some of New Sanctuary—the first place attacked by the Exin—still burned two months after the attack.
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        * * *

      

      “Welcome to hell on Earth, Doctor,” said the Federal Marine at the final checkpoint, a full mile out of the city, as he holstered the ID scanner after taking a retina scan of Doctor Heathcote. The man wore fatigues of tan and off-gray, as well as an armored encounter suit, complete with neck collar and full-face visor. Behind him stood the armored hut and the pull-away steel barricades that were the third such checkpoint that Sylvia had crossed just to get this far.

      “You, uh, you going in alone? No backup?” The Marine cast a look inside Sylvia’s otherwise empty jeep.

      “Just me, sir. What can I say—we all have our jobs to do.” Sylvia shrugged. The woman still felt slightly nervous about the fact that she had left the base. Not that it was illegal or that she wasn’t allowed—but the decision from higher-up to not allow her an away-squad would probably have been interpreted by anyone else as strong guidance not to leave the base.

      But I didn’t get to be Head Xeno-Epidemiologist by never bending the rules! Sylvia thought as she grinned professionally up at the Marine.

      “Am I good to go?” she asked sweetly. “Just a routine sample-capture. I’ll be in and out in a couple of hours.”

      “Hmm, I should warn you that there is still a lot of unstable infrastructure down there.” The Marine frowned. “We’ve got salvage teams working day and night, but it’s a damned city,” he said with a shrug. “And there’s still looters going in. You armed?”

      Sylvia nodded to the passenger seat, where an AR-15 was stowed along the inside door. “Sure am, soldier.”

      “I should really get a second opinion on this,” the man muttered, looking skeptically down the road at the ruined, still-smoking buildings of New Sanctuary.

      Sylvia coughed.

      “May I remind you that my work is of the utmost importance to the effort, soldier?” Sylvia said. Perhaps there were some perks to leading teams of video briefings to almost every force group in America and several international liaison meetings with their allies over the pond as well. Dr. Heathcote was fast becoming known throughout the military world as the lead scientist on the virus, and her face was becoming recognizable—even if it was behind the plastic visor of her encounter suit.

      “Every minute we delay is a minute I don’t have in the lab, soldier.” Sylvia added a little steely authority to her voice, imitating Sergeant Lashmeier’s calm acceptance of his absolute right to do pretty much anything.

      “Uhr…” The soldier coughed, looked confused, then nodded. “Keep your phone on you at all times. Your base HQ will want to have tags on you at all times,” he muttered gruffly, indicating the personnel tracking app that every base comms unit had installed for their staff.

      “Always running, sir. Now, can I get on with saving lives?” she asked with a sigh, and the man waved her on. The steel blockade was removed. Sylvia drove forward past the first precinct of mostly-undamaged warehouses and industrial parks on the outer edge of New Sanctuary.

      “Meredith?” Sylvia said aloud to herself in the quiet hum of her vehicle.

      “Dr. Heathcote, how might I be of assistance?” said her phone’s Simulated Helper, a digital assistant program that Sylvia had been using for several years now.

      “Run New Sanctuary infection cases,” Sylvia said as she drove. The jeep bounced a little as she crunched over bits of gravel and concrete chips and got nearer to the Exin strike zones.

      In front of her were the two reaching arms of an overpass, completely broken in the middle and still hanging in their air, the iron and steel wires poking from their broken ends like arteries and veins. The salvage teams had cleared the road underneath, but the ground was still pocked with impact holes and littered with pulverized buildings.

      Yeah, the Exin sure did a number on this place. Sylvia narrowed her eyes at the demolished cityscape around the road. It was almost like looking at a natural vista, with hills and distant peaks, and low-lying mists clinging to the gorges between them. But the hills and peaks were all made of the same ruined white-and-gray blocks of buildings, and the mists were heavy stone dust and still-smoldering buildings.

      “Dr. Heathcote, survey completed. How would you like the results?”

      “Name top three infection sites and correlate with New Sanctuary city districts,” Heathcote said.

      “Immediately, doctor. That would be Sanctuary Falls, followed by Jefferson Place, and downtown Appleby,” the assistant said in her expressionless voice.

      “Sanctuary Falls it is,” she said, reaching the crossroads and not waiting for any lights as she wheeled right and gunned down the city arterial road for the district. Within another ten minutes, the digital assistant pinged that she was here, and Sylvia found herself surrounded by half-standing residential blocks, their windows all blown out and gaping.

      “Creepy as hell,” Sylvia murmured as she made sure that her suit seals were on and got out of the vehicle. Her reinforced boots crunched when they hit asphalt.

      I need a place for the collector station. She looked around, holding in her hand the bulky duffel bag and the mobile sampling unit that would start to breath in virus compounds as soon as she set it up.

      In between the buildings was the remains of what might have been a nice park. Trees still stood at one end, with drifts of rubble coming in on three sides like snow drifts. She had already crossed to the park and was looking at the small patch of remaining green that would make a great set-up site, when she realized she had forgotten something.

      The gun!

      The doctor looked back the fifty yards or so to the parked jeep, then at the welcoming patch of grass just a little way ahead of her.

      There didn’t seem to be anyone else around her. No sounds or sight of looters. It was kind of peaceful even, she thought.

      “It won’t take ten minutes,” she muttered to herself, knowing that she had to get to the other sites and back before Fort Mayweather starting shouting at her over the phone.

      Sylvia was right. The setup of the mobile sensor unit did not even take ten minutes. She pulled out the long rod of its head and its tripod legs, jamming them into the soft earth and pulling the body down to touch the grass.

      Grass that could be infected by Exinase. Does the virus bond stronger to organic surfaces? she was thinking as she turned the unit on. Small rotors started to spin near the top of the pyramid structure, driving air particles to the three funnels below. The ground-touching sensors started sucking in air particles from vents.

      It also didn’t take ten minutes for the person who had been following the doctor to ghost around the rubble pile while Sylvia’s back was turned, and for the next to cross on the other side…

      “Calibrate for wind speed, temperature,” Sylvia was making the final adjustments before leaning back from the scanner…

      This will pick up what virus is still floating around out here, she was thinking. And from there, I can trace the iterations of viral reproduction, work out if my theory is right. That the virus indeed started before the Exin attacked New Sanctuary.

      There was a crunch of something from behind her, and some animal part of the doctor knew that it didn’t sound right.

      “Don’t move!” shouted a voice, as the first figure jumped up, leveling a rifle.

      Oh crap! Sylvia threw herself into a roll, and there was a grunt as the man fired.

      CRACK!

      The doctor really wished that she had her gun about now as she skidded behind one side of the nearest tree and heard the sound of running feet heading across the park, toward her—

      Move it! The tree at her back blocked their line of fire on her (she hoped) and it was only a little way to the rubble building behind…

      “Get her!” one of her attackers was shouting. Doctor Sylvia Heathcote launched herself into a run, her feet kicking up dirt as the bullets smacked into the ground at her feet.

      She wasn’t hit. She jumped over the rubble line and into the destroyed city beyond. But she didn’t realize that her phone, with its Federal Marine tracking app, was still lying on the ground at the foot of the tree where it had dropped from her pocket…
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            Last Chance

          

        

      

    

    
      “PRIVATE WILLIAMS TO THE SERGEANT’S OFFICE! PRIVATE WILLIAMS TO THE SERGEANT’S OFFICE!”

      

      The internal speakers blared the order not twenty minutes after Dane had finally gotten to the mess hall. His limbs still ached from moving all the gymnasium equipment, and his head still thrummed with the conspiracy that he and Joey had just discovered. In front of him on the table was one of the three-part “space meal” food trays, still with its steaming shepherd’s pie, vegetables, and chocolate pudding only half-eaten.

      “Oh, come on!” Dane groaned, earning a smattering of laughs from the other recruits and trainees around him.

      Was there really no end to Lashmeier’s vindictiveness? Williams was thinking, stuffing as much of the food as he could into his face and wishing that he could eat three times the amount before stashing the tray in the cleaning bins and heading out to the corridors at a jog. It wouldn’t do to keep the sergeant waiting, especially if he was angry with him.

      “Psycho!” Dane heard someone growl behind him from the mess halls. But he didn’t have the time or the inclination to find out who it was as he ran, skidding down first one corridor and then the next, up the stairs to the higher level of the base and abruptly slowing to salute a captain and staffers as they clipped past, before he got to the sergeant’s office.

      “Sir reporting sir!” The door was open, and Dane stamped to attention, waiting until he was recognized.

      “At ease, Private,” came the somewhat resigned sigh of Lashmeier, sitting behind his desk in the small office, looking up from the data tablet.

      Dane had never seen the sergeant in his home territory like this, and the sight of such a fearsome and powerful man surrounded by data tablets and paperwork was, quite frankly, unsettling. On the walls were multiple framed pictures of the sergeant at the end of previous missions, in deserts or jungles, and at least two in the red-sanded glows of Mars.

      “Private Williams,” Lashmeier said, standing up. “We have a problem.”

      Oh frack… Dane was thinking. He considered opening his mouth and then immediately thought better of it when he saw the sergeant’s dour look.

      “The problem is, Dane, that you’ve got a point to prove.”

      What, other than I’m the best damn Mech-Fighter there is in this building!? he thought.

      The sergeant appeared to be watching his reaction carefully. He made a small noise of agreement with himself.

      “I bet that even right now, you’re thinking up something clever to say to me in response, but wisely, Private, you didn’t,” the sergeant said, and Dane blushed in agitation.

      “Maybe something I’m teaching you is getting in there after all,” the sergeant said, before turning to point toward one of the framed cases on the wall, where a purple-flagged medal sat.

      “You know what I got that for, Private?” he asked.

      “Sir no sir,” Dane said immediately.

      “No. You don’t. Word of why I got that medal doesn’t usually reach beyond military walls,” the sergeant said. “But I can say this. Surrounded. Outgunned. Three of my squad already dead around me, and another two to go before the mission was out. We were trying to stop a shipment of weapons from reaching the stronghold of a smuggling ring—one that was using unofficial rocket launches to get up to a pirate station to hand over the weapons to a group seeking to take the Mars colony,” the sergeant said.

      Dane remembered hearing about some sort of trouble related to the nascent Mars colony. Weren’t there some separatists or something a couple years back?

      “It turned out that the smugglers were backed by some of the biggest mercenary outfits on the planet. They were prepared,” the sergeant said. “They got lucky, or we got unlucky, I don’t know… But it ended up with my squad in foxholes on some godforsaken mountain, being shelled. It was black ops, and we weren’t even supposed to be in that country,” the sergeant said, his voice going low and distant.

      “Anyway. What happened isn’t important. What is important was that we won, and that I only did that through one thing alone. Can you name what it is?”

      “Sir, sheer stubbornness, sir?” Dane hazarded, earning a small wry grin from his superior officer.

      “In part, perhaps. But no, Private—that wasn’t the answer. The answer was my brothers in arms. We got through together. We had to get through. We had to rely on each other. Do you understand what I am telling you?”

      “Sir, that I shouldn’t have beaten the crap out of Osgud, sir?” Dane said, his words grating and catching in his mouth as, internally, he seethed in anger.

      What if I told you that Osgud sabotaged my suit? That he almost killed Engineer Corsoni!?

      “If you’re smart enough to see that now, Private, then why the hell didn’t you manage it an hour and a half ago!?” The sergeant suddenly stepped forward to bark at Dane.

      Dane opened and closed his mouth, holding his information in. Maybe I should tell him. Maybe he would believe me.

      But one look at the sergeant showed Dane that Lashmeier really didn’t want to hear the excuses right now.

      “Which brings me back to our problem, Private Williams. You have a point to prove. Some of the others, yes, are giving you a rough time because of your…” A flicker of the sergeant’s eyes at Dane’s legs, “…your health.”

      My legs, you mean. Dane clenched his jaws a little tighter.

      “Why I told you that story, Private, was because on that mission to that mountain, and during that night when we had to crawl on our bellies over the rocks to the enemy gun positions, using knives only because the muzzle flashes would be spotted…” The Sergeant’s voice rose. “There was a guy named Matthews. He and I, you could say, didn’t see eye to eye,” the sergeant said with a twinkle of vindictive mirth in his eye. “One more month on base, and we’d probably have ended up with one of us in the hospital or worse.” The sergeant’s voice was low.

      “So, when word came that Matthews and I were on the same squad, it wasn’t news I relished. I was even nervous about whether I could trust him.” He paused, looking out the window for the briefest of moments.

