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PROLOGUE
You always remember the first time you die.
I remember it well because I was knee deep in aliens, ambushed by a whole army of them out in the middle of the desert. Of course, it didn’t start out that way. I was strapped inside my mech (a fifteen-foot tall mechanized fighting machine for those that don’t know) when I hit the sand with my comrades and scanned the machine’s matrix array-imaging radar. We’d been told to hope for the best and expect the worst, but there was nothing, not a single creepy crawly or anything else in sight. Just lots of … sand.
I powered my machine into a loping run, following the other mechs as we churned across the barren landscape. We’d arrived just before dawn and were waiting for the bad guys to show.
Just as we thundered over a series of dunes, it dawned on me. Why the hell does everyone always look up and then side to side? Why doesn’t anybody ever look down? Yeah, I know, looking down’s probably the first thing you would’ve done, but as you’ll come to find, I’m not the sharpest tool in the shed.
Anyway, I looked down at the sand and spotted a glint of metal and that’s when I saw the faces of the monsters who were hiding underfoot, just waiting for the right time to strike.
“AMBUSH” I heard someone shriek over the internal communications link.
The sand suddenly exploded, and I watched in horror as dozens of the monstrous things pulled themselves up out of the little hiding places they’d burrowed in the ground. There was this strange little moment where I traded looks with the alien closest to me, a big bruiser with knobby bones protruding from its skull that looked like a crown, and then all of the mechs let loose with everything they had. We’re talking multi-barreled cannons, rocket-launchers, harsh language, you name it.
I juiced the engines on my battle machine and plowed into the extraterrestrial demons, cannons on both of the mech’s arms spinning so quickly they began to glow orange.
The aliens, a motley group of eight to ten-foot tall biomechanical praying mantis lookalikes from outer space, were cut down in rows, but here’s the thing. Where ten of the mothers dropped to the ground, ten more took their places.
“WE’VE GOT PPE’s,” someone shouted, referencing the purple people eaters some of us had encountered in the past.
Sure enough, a colossal extraterrestrial warrior with purplish skin, a mouth the size of a manhole cover in the middle of its stomach, and five, whip-like arms, shot up out of the sand.
The beast landed and pointed at me, and I fired a rocket that curled into the thing’s maw and blew it apart. As you might expect, this did not go down well with the other aliens who regrouped and charged. I continued to fire into the approaching horde but was barely able to make a dent. Too many targets, not enough rockets.
The aliens whipped out their own weapons and fired energized rounds while flinging explosives that carved divots in the ground and sent geysers of sand and dirt up into the air.
Spinning, I saw an alien grenade hit the ground and vanish in a fireball. The resulting blast lifted me off my metal feet, tossing my mech sideways.
I slammed into the sand and carved a twelve-foot long trench before grinding to a stop. When I turned over and looked up, one of the aliens had mounted me.
The bug’s jaws unhinged and snapped at the air.
My mech’s arm blocked and punched the thing away. Then I levered my machine up and gutshot the alien, turning its torso into pulp before another alien threw itself at me with a full-body heave.
“You need any help, Deus?!” one of the other mech operators shouted through the commlink.
“I’m good!” I replied. “Got ‘em right where I want ‘em!”
“Yeah!” the other operator said with a laugh. “Surrounded from the inside out!”
I fired a rocket that bisected the alien attacker and then I was on the move again, steamrolling through the aliens. I don’t want to ruin the story for you, but eventually I found myself trapped inside a massive alien outpost with my comrades and had to fight my way out. After shooting down a number of the enemy, I hurdled a high wall and dropped down the other side only to come face to face with an alien sniper who was clutching a black rifle the size of a jousting lance. Before I could react, the sniper BOOM! fired the rifle.
WHACK!
The round from gun struck my mech’s cockpit glass.
And kept on going.
Stabbing right through the canopy into my exosuit.
Yep, that’s right.
The round slammed into my chest and exited somewhere around the small of my back.
I was so shocked; I swear I didn’t even feel the pain … for the first three seconds.
And then my adrenaline ebbed, and I was in agony, walloped like a shotgun blast to the face. Every neuron in my body screamed at once. A bitter, metallic taste filled my mouth, and my breath came in gut-wrenching, stabbing gasps. My life seeped away with each spurt of red that splashed the dashboard, and my vision sputtered in discontinuous flutters and flashes. I knew my body. I knew I was dying, a goner for sure.
I knew there was only one thing left to do.
I reached back and grabbed a syringe loaded with a mysterious amber liquid that everyone called “Lazarus.” I popped the cap on the syringe and angled it around. Then I brought the needle down toward my neck in one swift and sudden move when—
Stop!
Wait.
Hold up.
I imagine at this point you’ve probably got some questions. Maybe a lot of questions.
 Who the hell am I? How did I get to pilot a mech out on the desert? Why am I doing battle with aliens? And perhaps most importantly, did I just almost die and get resurrected? Seriously? Inquiring minds want to know, right?
Well, in order to provide the answers to these and other equally fascinating questions, I’m going to have to take a step back and talk a little, and you’re going to (hopefully) listen to a little background on how it all began. About how everything that matters started after the first alien invasion ended, and how the galaxy’s greatest fighting force was assembled as a result of a single text message from the world’s most infamous billionaire.
Yeah, I know that’s a mouthful, but stick with me, it’s worth it…
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Everyone with a pulse and a functioning personal electronic device remembers the day they heard about the Icarus Project. It was six months or so after the end of the alien occupation, what most folks called “VS Day” (victory over the aliens, the “Syndicate”) when a text was received from a number associated with the infamous Jonas Vidmark.
It was initially assumed that the text was a scam or a joke. I mean, cell reception had just been restored, and the first text was from a billionaire playboy? What are the odds? I wasn’t a tech guru by any measure, but I knew who Vidmark was. He was the dude who made his bones inventing Scienta, the online social media, and networking service that snuffed out Facebook, Instagram, and all the other wannabes in the late-2040s. You probably remember him from his many online posts, the ones set on yachts and air cruisers, with a bearded, well-muscled Vidmark flashing ivory-white teeth to a posse of impossibly beautiful people. Yep, that’s the guy. Doctor Jonas Xavier Vidmark. The bad boy of Silicon Valley. Steve Jobs with a friggin’ eight-pack. I couldn’t stand the douchebag either.
Still, there was a time you couldn’t escape his toothy mug: looking down from holographic ads on Pennsylvania Avenue and Times Square, singing along from the stage on Dave Grohl’s ninety-fourth