      “But we got through that night, Private Williams. And by the time that we were back on the West Coast, sipping lemonade by the pool, I had realized that Matthews was my brother, as any Marine will be if you make it through basic training.”

      I doubt that Osgud will ever be my brother. Dane felt his gut turn over with suppressed anger.

      “So, with that word of advice, Private—I am giving you your last unofficial opportunity. And if you screw it up, then believe me, it won’t be long before you are back to lying around in hospital beds, while someone else comes to wipe your ass, you got that?” the sergeant said. “I am deploying the recruits on their first field mission, and yes, you will be serving alongside Private Osgud. Respond, Private!”

      “Sir, I…” Dane said, trying to force his difficult emotions into words. “I really don’t think that is a good idea…”

      If Osgud feels free enough to try and break my suit here in the middle of base, then what would happen out there!?

      “DID YOU JUST DENY A DIRECT ORDER, PRIVATE!” The sergeant suddenly shouted at full-Lashmeier volume.

      “Sir no sir, I–” Dane shouted back at once.

      “Damn right you didn’t, Private!” Lashmeier snapped at him.

      “You will be deploying within the hour. Our Doctor Heathcote has managed to get herself lost out in New Sanctuary, and I suggest that you manage to stow away whatever issue you have with Osgud and get the job done, understood!?” Lashmeier said sternly. “This is an opportunity, Dane. An opportunity to learn what it means to be a Marine. And if you cannot do that—if I hear one whisper of trouble between you and Osgud out there—then you’re out. Understood?”

      Lashmeier’s face was implacable, and really, Dane had no option but to salute.

      “Sir, understood, sir!” Dane said tersely.
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            Really Screwed Up This Time

          

        

      

    

    
      Circle back to the jeep. Call for backup. The thoughts were becoming a fast-murmuring river in her head as Doctor Heathcote panicked.

      She was currently lying wedged between blocks. Looking down into the street she had just managed to clamber through and wishing that her heart wasn’t thumping at a hundred beats per minute.

      She could see the figures that were chasing her. Two burly people in haphazard work jackets and reinforced trousers, with simple, emergency-responder visors over their heads. They had been joined by two more—and they held a collection of rifles, pistols, and shotguns between them.

      Looters! Sylvia could have groaned, if she hadn’t been too terrified to make a sound. That soldier at the checkpoint had been wrong. New Sanctuary was still being picked over by the opportunistic and the desperate—although this four-man team behind her looked fairly well equipped.

      A criminal gang? she thought, reaching for her phone.

      To find that it was gone, and it wasn’t in her other pocket, either.

      Damn, damn, damn! She growled to herself. I must have dropped it or left it in the jeep…

      And where is the jeep in relation to here, anyway? Sylvia wondered to herself, lifting her head just a little to peek over the park. She couldn’t see it from here.

      Skreee! With her slight movement, one of the blocks started to shift from underneath her, sending a small river of grit and stone down toward the men picking through the rubble below.

      “Hey! Up there!” The biggest one in the lead suddenly pointed up at her and raised his rifle…

      Frack! Sylvia pushed off with her hands, rolling across the rise to painfully bang shins and elbows.

      Crack! The wasp-like buzz and smack of bullets hit concrete rubble.

      “Don’t let her get away!” she heard one of them shout. “If she brings the soldiers, we’re screwed!”

      “Up there, go!” another was shouting. Sylvia had no choice but to scramble down the other side of the collapsed building—and saw that it descended down almost vertically into a pit in the earth.

      No, not a pit—an underground garage, she realized as she ran, stumbled, and scrambled as fast as she could into the bowels of New Sanctuary.

      You really screwed up this time, Sylvia, she was thinking as she finally found steady ground, and ran forward into the darkness…
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            Deployment

          

        

      

    

    
      “Joey?” Dane rushed to the side of his AMP cradle to find the engineer already clambering down the wall ladder beside.

      “I heard. She’s ready, Williams,” Joey said with a steady nod—although Dane could tell that the engineer wasn’t pleased. Around them was the noise and bustle of the other trainees quickly suiting up as the orders had come down.

      “I’ve checked everywhere I can in such a short time,” Corsoni was saying. “And I’m pretty sure that there are no other nasty surprises waiting inside her, but I’d have liked a whole day to go inch by inch, and run a complete systems check…”

      “We can’t be sure that Osgud didn’t do any more damage to her?” Dane said in a breathless whisper as he quickly threw off his outer jacket—it gets real hot in a Mech suit after the first hour—and climbed into the cradle.

      “No, you’ll have to be careful,” Joey was saying before slapping the metal of Dane’s shoulder.

      “Suit activation!” Corsoni shouted, moving out of the way as the cradle started to open. At the same time, the plates pulled themselves in front of Dane and locked, one by one, in place.

      Some of the other Mechs were already managing to step out of their cradles, Dane saw, as his harness clicked, then the breast-plate locked, and finally, the visor.

      
        
        >TRAINING AMP 023 Activating…

        >Cycling accelerator unit…

      

      

      My first mission, Dane was thinking, feeling the tremor of excitement and nervousness in his chest. This was what he had been trained for. This was what he was here for.

      
        
        >Recognizing User… PVT. WILLIAMS, D…

        >General Systems Check… GOOD…

        >Filtration, Biological, Chemical, and Radionic Protections… GOOD…

      

      

      Through the blackened plastic of the faceplate, he could see Osgud and Marks’ Mechs striding confidently forward. Dane felt a well of rage, but pushed it down.

      This is my chance to show them what I am capable of. My last chance, he told himself.

      
        
        >Connecting to Federal Network…

      

      

      “Listen up, tin cans!” came the bawling, shouting voice of Sergeant Lashmeier outside the suit as he strode into view, wearing his own AMP suit.

      Holy cow, Dane thought. Somehow, he had never expected to see the sergeant actually going with them on a mission. Or in a suit—but the sergeant wore his battered old suit with pride and moved with accustomed ease and grace, as if he had been born in it, Dane saw.

      “This is a simple search and rescue operation: what you are being trained for, primarily!” Lashmeier was saying. His voice was broadcast by his suit’s speakers. His suit was the same one that they all wore, but it had a considerably higher number of knocks, scratches, and dents across its plate.

      “Get yourself to the transporters in the yard, Red, Green, and Blue teams! Each one will be given a section of New Sanctuary to survey for our missing doctor! Keep comms open but chatter to a minimum, please!” the sergeant was shouting as Dane’s suit fully activated. He stepped out of his cradle himself to jog forward and follow the others through the gymnasium and to the yard outside.

      “You’ve got full suit capabilities which includes your forearm light lasers—no general firearms!” the sergeant shouted (which elicited a moan from some).

      Ahead of them, Dane could see three large Marine transport ships already lowering, flattening the grass, their loading ramps coming down.

      
        
        >SQUAD IDENTIFIER:…

      

      

      A data point flashed up on his HUD. Dane saw an arrow appear at the same time, directing him to one of the Marine transports.

      
        
        >PVT. WILLIAMS. SQUAD: RED…

      

      

      He was part of a four-AMP team, he saw. He jogged forward, and the indicators of his fellow Red Squad teammates flared into existence on his HUD.

      
        
        >PVT. WILLIAMS…

        >PVT VARAKIS…

        >PVT. GREENE…

        >PVT. OSGUD…

      

      

      Oh hell, Dane thought, as one of the AMP suits turned—the one with the fading indicator of PVT.OSGUD hovering beside it. Dane saw Osgud raise one metal hand to his own neck and make a cutting motion for a moment, before turning and clanking into the transporter.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      
        
        >Approaching Drop Site…

      

      

      The transporter rocked and rolled as it swam through the air. It turned out that Marine transport was very different from any civilian travel Dane remembered. For one, it seemed that the Federal Marines were too tough to believe in flight stabilizers.

      Dane stood in his AMP suit, letting the solidity of the metal frame take his weight. The suit was a good fit, much more comfortable than the Intrepid’s had been, so good that Dane could even forget that it wasn’t a part of him…

      The others stood in a line, and everyone was eerily silent as they felt the transporter wobble and shake, lowering itself toward the ground.

      
        
        >Updating Search Vector…

      

      

      A green vector shape appeared on his HUD, with directional arrows already telling him what way that he had to go.

      
        
        >Incoming Message/SGT. LASHMEIER…

        >Listen up, metal-heads! You have your search parameters. Keep an eye on your objectives and look lively! Marines!

      

      

      “Boo-yah!” Dane heard the shout from the more excitable Varakis behind him. Dane felt the surge of anticipation rolling up through his metal-clad body as well. Just like old times, he was thinking. But it was tinged with a hair-raising awareness at the back of his neck as he felt Osgud back there, watching.

      You just keep your crap to yourself. He shot the silent rebuke at his fellow private, as the transporter’s doors opened, still hovering some fifteen feet above the demolished New Sanctuary.

      “Holy hell…” Dane breathed, seeing the wasteland that had been his home. Everything was turned into drifts and waves of rubble and cinder blocks, as if his entire home city had been turned momentarily to liquid and then frozen, midstorm.

      This was the first time that Dane had seen his city in the flesh since the attack, and the worst part of it was that there were still some parts that were vaguely recognizable. Over there was one slivered edge of the gleaming steel “Needle”—a tower that had been one of New Sanctuary’s crowning architectural achievements.

      And that means… He was sure that the broken line of floodlights on the back of some broken-open building in the distance was the New Sanctuary Mech-Wrestler Dome.

      Where all this began… Dane thought.

      
        
        >Move! Move! Move!

      

      

      A green light flared on his HUD, and suddenly, Varakis was running forward. Dane felt the instinctual kick to his guts as he broke into a run, too, lengthening his stride as he jumped out of the transporter.

      A sudden feeling of weight came as gravity took the heavy suit. Dane was scissoring his legs into a kick to slam into the patch of broad asphalt roadway in a crouch, cracking the ground and sending up a cloud of dust on either side of him.

      Wham!

      Wham!

      Around him, Greene and Osgud landed, Greene a little awkwardly so that he stumbled forward with a startled cry heard over the suit-to-suit, but Osgud executed his deployment perfectly.

      Damn it! Dane couldn’t help but think.

      
        
        >OBJECTIVE 1: Secure Perimeter…

      

      

      “Williams! Varakis! Fan out!” Osgud was barking at them, making a gesture for the two AMP wearers to take up the three and nine o’clock guard positions.

      What? Dane looked at Osgud frankly. Who the hell died and made you king? he thought. Until he saw, on his own HUD, that the info for his Red Squad had been updated.

      
        
        >PVT. WILLIAMS…

        >PVT. VARAKIS…

        >PVT. GREENE…

        >PVT. OSGUD/ ACT. LT.

      

      

      You what!? Dane could have shouted. “Act. Lt.” stood for “Acting Lieutenant”—just a temporary field promotion that allowed Osgud to take point on decisions, but it felt like a slap in the face to Dane, who actually had the best skills of anyone here in a Mech suit.

      Yeah, but I’m also on Disciplinary, aren’t I? He suddenly realized that this was purposeful. This had to be Lashmeier’s way of trying to prove his point, wasn’t it? To make Dane have to operate functionally, at least, with Osgud, and perhaps even to soften the grudge that Osgud would have after Dane so thoroughly beat him in the challenge ring…

      This is not going to end well… Dane was thinking, and, as if to prove his point…

      “Private Williams—I said move your lazy ass!” Osgud snarled at him, and Dane groaned.

      Sir-yes-sir. He sighed, running a few steps to the edge of the roadway and crouching. He wished that he had a gun to sight down, but all he had was his arm-mounted light laser. He held his forearm, ready to throw a punch, knowing he could automate the laser at the same time.

      
        
        >OBJECTIVE 2. Activate Scanning Protocol…

      

      

      “Where’s the Scanning Protocol?” Dane mumbled for a moment, but as soon as he said the words out loud, the tiny icon of an eye in the corner of his HUD bounced, and his screen was overlaid with green, red, and purple images.

      
        
        >Sensing Lens: …

        >>Thermal…

        >>Radiological…

        >>Radio Frequency…

        >>Biological…

      

      

      Each different lens had a color associated with it, turning the ruins of New Sanctuary in front of him into a psychedelic dreamscape. Most of the rubbled hillscapes around him were cool, save for brighter patches of sunken warmth where the ruins hid subterranean fires.

      The city was mostly absent of radio-frequency chat as well, Dane saw, although when he turned his head to look around him, he saw the electric-purple haze concentrating around all of his teammates as their suits constantly chatted their subroutines to each other and the Marine mainframe.

      Radiologically, Dane was startled to see that the background radiation was up by a couple of points. Is that the Exin? Or is that what happened to cities when they got pulverized and broken?

      “Osgud, got something!?” he heard Varakis shout first, and when Dane turned, he, too, saw a collection of green blips in the distance. Biosigns. Life.

      “That’s sir, Private Varakis!” Osgud barked back at him, and the vehemence that Dane heard in his voice forced his heart to sink a little lower.

      Yeah, Osgud is going to be really hard to work with…

      “Well, come on! Move out!” Osgud was already standing from his crouch and moving in the direction of the four green blips. “On me, scout formation!” he bellowed, and Dane fell in on the extreme right-hand side, Varakis on the left, and Greene pulled up the rear.

      Osgud was crunching in front, bounding off the roadway to march up the drift of broken blocks that gathered between two broken-toothed buildings, heading straight for the signal.

      You have to hand it to the guy. He doesn’t mess around, Dane thought a little glumly as he followed.
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            Thank God for Over-Cautious Citizens

          

        

      

    

    
      “She’s near!” Sylvia could hear the grumble of the leading looter as they followed her down into the sunken parking garage. Shafts of light from their flashlights cut through the darkness like accusations.

      Don’t move, she told herself, crouched behind one of the heavy concrete pillars that still held up the sagging roof. Hopefully for a bit longer, too… she thought.

      “I don’t know why we’re even bothering. Dumb woman will probably get herself killed down here,” muttered one of the looter fellows, before adding, “if we don’t, too!” The man’s reinforced boots crunched on the debris.

      “You know why, Paxman!” snarled the main looter. “Orders are clear. No witnesses.”

      Orders? Sylvia noted. Does that mean that these looters are a part of a bigger operation? Some criminal gang perhaps, sneaking in to steal any valuables?

      The lead looter trudged ahead, his flashlight illuminating the crushed body of a car pinned to the ground by one huge plate of concrete.

      “Maybe she went up there…” The heavyset man paused, throwing a searchlight up the slanted plate to the next floor above, where it revealed another cavern of darkness.

      “No way she scrambled up that—we’d have heard her!” said a third quieter man.

      Damn, Sylvia had hoped that they would simply climb out and away from her.

      “Well, here’s the end. And the door’s locked,” one of the looters said, returning from the end of the garage. “She’s got to be in here somewhere…”

      Oh no… Sylvia saw the men fan out, each taking an avenue through the garage, and this time working methodically back to the broken-open entrance.

      Beside her was a car, thankfully not entirely crushed, but the windows nearest her had blown.

      Over? Under? Sylvia looked at the crawlspace underneath the car, and then decided. Neither. She waited until their flashlights swept away from her, and she carefully, quietly clambered into the passenger seat, hunkering down under the dashboard as well as she could.

      Why didn’t I bring the rifle! she cursed herself mentally.

      “Hey, did you hear that?” One of the looters was saying. “Over there…” A foursome of lights flashed in the direction of her car.

      Oh frack oh frack oh—

      Now, she had successfully managed to trap herself inside a metal box with only one way out, it seemed, and her scramble had been noticed.

      “Check it out,” snarled the heavyset lead looter, and she could hear the crunch of boots approaching, one from either side.

      Oh crap, oh—

      Sylvia pulled open the glovebox. You never know… But no, the citizen who had owned this SAAB had not helpfully left a spare set of keys or a pistol inside.

      The flashlights flared in the back window.

      “I see something, boss!” One of the looters shouted.

      No no no no…

      “Light her up!” Suddenly, the back window exploded with the thap of a bullet. Sylvia screamed, throwing herself down across the seats as the upholstery billowed in feathery foam-white—

      Thap! Thap-Thap! More bullets followed, ricocheting off of the car’s body and obliterating the driver’s side mirror.

      And there, as Sylvia expected her imminent demise, she could see that taped under the wheel was a car key.

      Thank god for over-cautious citizens! she thought, snatching the key and jamming it into the ignition, turning it…

      Rhud-udh-dhurr! The engine growled, but didn’t turn over. The SAAB had been down here too long in the dust and stone smoke…

      “We got her!” The looters were breaking into a run.

      Rhud-udhr-VRR! The engine turned over! Sylvia swung herself around to kick at the pedals and pull the wheel, for the SAAB to suddenly leap forward a few feet, and careen wildly, as the looters shouted behind.

      But now, of course, Sylvia was heading straight for another concrete pillar that held up the roof. With a shortened scream, she wrenched the steering wheel, turning just in time to break the other mirror from the passenger side as her trunk lit up with the ricocheting bullets.

      A parked car stood ahead of her—Sylvia swerved again. She was gunning a crazed circle around the parked cars, giving the looters a moving target—but not a retreating one. More of the windows of the car burst open, showering Sylvia’s suit with glass fragments. It was only a matter of time before—

      POW! One of her tires blew, and Sylvia was skidding, sparks flying from the metal hub as she careened crazily…

      Ahead of her was the ramp that Sylvia had scrambled down to get in here… Or half-ramp, more precisely, as most of it was littered with concrete blocks and corrugated sheets and rubble…

      And there, at the top of the ramp, was a small square of daylight.

      “If I’m gonna die anyway…” Sylvia hit the accelerator, and the car tried to surge forward, dragging its punctured wheel…

      The doctor grabbed the seatbelt and threw it over one shoulder, not having time to secure it.

      The car hit the ramp. It threw itself most of the way up the ramp before it hit debris.

      “Argh!” Sylvia screamed as the car impacted, swinging as it turned, careening forward to the outside smoke-filled air.

      Pain wrenched at her shoulder and neck. Then Sylvia saw the ground in a picture-perfect still on her right-hand side before she was sliding and crashing against it. She was thrown forward, and the sharp crack as her head hit the dash instantly made everything turn black.
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            Sometimes You Roll, Sometimes You Bounce…

          

        

      

    

    
      “You hear that!?” Osgud shouted.

      Yes, Dane thought, turning in the direction of the muffled pops and bangs coming from up ahead of them. Gunfire.

      “We should call it in,” Dane said. There were two full other squads of AMP trainees out there, plus the very experienced Sergeant Lashmeier. If they had run into any trouble, then it would be better to coordinate…

      “Shut up, Private!” Osgud turned to glare at him through his faceplate. “This is my mission, get it? I’m the one who gives the orders!”

      “Okay, yeah, I know, sir,” Dane said exasperatedly. “But this is contact, and we’ve only got light lasers…”

      “Did I just hear you refusing an order, Private Williams?” Osgud snapped at him.

      “Well, grammatically speaking, no. Sir,” Dane responded.

      “Shut up!” Osgud snapped at him again. “What do the objectives say? Find Doctor Heathcote. Not ‘Start Whining Whenever Things Get Tough.’” Osgud sneered at him. “But you’re very good at that, aren’t you, Williams?”

      “You…” Dane felt his chest tighten as he rose from his crouch. The anger inside of him felt hot enough to burn right through the metal of his suit and out the other side—but it didn’t.

      But as Dane took a step forward, firmly believing that he was again going to pound Osgud into the dirt, he saw the vindictive, victorious flash in Osgud’s eyes.

      No. This is what he wants. Any reason to get me kicked out of the program… Dane took a staggering breath, so achingly wanting to smack the guy…

      “Sometimes you roll with the punches, son, but you bounce back up again after.” It was the words of his father, Bad Luck Hurricane Williams, rising in Dane unbidden. Maybe it was coming back to his old stomping ground of New Sanctuary that had summoned his father’s shade in him.

      “Osgud, sir…” It was Greene, nodding to where the sound of the muffled bullets was continuing.

      Osgud ignored him. “You got a problem with something I said, Williams?” Osgud snarled.

      “Pick your fights, son. Pick ’em well…” More words of advice from his father.

      “No, Acting Lieutenant, sir,” Dane said with some difficulty. “What are your orders?”

      Osgud’s face through the darkened, reinforced glass of his suit looked annoyed for a second, but then a glance to either side of him told him that both Greene and Varakis had converged, waiting for his orders, too.

      “On me,” Osgud said heavily. “Same formation. We’re going to be the ones to find Doctor Heathcote, you understand me? We are!”

      Osgud set off at a run, followed by the rest of Red Squad, and it was then that Dane realized that Osgud was actually just as hungry to be a Marine as he was. In Osgud, that hunger had turned into a fierce pride in what he did, and a bullying disregard of anyone he thought wasn’t worthy of the Corps around him…

      Their boots crunched into a half-destroyed park, where two large trees were still growing but surrounded by rubble drifts, a patch of green between them and more broken buildings on the far side.

      The gunshots had stopped, however, and now there was an eerie silence… Until Dane heard a low hum coming from the center of the park.

      “What’s this?” Dane was the first to see the out-of-place glint of metal. Maybe because he knew this district, Sanctuary Falls, and there was never any civic art in the middle of the park…

      “Sir,” he said (just a tad resentfully), as he hurried to the tripod of steel that whirred and vibrated on the ground.

      “What’s that!?” Osgud reached him, looking momentarily at the unit. “I don’t see no guns, and I don’t see no doctor, Private Williams!” he snarled, about to turn, when Dane pointed.

      “Look!” Dane was pointing at one of the blockier modules on the side of the steel tripod-contraption, where FED. MARINES was stamped on the side.

      “I’d say this looks like some kinda scientific instrument,” Dane said, and the conclusion was obvious.

      A scientific instrument like what a Federal Marine scientist might install?

      “Okay. Fan out and search the area…” Osgud nodded, and the four AMP suits broke away from the tripod-sensor, heading north, east, south and west.

      “I got shell casings, sir!” It was Greene, crouching by one of the trees, stooping to pick up the small glint of bronze that looked tiny in his giant suit gauntlets.

      “Well,” Dane called as he got to the top of the opposing ripple of rubble. “I got a shot-to-hell SAAB, sir.”

      There, lying in front of him and wedged on its side between blocks and rubble was a black SAAB. Its windows were blown and broken, no mirrors, taillights gone, one tire blown, and its front was crumpled. It was peppered with bullet impacts, and the wheel had a smear of blood, still fresh and red.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            16

          

          

      

    

    







            The Famous Doctor Heathcote

          

        

      

    

    
      “Not far now, over there…” grunted a voice, waking Sylvia up from a deep and dreamless sleep.

      What? Where am I? She groaned, seeing stars, and then seeing more darkness. Her visor was covered with some kind of cloth.

      “She’s waking up,” a voice above her said, and Sylvia suddenly realized that she was being held in a fireman’s lift, and the voice sounded quite a lot like one of the looters…

      No! Sylvia erupted in rage, jerking her body wildly and attempting to drum her legs and arms, even thrash her head back and forth.

      “Get off me!” she howled, muffled through both the visor of her encounter suit and the cloth mask that had been put over that, as well…

      “Hey—whoa!” She felt the man underneath her flinch as she kicked and bawled, and then the sudden lurch of momentum before she smacked into the ground. Hard.

      “Urgh…” she groaned, rolling over and attempting to kick her legs out.

      “Grab her, you idiot!” Suddenly, there were hands on her bound wrists, and the weight of someone kneeling on her legs as she was pinned to the ground. A blind, animal terror rose through her.

      “Get off, get off, get off!” She was screaming, attempting to push the man away, but he was too strong—

      “SHUT UP!” the brusque leader of the looters shouted, slamming her back into the rubbled ground of New Sanctuary. Then, snatching at the cloth covering, he pulled it from her face. The first thing that Sylvia thought was this: her visor was cracked.

      And if it’s compromised, then I might get infected with the virus! she was thinking.

      The next thought was that the man ahead of her had his face clearly visible behind his weaker emergency-responder visor.

      Oh no, she immediately thought. She could see his face clearly, rounded and stubbled, and with dark gray eyes. If the man didn’t care about being recognized, then the chances were that he didn’t expect Sylvia to ever see anyone she could tell this tale to again.

      “HELLLP!” she screamed suddenly, before the man growled, and, using her bound wrists, slammed her once more into the ground.

      “I said shut up!” he snapped at her. “If I wanted, I could have put a bullet into you already, but I didn’t, okay?” The man’s eyes sparked with fury. “But I might just still do that, if you give me too much hassle!”

      Sylvia panted breathlessly, more from the pain than any desire not to scream again. There had to be other Marines or soldiers out in New Sanctuary somewhere, she thought. There were the salvage crews working day and night, weren’t there?

      Oh.

      And then she realized the extent that these looters had gone to. Each of them was wearing emergency-responder visors and various other paraphernalia—jackets, boots, flashlights…

      “You got yourselves jobs on the clean-up crews, didn’t you?” she whispered. Perhaps all of the clean-up contracts were being bought out by some criminal mafia or other…

      “Looks like you’re smart, lady,” the man grunted. “Or should I say Doctor Heathcote?”

      “What?” Sylvia froze, just as she was about to scream once again. She could see the ruined, torn-open sides of a building beyond the man’s shoulders, and the corridor of hazy sky behind his head. “How do you know my name?” she said.

      “Ha,” The man smirked, easing off with one hand to pull from his pocket Sylvia’s ID lanyard.

      “It makes my job a lot easier when all of you start wearing name tags,” he said, flapping the card of plastic back and forth in midair over her face.

      “And guess what?” he asked her. “It looks like you’re hot stuff to my employer. He says that it’s not good enough just putting a bullet in you and leaving you under a door like anyone else…” the man said ghoulishly.

      “Oh no, for the famous Doctor Sylvia Heathcote, military scientist, my employers have arranged something personal. Sounds like they want to meet you…” the man said with a wolfish smile. One that told Sylvia that, as much as he relished the idea that she would be no more, he didn’t relish having more work to do.

      “Why would they want to meet me, of all people?” Sylvia said tersely. “I haven’t got anything to offer them, if they’re looking for money.” Which was mostly true. She had savings, of course—but she hardly thought a few thousand dollars would be worth all of this…

      Ah. And then she blinked as she saw the man wave her ID once again. Is that what this is? These looters think they can blackmail me? Threaten me into handing over military secrets?

      “So, it looks like you’re coming with us. At least for the moment. Make yourself comfortable and shut up,” the man growled. “Because as far as I’m concerned, you were an accident—and I have no problem with telling the bosses that another accident happened on your way out. Got it?”

      Sylvia looked at the man and considered screaming one more time.

      Not now and not here, she told herself. She had her ankles and her wrists tied, and she was pretty badly beaten up and dehydrated, from the feel of the monster headache about to take over her reality.

      Not yet, she promised herself as she nodded.

      “Good.” The man let her go and stood up with a heavy groan. “Grab that crate,” he shouted to the others. Sylvia saw that two of the four looters reached for a heavy wooden pallet box with something stamped on the side. Trinity? Triton?

      “No kicking,” said the burr of her handler.

      Sylvia just hissed at him as he seized her by the waist and threw her over his shoulder as easily as a sack of potatoes.

      They left the covering mask off Sylvia’s visor this time, and the doctor caught a flash of rubble and concrete before her vision was obscured by the cloth of the man’s responder suit. She didn’t have any idea where they were or where they were going, either.

      Dammit! the doctor thought.
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        >Biological Scan Complete…

      

      

      “I got it,” Dane breathed, watching as the glowing red specks on his HUD overlay morphed into the faint flare of an arrow, pointing in one direction.

      “You’re tracking the blood trail?” Osgud said sternly. “Not anything else?”

      “Not anything else,” Dane nodded. As far as I know, he thought. It had taken a few minutes to work out how to use the scanning protocol controls. But it turned out that each AMP suit, being designed as a multi-purpose fighter and emergency response vehicle for their damaged world, could also isolate biological signatures and then run scans detecting identical signatures nearby.

      Creating a handy treasure map, Dane thought. Only the “treasure” might be something icky at the end, not a pot of gold.

      They had found the doctor’s phone by the bullet-scarred tree, showing that it had to be Doctor Heathcote who had been nearby.

      “But what do you think she was doing in a car?” Dane frowned at the sight before them.

      “Clearly getting away from the people shooting at her, you idiot,” Osgud said, nodding to the rear of the vehicle, which was doing a passable impression of being a cheese grater, with all the bullet holes it had in its rear.

      “Private Williams?” Osgud nodded, and Dane took the lead, following the trail of blood deeper into his old home.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Red Squad quick-marched as best as they could over the rough terrain, pausing only to recalibrate the scanners and to lock on once again to the blood trail.

      “We can’t be that much further behind them,” Osgud was saying, indicating the suits they were wearing.

      Annoying, Dane thought, but he had to agree with Osgud. These suits supported their humans inside, and nearly walked themselves, tirelessly, as soon as you started to move your body. There was no doubt that they could cross difficult terrain that their quarry would have trouble passing. Several times already, the four AMP wearers had bounded over cars and drifts of rubble when the blood trail had to pick careful paths around them.

      “We’re going to have to start thinking about the containment strategy.” Osgud surprised Dane by thinking tactically. “Our best option is that the doctor is wandering around mindless. Probably injured, but the other possibility, given the bullets, is that…”

      “She was taken,” Dane agreed, throwing a glance up the side of one of the broken-open buildings as a heavy block dislodged itself and fell to the ground with a giant crash.

      Dane jumped back, waited, but that appeared to be the only danger.

      “Pull it together, Private!” Osgud snapped at him with a scornful groan. If Dane had thought that Osgud was mellowing a little in his hate toward him, he was apparently wrong.

      “But yes,” Osgud continued. “If she was taken, we can assume that we outclass them easily in our suits…”

      “But we can’t risk injuring the doctor in the process,” Dane cut in, thinking out loud.

      “Whose mission is this, Private?” Osgud turned on him suddenly, even taking a heavy clanking step toward him. “You want to interrupt me one more time, Private? You think you can do a better job!?”

      Crack.

      Osgud had gotten about halfway to Dane’s position when suddenly the rubble underneath him shifted. Dane registered a moment of shock from the man as one giant foot disappeared downwards into a hidden gulf below—and then the rest of him started falling.

      “Osgud!” Dane leapt, belly-flopping on the ground and making his teeth and jaw jar with the impact—even through the padded suspension of his suit plates—to skid toward where the man was dropping through the pile of rubble, dust exploding and shifting on either side of him…

      “Rarrgh!” Dane managed to grab a metal wrist and felt himself slide as he jammed his boot toes and other hand against the rocks…

      “Holy spit! Don’t you dare let go, Williams!” Osgud was shouting and waving as Dane skidded to a halt, his head and half his shoulders hanging over a gulf in the city floor.

      The rubble pile had collapsed inwards on itself like it was made of sand, and now Dane was lying across the fractured bottom of a hole, one hand holding onto the wrist of his acting superior officer, dangling before an abyss.

      Not an abyss, Dane thought. The suit lights around his collar and visor mantle automatically started to brighten as his head was in gloom. He saw that down there appeared to be some sort of tunnel.

      “Watkin’s Plaza!” Dane suddenly gasped, as he realized what was underneath them.

      “What the crap are you talking about? Get me up, you idiot!” Osgud was waving, his legs kicking over the cream marbled floors.

      Dane’s arms started to ache, even with all the added and assisted strength. “Rargh!” he grunted in exasperation.

      “Come on, pull me up! God help us!” Osgud was starting to panic as Dane slid a little closer to the edge.

      “I—I’m trying!” Dane gasped, using his one arm and knees to lever backward…

      “Dane!”

      “Osgud, sir!” It was the others, skidding to the top of the hole, sending more blocks of rubble jumping down around them.

      “Don’t come down!” Dane hissed hurriedly. He remembered Watkin’s Plaza. It was a sunken shopping precinct under Watkin’s Place, and he would have recognized the reinforced floor glass between the two if there hadn’t been all of that rubble and broken building in the way. The Plaza underneath was plush and open-plan, and was one of the largest entrances to the New Sanctuary subway stations…

      “What are you talking about!” Osgud kicked again. He was starting to swing, and that was making Dane’s shoulder scream in agony. “You can’t haul me up. You can barely walk, let alone—” Osgud snarled in panic.

      “The ground,” Dane gasped in effort, pulling as much as he could, backward. “The ground won’t take it…” he was saying, knowing that Watkin’s Place (the above-ground copy) was a pedestrian shopping precinct, with kitschy market stalls at Christmas and Thanksgiving. It was designed for foot traffic, not vehicles, and certainly not great piles of broken buildings with half-ton robot Mechs scrambling over them.

      “Williams, you idiot!” Osgud shouted, thrashing and reaching up for the lip of the roof.

      “Stop moving! You’re only making it worse!” Dane whispered, just before there was a disconcertingly loud and sharp crack from around him, and the ground fell away.

      “Argh!” Dane shouted.
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      Dane and Osgud crashed to the floor of Watkin’s Plaza, with Osgud unfortunately a tangle of metal limbs under Dane’s AMP suit.

      “Get off me, you idiot!” Osgud was shouting as soon as he had gotten the wind back into his chest.

      “I’m sorry, Osgud…” Dane was groaning, rolling off his acting superior officer and staggering to his feet. The bright LED lights of his suit illuminated the wide place around him, the air filled with shifting dust and stone particles. He remembered a time when this place had glittered like Christmas: lots of glass, lots of steel, lots of lights illuminated the subterranean shopping precinct…

      “Fool!” But the acting superior officer in question was also staggering to his feet, and, as Dane turned, he felt a sudden, violent shove hit him in the back.

      Dane staggered forward on steel and bronze legs, almost falling over, before regaining his balance on the marble floors and spinning around.

      To see Osgud coming for him, striding forward, his arms rising.

      I knew it. Dane was only too ready for this, already sliding one foot back as he raised his own arms in a defensive block.

      “Sir! Williams!” But voices were shouting down from above. Varakis and Greene, and their note of alarm cut through even Osgud’s anger.

      “Are you okay? Shall I radio for aid?” Varakis was shouting. Osgud pulled up short at the suggestion. Dane couldn’t see the other two Mech Marines up there, but he could see the lights of their suits, and the bits of ceiling still dislodging from the hole that he and Osgud had created.

      “No! Don’t you dare call the sergeant!” Osgud shouted, at the same that Dane called up.

      “Be careful—the entire ceiling here is unstable!” Dane shouted over the suit-to-suit communicator.

      “How else are they going to get us out of here, you idiot!?” Osgud rounded on Dane. “If it wasn’t for you, I’d be up there by now!”

      Huh? Dane couldn’t quite see how the man had come to think that, as it had been Dane’s hand that had been trying to haul Osgud back up to the surface, after all…

      “It was an accident, sir.” Dane said the last word caustically. “This entire place is a sunken shopping precinct. There should be access stairs over…” He turned this way and that, trying to get his bearings. It was hard in the gloom, but he thought that he had it. “Over there, I think.” He gestured.

      “You’d better be right, Williams,” Osgud snarled. “And consider yourself lucky that I’m not getting Lashmeier involved in this!”

      What!? Dane gritted his teeth, but said nothing. The only reason that Osgud wasn’t telling the sergeant, Dane thought, as he started walking in the direction to where he though the pedestrian stairs were, was that Osgud didn’t want to lose face…

      “Ugh,” Dane groaned to himself, as the distant edge of the shops emerged into view, their windows smashed, and the designer clothes and expensive watches scattered across the floor. The line of shops extended along the main concourse, but there, up ahead, was the statue of some dead general, still standing, next to the crossroads, on one side of which should be the stairs…

      Which were entirely blocked by rubble and broken roof tiles.

      “Oh frack…” Dane groaned.

      “What? You see!?” Osgud took it as a personal sign of Dane’s apparent ineptitude. “You said you knew a way out of here! If I have to get the other trainees to come and rescue you…”

      Rescue us, you mean. Dane glowered. He really wanted to thump Osgud right about now. But he was pretty sure he knew where that would end.

      Me getting kicked back to Sacramento, probably…

      “I grew up in New Sanctuary,” Dane said. “That’s how I know.” He turned around, to the other side of the crossroads. “The lifts at the far end of the concourse are probably broken or have a building lying on top of them,” he murmured. “And the next set of stairs leads up to Lafayette Gardens.”

      Osgud just looked at him, his face a gleam of ghostly flesh behind his faceplate. “Fine. Let’s just get out of here. Believe me, Williams, I don’t want to be stuck down here with you for one minute longer than I have to!”

      The feeling’s mutual, sir, Dane thought, and started to trudge forward, past the statue of some dead general.

      This corridor started to turn almost immediately in a wide, encircling arc. On one side of the tiled walls were supposed to be civic art—framed displays of notable New Sanctuary artists. Each one had been broken or smashed in the bombardment. On the other side were more store openings, each one as ghostly, abandoned, and wrecked as the last.

      Dane was starting to feel worse and worse about seeing his hometown like this, certain that there was nothing of his old life that wasn’t broken, nothing that remained standing…

      Including me? he thought dourly, just as the biological scanner on his suit flared into life.

      Blip!

      “You got that?” Dane breathed, looking up to see that the Acting Lieutenant had similarly halted, as well.

      The green-eye icon in the top right-hand corner of Dane’s faceplate HUD was bouncing, and there was a green glowing light off to his right, inside one of the wrecked storefronts.

      Too big to be a rat, Dane thought. These scanners were calibrated to human signals…

      “I got it, Williams. I’m not blind,” Osgud muttered. “This isn’t the direction that the original scans were…”

      “No, sir,” Dane said, frozen in place. But what if it was a civilian? Someone who needed their help? Or what if… Dane was thinking, before Osgud himself voiced the same concern.

      “Doesn’t mean that whomever took the doctor didn’t abandon her down here, or she ran away from her kidnappers…” Osgud said, suddenly squaring his shoulders. “This could be my chance!” he muttered and started forwards into the trashed shop.

      Our chance? Dane thought with an internal groan. Whatever. It didn’t seem like Osgud was going to change. And, in a strange way, it was almost reassuring for Dane to realize that Osgud felt the same sort of need to prove himself in the eyes of Lashmeier that Dane himself did.

      “On me,” Osgud said with a snarl, slowing his steps as he crunched over drifts of clothes that would have been hundreds and hundreds of dollars before the Exin attack.

      “There, at the back,” Osgud breathed, raising his arm laser and sighting down it. The store inside was a complete mess, with silver racks staggering haphazardly against each other or collapsed against mannequins.

      It was a deep shop, and one with several pillars supporting the roof and different departments inside even this one. Dane’s suit scanners could pick up a faint ticking noise as some internal plumbing or pipework continued to try to function—albeit badly…

      And there, at the back of the store where the lights were out, was a movement. Dane saw one of the rails wobble and then clang against its neighbor in the dark.

      “Hey!” Osgud called out, his voice not sounding at all certain. “Doctor Heathcote, is that you? The cavalry’s here,” he was saying, as there was another movement from the rear of the shop. More scrapes and clattering.

      “Maybe she’s hurt!” Osgud suddenly said.

      Fear clutched at both men’s hearts as they broke into a run, heading toward the wounded person…

      Who wasn’t wounded at all. And in fact, wasn’t even a person, Dane saw as the sensors on his HUD flared into an alert.

      
        
        >Unidentified Biological!

      

      

      “Sckckrckrckr!” Something with green and gray scaly skin and four legs leapt from the back of the room at them, extending a small, bulbous head which petaled open like a flower—only one that was encrusted with rows and rows of shining white teeth…
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      “Exin!” Osgud was shouting as he fired off a shot from his arm and fell backward.

      He is right, of course. Dane recognized the scaled color of the skin of the creature from the autopsy photographs of downed Exin seed-craft and what they contained (photographs that had been delivered by none other than Doctor Heathcote, ironically).

      But this is like no Exin I’ve ever seen before… Dane managed to briefly think as he threw himself to one side, in a crash of clothes hangers and shop ornaments.

      “Sckckrckr!” The creature landed with a skitter of clawed limbs on the floor. It sprang, immediately getting clothes stuck to its claws as it spun around to the nearest prey.

      Osgud.

      Thap! The Acting Lieutenant was crouched on one knee, and his right arm was recoiling as he fired a lancing crimson-white bolt of heat at the creature. Dane saw it glare through the air and hit the Exin-thing on the side with a blackened hiss of flesh and scale.

      “SCKRARGH!” The creature bellowed, bounding forward into a leap toward the human that had hurt it. The creature was unlike any other Exin because it wasn’t humanoid in any sense. It wasn’t bipedal, and its body was made of a huge, rounded, green and gray-scaled bulbous shape. More like some sort of wild animal than a member of an intelligent space-faring civilization…

      “OSGUD!” Dane shouted and fired his own forearm laser. Punching out with his fist toward the leaping thing.

      Thap! It struck the thing near the shoulder, batting it slightly off course as Osgud dove out of the way. The thing’s outstretched claws missed him by mere inches, and that was all…

      “Come on!” Dane dove forward, grabbed a hold of Osgud’s elbow, and yanked him back from the thing as it was jackknifing and rolling itself over, proceeding to half-entangle itself still further.

      “What is that thing!?” Osgud shouted, scrabbling to his feet as he and Dane separated, fanning out on either side. “It’s different than any of the other crawdads!”

      “I don’t know what it is,” Dane muttered as the creature finally ripped through the shirts wrapped over its head. “But it doesn’t belong here.” He fired.

      The laser hit the creature along the side of the flank, and it convulsed, running forward again. This time, Osgud fired, striking one leg as it threw itself at the two men.

      “Break!” Dane found himself shouting, flinging himself backward as he fired again.

      “Ach!” But his leg had gotten caught in something. One of the clothes rails. He hit the floor with a thump, and then the Exin creature hit him.

      “Sssss-krargh!” The thing roared into Dane’s face as he suddenly felt the weight of it crush against his waist and legs.

      My legs! There was the familiar flash of panic as Dane remembered another time when he had been unable to move his lower body. He flung his hands up to grab at the side of the thing’s head, just in time before it lunged downwards toward his own head—

      “Rargh!” Dane roared with the effort, feeling the pistons and servos in his suit’s arms and shoulders tightening and exerting pressure as they tried to hold the creature’s biting jaws back.

      It didn’t have any apparent tongue that Dane could see (and he had a fairly anatomical view right now) and neither did it appear to have any eyes, either. Instead, the thing had scaled nubs running along what might be its jaws or its brow, for all he knew. Its maw was three-part, each with rows of teeth. It looked large and strong enough to clamp entirely around Dane’s head inside of his Mech suit—and Dane didn’t want to find out if the thing could crush it.

      “Get off!” Dane forced the head of the thing back with a violent shove. But as soon as his arms locked out, he couldn’t push it off him. The thing squirmed and attempted to get to his face once more.

      “Shoot it! Osgud—for frack’s sake, shoot it!” Dane was shouting, pleading.

      “I am!” came Osgud’s reply over the suit-to-suit speakers. Then Dane realized that his sensors had been trying to alert him to the glow of laser and thermal fire so close by, which he presumed was Osgud pounding the thing with the wrist laser…

      And it still wasn’t even reacting.

      “It’s too big!” Osgud was shouting.

      “I can’t hold it much longer!” Dane’s arms, even assisted with all of the mechanical added strength, were starting to tire. They started to shake and lower toward his head…

      “Argh!” Dane was roaring in anger and frustration, his arms shaking as the snapping head got closer and closer, inch by inch…

      No. With a grunt, he put all of his strength into turning his arm, twisting it so that it punched straight into the mouth of the thing.

      He felt the softness of the back of the creature’s gullet for a brief second. Then the crunch as the thing tightened its jaws around his arm. The grind and compaction of the metal plates.

      He fired his wrist laser…

      “SKRAKH!” There was an explosion as gobbets of sinew and green flesh splattered over Dane’s helmet, and he felt the alien body convulse and shiver.

      “Is it dead!? Is it dead!?” he was shouting frantically as he threw his arms about his face.

      And the thing’s immense bulk slid off him with a heavy roll to the floor. It gave off a gibbering, sighing sound as it hit the floor weakly, twitching.

      “Holy frack, I think it is.” Osgud’s voice was barely more than a whisper. “I think you killed your first Exin!”

      “Yay me,” Dane said with a groan, pushing himself up to stand to feel an electric spasm of pain in his legs.

      No, please, not now… he thought, but the pain subsided quickly as his medical unit injected him with another wave of the doctor’s antigen.

      “Thank heavens,” he muttered to himself. Perhaps it was only an echo of the pain that his body remembered from the first time.

      “Damn right. That thing almost had you!” Osgud mistook his murmuring, stepping around the body to look at it in wonder.

      It’s huge, about the size of a cow, Dane thought, and now that it had collapsed on its side, he could see clearly that high on its back was a large, nub-like, bony extrusion.

      “It looks like some kind of spike,” Osgud murmured, stepping forward a little.

      “Whoa…” Dane urged caution, but, as expected perhaps, Osgud ignored him, reaching forward to poke at it with one giant metal finger of his suit.

      For the bone plate to suddenly twist, horribly organically, and there to exude a dirty brown mist—

      “Eurgh!” Osgud jumped back, shouting half in revulsion, half in laughter. “That thing farts!”

      
        
        >Warning! Biological Agent Detected!

      

      

      Dane’s suit sensors flared into life. “Er, Osgud?” Dane was backing away, and now Osgud was, too, as his own suit was feeding him similar information.

      
        
        >Biological Analysis: Exinase Compound, concentration 100%…

      

      

      “Frack!” Osgud was a lot more eager to jump out of the way of the plume as it erupted from the thing’s back to billow as it hit the roof.

      “Thankfully we’ve got the suits, but still…” the Acting Lieutenant was saying.

      
        
        >Warning! Suit Bio-filters will be overwhelmed in T-minus 20 seconds…19…18…

      

      

      “Move it!” Dane snarled, and both he and Osgud reacted instinctively, turning to run for the store entrance, and out of the way of the approaching, settling cloud.

      “Control? Control!” Osgud was shouting into his comms. “This is Acting Lieutenant Osgud of Team Alpha, requesting Sergeant Lashmeier…”

      It seemed that Osgud’s unwillingness to admit to difficulties did not extend to the crippling Exin virus, Dane thought. Their feet crunched out of the store, and Dane pointed toward the way out. To what he hoped was still the way out.

      “This way!”

      
        
        >Incoming Comms/Sgt. Lashmeier…

        >Acting Lieutenant, we got a grade-A viral storm rolling in. Your suits will keep you protected in the short-term, but find cover. Secure your positions and await further orders!

      

      

      The Sergeant’s voice was tight with controlled emotion, and Dane heard Osgud swear under his breath.

      “Sarge—is it the Exin?” he was saying.

      
        
        >What!? Of course it’s the Exin, Acting Lieutenant! Where do you think these storms come from, my ass!?

      

      

      Not his ass, Dane thought—but it was clear that the sergeant didn’t know about this beast that they had just encountered. Dane broke into the open comms channel.

      “Sergeant Lashmeier sir, this is Private Williams. We have had a direct contact with the enemy. The Exin enemy, sir. I think that it is producing the viral storms…” Dane said.

      
        
        >What!? Repeat yourself, Private!

      

      

      Dane took a breath to do just that, but then there was the crackle of shots and the glitch of static over the communicator, followed by the muffled swearing of the sergeant himself.

      
        
        >Belay that order. Secure your positions. Eliminate the enemy.

      

      

      The line cut, and Dane and Osgud had skidded to a halt to look at each other.

      “They were in contact,” Dane breathed. “I bet a dollar…”

      “Hmm,” Osgud nodded, glowering seriously. “I don’t know how the Exin got down here, or what that thing was exactly—but our fellow Marines are under attack,” he was saying, as their HUD started to wash with small orange arrows, indicating that if they chose to go to map view, they would see the tell-tale digital signatures of multiple contact events between Marines and… something else.

      “We need to get out of here, find Varakis and Greene,” Osgud was saying, breaking into a run in the direction that Dane had been guiding them. “Then we work out how to get to them.”

      “What about the doctor?” Dane asked as he ran after the acting superior officer.

      Osgud didn’t answer.
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      “We’re picking up fire two-oh-five klicks due west-northwest of us,” Greene was saying when Osgud and Dane finally met up with them.

      It had turned out that Dane’s directions had been right, and had eventually led them to a wide set of checkerboard marble stairs leading up to Lafayette Gardens. Another small square that once had raised, planted beds, but was now a lower depression in seas of accompanying tides of rubble.

      “That’ll be Green Squad.” Osgud nodded, turning to look in the same direction. They had kept comms open with Varakis and Greene to coordinate with them here. They told them of the situation—and the creature that they had found.

      “That thing made the Exin-virus,” Dane said in revulsion, disgust, and awe. “And it was sitting down there, under my city.”

      “Save your anger for when it counts, Williams,” Osgud muttered matter-of-factly. “Okay. We’ve got arm lasers, but it took a whole heap of them to bring even one of those things down,” he was saying. “I say we head off to support Green Squad, then move off to Blue.”

      It wasn’t a democracy, of course, but still Dane felt uneasy. Their detour through Watkin’s Plaza had taken them further east, the same direction that Heathcote’s blood had been going in and that the original life signs had been traveling in, as well…

      We never leave anyone behind, Dane thought. That was one of the codes that the Federal Marines lives by, isn’t it?

      “Heathcote,” he said, as Osgud started turning to look for the easiest direction out of Lafayette.

      “Private?” Osgud glanced at him.

      “Look, sir…” Dane tapped the side of his head, indicating the HUD face plate they all had. “Biological scanners,” he asked, and, in response, his screen was washed with a digital overlay, showing the green blips of the Marines around him, the distant, hazier green glows of Green Squad further out—and a smaller, much nearer collection of green dots…

      “We’re still close, sir,” Dane said. “To our original mission—and I know this city, I can lead us in…”

      Dane heard Osgud’s snarl of annoyance, turning physically one way and then the other as he considered his options. Support his fellow Marines, or get the mission done…

      “The Sergeant said secure our positions…” Osgud growled.

      “He also said eliminate the enemy, sir,” Dane pointed out. “And our original mission objectives are still standing,” he said, which was clearly obvious as they scrolled along the top of Dane’s HUD face plate. It hadn’t been updated.

      In the end, it was perhaps obvious what Osgud would choose, Dane thought. Osgud wanted to prove himself. Just like I do, too.

      “Red Squad splits,” he said abruptly. “Varakis and Greene—rendezvous with Green Team. Keep comms open and tell them you’re coming in. Coordinate your attacks with them as you approach,” Osgud said, before turning to look at Dane.

      “And Private Williams? I hope you’re right about this,” he muttered.

      “So do I, sir,” Dane said, and a little while later, they were moving off through the rubble.
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        * * *

      

      “I thought you said you knew where you were going!?” Osgud barked at Dane as they crawled over a giant pile of rubble that rose between two high-rise buildings.

      “I do. It just doesn’t help that an alien invasion happened,” Dane said as they crested the rise.

      “Wait!” Dane breathed out.

      The green blips of life flashed that his destination had been reached, and they were right on top of their targets…

      “Down there, look…” Dane said, hunkering down to see where the giant drift of rubble rolled down toward what had once been a large boulevard in the middle of standing high-rises. The space was still clear in the middle, and it looked like it was being used as an unofficial landing port. There was a heavy drone copter sitting on the rounded bubble, and a group of people heading toward it…

      But none of them were Doctor Heathcote. Dane blinked.

      “Dane, you idiot! You’ve had us tracking looters this whole time!” Osgud was saying, turning to Dane where they were hidden.

      “No—wait,” Dane checked the life signs once more. “I was registering five, now there are four…” he said in confusion. Where was the fifth? Was it Heathcote?

      “Expand sensor range,” Dane ordered. Maybe Heathcote was inside one of the buildings. Maybe there was a lot of material in between Dane’s suit sensors and the doctor…

      “I haven’t got time for this!” Osgud stood up. “My brothers are out there fighting for their lives—and you bring me here for this!?”

      And at that point, as soon as Osgud had become visible over the rise of rubble, there was a shout from below.

      “AMP!”

      And it was followed by the sudden clatter of gunfire.
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        * * *

      

      “Osgud!” Dane was shouting, as he rolled himself down the slide to where the acting lieutenant had landed, as the tirade of bullets and shells had pushed him off balance.

      “You okay? What’s your medical!?” Dane was saying. Dane could see a whole spray of bullet marks, scratches and dents across his chest.

      “I’m fine, goddammit!” Osgud was snarling, shoving Dane out of the way as he staggered back to his feet. “Those cheap, sons of…” he was muttering, scrambling up to the rise once again. “I’m in a damn AMP suit, and they think that they’re going to scare me with their pea-shooters!” he was shouting, as Dane broke into a scramble after him…

      Osgud reached the rise first, a fraction of a second before Dane did.

      For Dane to see one of the four life signs down there—people dressed in a motley collection of visors, armored jackets, and general emergency-responder gear—was raising a very nasty-looking tubular shape to his shoulder. He aimed it at the accommodating target that was himself and Osgud, silhouetted on top of the rubble, against the skyline.

      “Bazooka!” Dane shouted, grabbing Osgud by the shoulders and jumping backward—
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      Pha-BOOM!

      The explosion took the entire top of the rubble slide with it, transforming at least some of it immediately into smoke, flame, and pulverized stone dust—but the vast majority it turned into hailstones of concrete and stone.

      
        
        >Defensive Plate: Maximum Deployment…

      

      

      Dane felt the world spin as he tumbled head over heels through the air, the force throwing his body faster, and making his jaws ache.

      Wham! And then he hit the ground, and in turn was being hit by the deadly rain of boulders. Dane felt every shield plate that he had on his body extend to their maximum positions, and if he could see his form from outside, it would have looked like his shoulders and back had flared outwards like some kind of lizard in the heat, the mantle around his neck extending, hiding his head.

      But it still hurts an awful lot, Dane had to admit. He tucked his knees and arms in, rolling, bouncing, and scrambling down the far side of the rubble layer.

      “Urk…” He groaned as the roaring sound continued for a moment longer in his ears than it did outside his suit. When he could open his eyes, he saw that everything was an ochre haze around him, with just the deeper shadows of the buildings standing nearby.

      They fired a goddamn bazooka at us. A bazooka!

      “Osgud?” he croaked, checking his HUD readout.

      
        
        >OSGUD, (Act. Lt.) …

        >>Status: COMPROMISED

      

      

      “Oh frack,” Dane groaned, seeing somewhere in the direction of his superior officer was the green neon tag of Osgud’s suit marker, even though he couldn’t actually see the officer himself. Or it should be green, anyway. Dane saw it flicker to orange, back to green, and then to steady orange once again.

      He’s injured. Energy rushed through Dane’s body as he pushed himself to his feet, feeling another twinge of the electric pain sweep up through his legs as he did so. He ignored it, pushing on through the murk of pulverized dust and almost falling over the rubble until he saw Osgud’s suit.

      One side of it was now almost entirely blackened, with several of Osgud’s defensive plates severely crumpled.

      “Oh hell!” Dane crouched at the side of the man. “Osgud? Osgud, can you hear me?” He was saying, before hissing in agitation. His HUD screen was still tracking the looters, two of which were advancing toward them.

      How the hell did we let people not in Mech suits pull this one on us!? Dane was growling.

      “Marine Control,” he said out loud, knowing that his words would open a channel.

      “This is Private Williams, requesting immediate evac and response on my location. Acting Lieutenant Osgud is down, repeat: Marine down…”

      
        
        >Incoming Message/Marine Control…

        >Private Williams, this is Marine Control. Request noted, and we have an evolving situation on the ground. We have Private Osgud’s signature already. Hold tight, Marine—we’ll get there. Out.

      

      

      Hold tight, Dane thought, seeing the shapes of the two looters approaching on his scanners, but apparently at a slower rate, as they had to be climbing the far side of the bank.

      “Can’t hold tight here,” Dane muttered, pretty much to himself. He came to a decision. He leaned forward, grabbed Osgud’s shoulders, and hauled him across the rubble field, dragging him backward toward the nearest of the buildings.

      “We’d better pray that those mouth-breathers don’t have scanners on them…” Dane was muttering as he dislodged blocks and rubble. Finally, he felt his boots crunching on something much more solid, sliding across into the third-floor open wall of the office building that had sat here.

      It was darker, and his suit registered a cooler atmosphere as he kept on pulling his acting lieutenant into the recesses of the room, behind one of the supporting pillars.

      “Right, what did Corsoni say?” Dane killed his own suit lights and rolled Osgud heavily into the recovery position, before looking at his back-plate for the small module component.

      Vhurr! With a few flicks of his fingers, Dane’s gauntlets extended the small Marine lock-key mechanism from one index finger. He opened up the lid of the module to see a friendly green button inside, with the words:

      MANUAL AUTO-MEDICAL.

      “Gotcha.” He pushed the button and closed the lid, knowing that Osgud’s suit, no matter how damaged, would now start deploying a range of automated medical procedures to keep the man inside alive. This included purifying the air, temperature regulation, and even injections of painkillers and stimulants, as required, that the suit would know from its last set of user readings.

      “Sorry, Osgud. It’s the best I can do,” he sighed before looking back at the screen.

      There were now five green blips of life on his scanner. Two were coming for him and Osgud, one was apparently standing by the chopper, and the other two were near the far side of this very building.

      Five, Dane thought. Four looters plus one doctor.

      He looked down at Osgud, knowing what he had told Marine Control, and he looked out at the hazed rubble field outside.

      Just as there was a woman’s scream rising through the air.

      “Aiiii!”
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      “Get off me!” Heathcote screamed, swinging for the man as best as she was able to with her hands tightly bound.

      Now is my chance, she thought, as the ricocheting sound of the thundering bazooka still resounded off the buildings. The looters had hauled, carried, and dragged her through the ruins of New Sanctuary to here, where a chopper was already waiting for them.

      And someone who has a chopper has money. And power, Heathcote had thought. She wasn’t being held by any ordinary bunch of bandits and thieves, but a well-connected gang with important employers. Ones that would probably try to pull out every Marine access code and secret Heathcote had, by any means necessary…

      So, when they had dumped her and the Triton-stamped boxes here, at the ground floor of some blown-out high-rise block to go and greet the chopper, she had known that her time had come.

      She hadn’t expected the AMP suits, however, or for her opportunity to arrive with quite so much conflagration.

      Her ankles and wrists were still bound, but she had managed to stagger to her feet and swing a two-handed club-fist against the looter that had been left guarding her. It connected badly, on the back of his neck, but it had sent the man sprawling forwards. He jumped back up with a snarl and smacked her with the butt of his rifle, before grabbing at her visor—

      “GET OFF!” she screamed. I only have to make so much noise that the MID can find me… she was thinking, throwing herself forward against the man to slam him to the ground against the heavy wooden crate.

      Crunch!

      One of the wooden slats splintered, and the man hissed in anger, throwing her off him as they both tumbled to the floor.

      “You idiot!” he shouted fiercely, aiming a kick at her.

      Sylvia had been given her basic combat training when she had been seconded to the Federal Marine Corps. It was nowhere near the level of expertise that the trainee privates had been given—but it was enough for her to keep her head in the middle of a brawl.

      She rolled forward, slamming into the man’s leg that he was still standing on as he swung the other back.

      “Whoa!” He went down heavily, and backward, smacking once again into the crate with a heavy thud, this time splintering another slat and destroying the already-broken one.

      Something gray and green behind it shifted.

      “You fool, you fool… you’ve woken it up!” The man rolled himself across the floor of the disheveled room, a few feet away from Heathcote.

      “It!?” Heathcote hissed in alarm, her eyes moving to see the shape that was still mostly hidden behind the box. It was rounded, organic looking, with scaly plates of gray and green.

      Just like the Exin, Heathcote thought, as the scales pulsed and moved, and she saw something extend from the crate, a four-toed set of claws. The crate was big enough to hold something the size of a large dog, and Sylvia remembered how the looters had been trying to be careful as they carried it.

      “Exin!? That’s an Exin!?” she was stammering, starting to roll and kick herself backward, away from it. “But it won’t fit. The aliens are almost seven feet tall!” she said in confused shock. She would know how tall they were, of course, as she had been personally invited to observe one of the autopsies…

      “It’s a spore-creature, you idiot!” the man was saying, looking at the claw as it flexed and started to scratch at the mosaic floor it found itself on. And then a quiver ran through the bulk of the scales.

      “Spore-creature!? What’s a spore-creature!?” Heathcote was saying. The looter’s face behind his rudimentary emergency mask was aghast. Terrified.

      And then there was a creak, as the alien thing inside started to push outwards. The crate started to shake, and its simple wooden staples started to protest…

      “Frack this!” The man said, leaping to his feet, leaving his discarded rifle, and jumping out of the smashed-open window of the building and across the rubble toward the landing sight. She could hear him shouting.

      “Weathers! Weathers, it’s loose!” he was balling. “I’m not getting infected for this!!”

      It. Infected. Spore-creature, Sylvia froze in panic as the crate heaved once again, and one of the slats suddenly burst apart, with a flailing claw reaching tentatively, maliciously, up into the air. Just another shove, and the thing would be free…

      “That’s how the virus spread so fast, so early…” Sylvia suddenly realized. The virus hadn’t been dropped by a mysterious mechanism from the Exin’s seed-craft when they had attacked at all, had it?

      “Which explained why the Mars attack didn’t have any infection, either…” Sylvia’s thoughts were racing.

      The viral count in Private Williams’s blood had been too high, which meant that the virus had been deployed before the attack.

      “And the virus was being carried by a storm from seemingly nowhere…” the conclusion crystallized.

      Somehow, the Exin had managed to infiltrate Earth with spore-creatures before their attack, and now one was right here…

      Crack! Another slat broke apart, and with it came the total destruction of the crate holding the alien thing. The creature haphazardly rolled out of its confinement, and then righted itself, and rose on shivering legs.

      It was a quadruped with a bulbous, bulky body that flexed and heaved as it drew staggering breaths. It had next to no neck whatsoever, but a seed-like oval head, and four muscular legs which ended in claws. High on its back was a bony protuberance like a spike, and the entire size of the thing was almost the size of a Great Dane, Sylvia saw.

      And then it flared open its three-jawed mouth and snarled, showing its multiple sets of pointed white teeth.

      “SSCKRARGH!”

      Sylvia screamed.
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      There has to be a way down to her! Dane was thinking as he swung himself down the internal stairs of the building and turned the stairwell corner to find the route ahead blocked.

      “Frack!” He looked, but the rubble and chairs and bits of building looked impassable…

      The windows! he thought, turning back to run toward the second-floor open windows. The gulf of rubble was lower than he was, but not by a lot.

      “There!” He heard a shout, and suddenly, the rat-a-tat-tat of gunfire. The two looters that had been searching for him and Osgud were down there. They had seen him.

      And they are between me and the doctor, Dane thought, not checking his pace as bullets sparked at his heels, and he continued running.

      Thap! Thap!

      Bullets hammered into the floors and walls around him. He was running straight into their line of fire.

      Tock! He felt the sharp wasp-smack of the bullet that hit his leg and felt the pain judder through into his flesh, but it was like a kick, not like being shot.

      
        
        >Suit Impact Warning! Lower Right Leg-plate -15%…

      

      

      Only fifteen percent, Dane was thinking. He could take a handful more of those hits before they blew through his plate.

      His boot crunched on the lip of the building as he flung himself out and into the air, scissor-kicking as he went, feeling momentarily weightless. He relished the looks of surprise on the faces of the two looters half-climbing the rubble pile before him.

      Dane punched out with one fist as he landed on the hard rock. A bolt of crimson-white laser fire shot out, hitting one of the looters on the shoulder and throwing him to one side. Dane rolled, hitting more of the rocks on the way down.

      
        
        >Suit Impact Warning! General Defensive Plate -32%…

      

      

      Oh yeah. The thoughts flashed across Dane’s mind as he tumbled. He’d already had a bazooka fired at him. No wonder his suit was compromised.

      “Ach!” And suddenly his leg was cramping, too, as he skidded to a halt at the bottom of the rubble pile.

      “There—there! AMP!” Someone was shouting, and Dane looked up just in time toward the copter to see that one of the two men in front of it was already raising a stubby, sawed-off shotgun.

      Frack! Dane grabbed at the nearest thing—a sheet of corrugated steel—as he rolled, ripping the sheet from where it was embedded with his mechanical grip, and dragging it across him as the looter fired.

      BANG!

      The corrugated sheet smacked against him with the impact of the gun, and a blister of holes had been punched through as the shells had broken apart on impact.

      
        
        >Suit Impact Warning! Breast-plate -40%…

      

      

      Frack it! Dane swore, flinging the sheet over his head toward the looter still standing up there over him. He heard a gasp and a scramble, but he didn’t think that he had gotten him, as the heavy-set-looking looter was reloading.

      There were at least two looters in front, his suit was compromised, and one looter behind him—and somewhere in that building was Heathcote.

      Neutralize the threat.

      Dane punched forward with his fist once again toward the heavy-set looter in front with the shotgun. He fired.

      The man jumped to one side as the laser shot slammed into the body of the copter with a black hiss of smoke.

      “Heathcote!” Dane bellowed. “Help’s coming!” He was shouting, turning to aim once again—

      BANG! This time the shotgun hit him square in the chest, and he was thrown to one side.

      
        
        >Suit Impact Warning! Breast-plate -60%…

      

      

      “Frackers!” Dane snarled, turning with his arm raised toward the man—to see the man suddenly jump behind the copter, out of range.

      “Come out!” Dane shouted. “You’re under arrest!” Dane had no idea whether, as a Marine, he could place people under arrest. But he knew that he was in a goddamn Assisted Mechanized Plate suit, and they were just wearing emergency-response gear. Even as damaged as his suit was, they would be fools to try and go up against him.

      “Drop your weapons and come out with your hands up!” he shouted again, just as there was a scrabble from behind him.

      More looters!? He half-thought as he turned, but his HUD sensor map was flaring.

      
        
        >Unidentified Biological! …

      

      

      “Oh no…” Dane turned to see something spring out of the ground-floor open window of the nearest high-rise. It was one of the Exin-things, but it was easily half the size of the one that Dane had fought before.

      It still had a whole lot of teeth, though, Dane thought. He turned to lower his arm toward it as it charged at him, leaping through the air.

      FZT! He fired his forearm’s light laser, but his aim was off. The creature hit him bodily with its two forward claws, slamming him with a painful thud into the rubbled floor and skittering off of him with a hissed snarl.

      “Urk!” Dane was seeing stars. He had banged his head against the front of his faceplate in the rebound, and somehow there was now a spasm of pain running right up through his spine, legs to neck.

      Awful memories of the plate of the New Sanctuary stadium came back to him, of being trapped, and of a terrible pain preventing him from doing anything…

      “No, no, no!” He grabbed at the rocks, pushing himself up into a crouch—just as the Exin creature charged again, this time pouncing so that its jaws clamped onto his shoulder, and its claws thumped into his chest.

      “Ach!” Dane was thrown onto his back once again, and he could hear the whine and scream of scratching metal…

      
        
        >Suit Impact Warning! Shoulder plate -33%…

      

      

      Why does that number never go up!? Some part of the panicked, dazzled part of Dane’s mind was thinking as he pushed out with the hand underneath him, performing an arm slam that would have made podcast history in the Mech-Brawler world.

      “Sckrrr!” The monster had been slammed into the rubble, and it gave a pained, bubbling hiss as it let go of him. It turned around—

      Dane staggered to a crouch at the same time.

      Whubh-whubh-whubh… The sudden rev of the transport copter engines and rotors distracted Dane for the briefest of moments. He saw the transport copter start to rise and turn in the air behind the monster…

      And the monster took full advantage of that distraction to jump once again, this time hitting Dane boldly in the chest and taking him off his feet.

      Slam!

      . . . into the concrete ground, once again shaking his senses, sending pain up his back and making him see stars as the creature was once again on top of him.

      
        
        >Suit Impact Warning! Back-plate -60%…

      

      

      Dane groaned and gasped. The weight of the thing was on top of him, and he was pinned. He was dazed and couldn’t find the strength to lift even his head…

      “Ssskrargh!” The creature reared up on its back legs before driving its front claws back down once more, hitting the mechanized infantry private on the chest and further crumpling his plate. The creature had apparently given up trying to bite through solid metal and had realized with an animal cunning that its bulk and might alone would be enough to finish its prey…

      
        
        >Suit Impact Warning! Breast-plate -75%…

      

      

      “Ugh!” Dane coughed as he was rebounded against the floor. He felt like beans being shaken in a can. Just another few of these and the suit would crumple in on itself, and he would have every bone in his body broken.

      In the smoke-smeared skies behind the snap and snarl of the creature, Dane could see the drone copter turning and rising, eager to get away from the alien that had somehow found its way here…

      “Hey!” There was a shout. A woman’s shout, as something small was flung through the air to bounce off the creature’s side.

      Thock!

      It was just a mere bit of rubble, barely the size of a human fist, and when Dane looked, he saw that the thrower had been none other than Sylvia Heathcote, worming half-out of the nearby building. Still with her hands bound, she had thrown a piece of rubble (rather expertly, in fact) to hit the thing.

      “Snarkh!” The thing standing on top of Dane turned at the intrusion to hiss at the newcomer.

      Now! Dane punched upward into the creature’s gut—or what he thought of as its gut as he discharged his light laser.

      FZZT!

      There was a flash of crimson and the sudden hiss of smoked flesh and steam as the creature hissed in pain.

      “Sssraowaow!” and leapt from Dane, trailing great gobbets of green ichor behind it to spatter on the floor.

      Dane waved his arms, struggled back to a crouch as the creature was turning, looking at Heathcote, and then at the rising metal golem that was Dane…

      THAD-AD-AD-AD!

      Just as the ground started to explode with the heavy gouts of burst rock and concrete, as the turning copter above opened fire on them all.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            24

          

          

      

    

    







            William’s Don’t Give Up

          

        

      

    

    
      “Get down!” Dane shouted, as the strafing line of machine-gun pellets, a medium artillery weapon from the look of it, ran toward him across the rubble.

      What!? Dane hissed in fury as he jumped. Were those looters not content with having escaped from an alien creature, or not having to go toe-to-toe with the Federal Marine Corps? They also had to open fire on everything that moved underneath them as well!?

      There was no time for conjecture, however, as Dane threw himself at the only obstacle nearby—the Exin.

      Dane slammed into the thing’s back with a practiced elbow move of a Mech-Brawler. He heard the thing’s roar of pain. Then he was being flung from it as it donkey-kicked, its claws catching his suit and sending him spiraling across the rubbled ground.

      
        
        >Suit Impact Warning! Breast-plate -80%…

      

      

      Dane rolled over and over, pushing himself back to his knees as the transport copter above turned in place, its main low-mounted gun swiveling down toward him…

      “WILLIAMS! I got you!” There was another shout, as a sharp snap of crimson-white fire flared from the rise of rubble between the high-rise buildings, lancing across to the copter and smashing one of the windows in an explosion of glittering glass.

      It was Osgud, Dane realized in astonishment. There was Osgud’s blackened and battered suit at the top of the rise, crouching as he fired his forearm light laser at the drone copter about to tear holes through Dane’s suit.

      “SKRARGH!” But the Exin was still ahead of him, and it wasn’t leaping for him, but was instead charging across the ground at the much weaker target.

      Doctor Heathcote.

      “Aii!” A short scream of alarm as Dane broke into a run after the thing. He lengthened his stride as more of Osgud’s laser shots flared past him to the copter behind.

      Heathcote was trying to squirm her way backward with what Dane saw were bound limbs…

      She had no chance against a thing that could crunch machine plate.

      No!

      Dane sprang, momentarily forgetting the pain racing up his spine as he threw himself through the air, reaching out toward the beast—

      Wham!

      His hands grabbed onto its back and they were both thrown into a jumble of claws, metal, and snapping teeth as they tumbled and rolled across the debris.

      “SCKRARGH!” The Exin creature tumbled onto its side, snarling and scratching at Dane as he tried to get his elbows up to his face, instinctively trying to protect himself from that snapping, lunging head.

      “Agh!” He had been rolled completely over, with the thing’s weight once more completely on top of him. A spike of pain flowed up through Dane’s legs and back, at the same time as the panic of being crushed threatened to unman him.

      Snap! The thing lunged toward his head, and he managed to turn aside at the last moment.

      Scratch! There was the grinding of sparks as the thing’s claws ran along his chest, scraping metal, and further crumpling the raised defensive plate deeper against his lungs.

      The thing was alien and monstrous. An animal, insensate thing that appeared to writhe and move with the purest malice for the human it ground down.

      Dane grabbed at the creature’s neck, attempting to push it from him.

      But his arms trembled. The creature was too strong. He was too weak. With a sudden flinch, the creature’s body dove toward him by a series of inches before he managed to regain control over his arms, locking them to force the thing as far from him as possible—

      But it was still only at arm’s-length, and Dane knew that he couldn’t hold it back for long. It would inevitably overpower him…

      I can’t do this. I’m too weak… The thoughts were rising fast and strong in Dane’s mind. Thoughts of failure, of feelings so uselessness. How could he, with his condition, ever dare to hope that he could win? That he could ever become a Marine?

      Dane could feel his legs starting to tremble, his hips ache and his spine start to twitch with electric spasms. His body was betraying him. Maybe he should just accept the fact that he wasn’t meant to be out here. He just had to let himself die.

      “Kill it, Williams!” He heard a shout, and, miraculously, he realized that it was coming from Osgud. His tormentor was encouraging him on, at the same time as the already battered and damaged Marine was running down the ruinous slope to keep up his covering fire at the looter’s copter above.

      “You got this! MARINES!” Osgud was shouting, bellowing, throwing every bit of certainty and authority into his voice as he ran.

      Don’t let it win, Dane thought, as a fire was kindled in his belly. He’d already lost everything in his life, hadn’t he? He’d already walked through hell—or been crushed underneath hell, anyway.

      And Williams’ DON’T give UP. He remembered the words of his own long-dead father. His father who only ever had nominal success in his life as a boxer, but had still believed in himself. He had still gotten up and put himself in training every day, because he had to put food on the table for his child

      And because it was what he believed in, Dane remembered.

      The Exin thing suddenly reared back, clearly intent on pounding Dane into the rubble once again, and this time to probably break his back with the sudden, thunderous crash.

      Agitation and fury boiled inside Dane’s heart. He wasn’t going to let this thing win. He wasn’t going to give up or give in.

      I’ve already been stuffed full of your virus, and I came back! he thought as he reached out to grab the thing’s neck with one metal hand. His other hand grabbed a piece of rubble… Anger and determination roared through him.

      I’ve already stood back up and been through hell to get here! The creature lunged forward, and this time Dane let it—but shoved the thing’s neck to one side as he turned his head, bringing up his other hand to force the rounded rock into the thing’s mouth at the last moment, as far into the thing’s gullet as he could manage…

      “Urk!” The thing clamped down on the boulder instinctively. For a brief second, Dane was sure that the piece of rubble was going to disintegrate and explode under the thing’s teeth…

      But then the creature was twisting its head back, making convulsing quivering motions as it sought to cough and force the piece of rubble from it’s throat…

      “Frack you,” Dane growled, closing his hand into a fist and turning to smack the thing in a haymaker punch against the side of its temple—

      FZZT! And at the same time to fire the light laser as it connected with the creature’s skull.

      He wasn’t even sure that the laser was powerful enough to kill the thing, but at that close range, he heard a coughing, muffled gargle from the alien thing as it fell backward under a plume of oily black smoke.

      With a final quiver, the thing died, and its body collapsed against the rubble.

      With a gasp, Dane was shoving his way out from under the thing and scrambling over the rocks to get to where Doctor Heathcote had been.

      “Heathcote? Sylvia?” he was calling.

      He heard a worried cry. The dust-coated head of her emergency visor appeared over the end of the drifts of detritus.

      “You’re alright. Thank heavens you’re alright,” Dane said as he reached down with one hand to help the doctor from the wreckage. His suit, although battered and broken, was still strong enough to easily lift the doctor out of the broken window.

      “Thank you,” he heard Sylvia mumble, her voice shaky with shock.

      “Sit,” he advised her. Dane might not have been in a battlefield before, but he had been in plenty of fights. Even tournament and challenge fights could flood your body with so much adrenaline that it left you feeling queasy and sick, dizzy-headed and having to sit down.

      Objective Accomplished. We did it.

      We. He suddenly remembered Osgud, turning to look for where the acting lieutenant was.

      Only to see Osgud lying on the floor, his suit smoking from one of the copter’s artillery shells.
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      “Is he going to be alright?” Dane asked nervously as he hovered over Osgud’s body.

      “Only if I can get to him fast.” Sylvia had slid to the ground beside the still-steaming body of the acting lieutenant, her hands moving over the crumpled and torn metals of the man’s suit.

      Which had blood seeping from one of the grooves between the man’s chest-plates.

      “I need to open him up. Now,” Sylvia was saying as Dane knelt down, his hands already moving to the auto-release clips secured by the hips.

      “That will open up the chest-plate, but…” Dane suddenly thought. “This virus! You’ll expose him to the virus…”

      Sylvia flickered a hand to where the bead of blood was oozing down the metal of Osgud’s outer suit. The acting lieutenant inside was silent and stilled, but Dane could still register life signs on his screen. He’s alive, but only barely.

      It looked as though Osgud had taken almost a direct hit from one of the copter forward artillery guns—and the thing that Dane found more amazing than anything was the fact that he was still alive at all.

      His suit protected him, Dane thought in wonder, and no little relief, at the clear strength of the Assisted Mechanized Plate.

      And then he came to a decision. “Here.” His hands moved to his own legs, unlocking the clips with a twist and allowing his right leg greave to hiss out with a gentle pop, revealing his smaller human leg within, held in its cradle of webbing and padding.

      Dane was already hunched over, pulling at the material to get to the sleek metal box on his leg. The Doctor’s very own medical unit that delivered the Vito-neura antigen that she had designed.

      “What are you doing? You’ll be doubly exposed, without protection!” Sylvia was looking at him in horror.

      But Dane had already unclipped the unit and tossed it to the Doctor, who caught it.

      “This still has your antigen in it, right? If we apply it now, as soon as Osgud is exposed—maybe there’s a chance it can hold off any infection…” Dane was saying, as he suddenly felt a tremor of pain rising up through his leg. It looked like it wouldn’t take long for the massive doses of the virus already in his system to make a resurgence, and now he had exposed his body to yet more of it, too.

      Sylvia blinked. “You’re sure?”

      Dane thought—for just a fraction of a second—of what the virus had already done to him. Had already stolen his life once and irrevocably changed it thereafter.

      And, as much as he had hated Osgud, his previous life of fighting had taught him one thing: that any fight should always end at the ringside edge. A good fighter didn’t carry it with him—or tried not to, anyway. “On that day, in that hour, I either won or lost,” his father used to tell him. “Whatever happens inside that ring was a lesson to learn from.”

      It’s not about vengeance. It’s not about grudges.

      And I would never wish that virus even on my worst enemy, Dane thought as he nodded.

      “Yeah, I’m sure,” he said, as Sylvia opened up the man’s suit to find that the shell hadn’t gone through.

      But it had crumpled Osgud’s suit that was already damaged from the bazooka explosion, and the internal support systems had been overcome, ramming bits of metal into the acting lieutenant’s body.

      Secure the area, Dane thought, already raising his fist and the smart laser mounted there and moving out with an obvious limp as his leg started to rattle with shivers of pain.

      The looter’s copter was gone, disappearing between the buildings and off into the distant smokes of New Sanctuary’s skies. Dane did not know who they had been, but he knew that they had dared to attack the Federal Marine Corps—which was worrying enough in itself.

      And then there was the Exin-thing, lying dead on the ground on the other side of the landing site. It was the second that he had faced, and the second that he had killed himself…

      But not without the help of my brothers and friends, he thought. And, as the crackle of his suit communicator started up, bearing the news of the approaching Green Squad of his fellow AMP trainees, Dane thought he caught a glimpse of what Sergeant Lashmeier had been talking about…

      Not so long after, and the sun was glinting off of the metals of his fellow trainees as they climbed the rubble wall to survey the devastation that Osgud, Sylvia, and Dane had been at the heart of.

      And Dane Williams had never been happier to see anyone in his life.

      My brothers, Dane thought.
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      “Private Williams, at ease!” roared the voice of Sergeant Lashmeier.

      The stocky growl of a man stormed into the recuperation room that Dane was in, standing by the vertical weight set.

      Dane only had a moderate series of injuries in the end, strains, bruises, and compression injuries mostly—but the doctor had insisted that he been given full medical isolation for three days following his willful re-exposure to the virus, just in case.

      Strangely, the Marine private had felt returned to his beginnings, before he had ever come to Fort Mayweather all of those months ago.

      “Sir!” Dane threw a salute. Apparently, this one was better than the first one he had ever tried in similar circumstance, as it elicited the briefest of nods from the Sergeant and no comment.

      Instead, Lashmeier walked boldly to stand in front of Dane and look the recruit in the eye for a long moment.

      “You did good out there, Private Williams,” he eventually said. “Took down two Exin spore-creatures alongside Osgud, rescued Doctor Heathcote, and disrupted the activity of the looters.”

      Dane felt a wave of pride wash up through him. Lashmeier was so fleeting with his praise that every nugget felt like it was worth its weight in platinum.

      “Permission to speak, sir?” Dane asked, earning a nod in response.

      “Those looters—Doctor Heathcote said that they were carrying the Exin spore-creatures. Transporting them…” He puzzled.

      The sergeant’s look instantly darkened. “Don’t beg for mysteries, Private,” the older man growled in warning. “But yes, that is our working hypothesis. That those looters—somehow connected with something called the Triton Corporation—accessed Exin biotechnology. Although we cannot be sure if this is collaboration with an enemy and treason on their part, or mere profiteering.”

      Dane felt an answering anger rise up inside of him. How could anyone do that? Betray their own species for what—profit? The opportunity to loot New Sanctuary—his home—undisturbed?

      “I see that you’re eager for more action, Williams,” Lashmeier growled. “Good. But keep that to yourself. I’m only telling you because I believe that every soldier and Marine has a right to know who they were fighting and why,” the man grunted. “Don’t worry. Military intelligence is looking into it as we speak, and I am sure that we will be making a move on Triton in the near future.”

      “Sir?” Dane asked, earning another nod. “What about Private Osgud? How is he, sir?”

      The sergeant gave a small tweak of his mouth. Not quite a smile—as the sergeant doesn’t really smile, Dane thought. “I am glad you asked about your brother Marine, Private Williams. Osgud is also on the mend—but I am afraid he was exposed to the Exinase compound by the treatment of Doctor Heathcote…”

      Dane nodded.

      “However, the good doctor assures me that Private Osgud only had a minimal dose—far less than you did, apparently—and that she expects Osgud to respond favorably to the same treatment that she gave you.” The sergeant nodded, his voice a little tight.

      And suddenly, Dane saw the conundrum that the man was in. With every successive deployment, he might well be exposing more and more of his troops to possible exposure.

      No wonder the sergeant was so brutal about not giving me any special treatment, Dane thought. Dane realized that he had been like the first role model for the rest of the unit. If the Sergeant had gone easier on him, then Lashmeier would have to go easier on every Marine who subsequently might become infected…

      Lashmeier looked around for a moment at Dane’s room, giving a nod at what he saw. “You’ve been keeping up your training. Good. Because the doctor is lifting the medical order on you, as she’s pleased with your recovery.”

      “Yes!” Dane burst out, before seeing the sharp scowl from the sergeant at interrupting the man. “I mean, thank you, sir.”

      “I’m here to tell you what I told all the others. That the first field test of the AMP suits and the Mechanized Infantry Division is considered a success by those higher up than us. You’ve all been in basic training for nine weeks now, over the requisite six, and so you will all be graduated to the next stage of the M.I.D. Are you ready for that, Private? Because it’s not going to get any easier, you know.”

      Dane didn’t even hesitate. “I am ready, sir. I am.”

      This time the sergeant did grin, wolfishly.

      “Then it is with great pride that I can welcome you to the ranks of the Marine Corps and the Mechanized Infantry Division, Williams. You made it.”

      Booyah! Dane thought.
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        Thank You For Reading

      

      

      Thanks for reading Born of Steel, the first book in the epic Mechanized Infantry Division series. I hope you enjoyed reading it as much as I enjoyed writing it. I really have a lot of fun writing about the amazing technology the future holds for us, and all the possible chaos :)

      

      
        
        The next story in the series is called Nerves of Steel and you can order it now on Amazon.

        amazon.com/dp/B08LXFQKQ3

      

      

      

      Before you check out the next book, though, it would be awesome if you left a review for me. I really enjoy reading reviews and hearing from readers.

      

      Lastly, if you would like to be notified whenever I release a new book plus learn about all kinds of special offers, you should consider signing up for our Science Fiction Newsletter. The details are on the next page. You will get a free story when you sign up.

      

      
        
        Thanks again. Now, turn the page and check out the Science Fiction Newsletter!

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
        Sign up for our Science Fiction Newsletter

        and get a FREE short story

      

      

      
        
          [image: Warp Three: A Niakrim War Short Story]
        

      

      
        
        Canis Borg: Alien Control Agent

        Half human. Half Alien. All Attitude!

      

        

      
        fairfieldpublishing.com/sci-fi-newsletter/

      

      

      

      
        
        Sign up today!

      

      

    

  

cover.jpeg





images/00002.jpeg






images/00004.jpeg
'3
[
I
()
2
a
>
<
o
)
i
s
<
N

,,‘.. i






images/00003.jpeg
FAIRFIELD PUBLISHING





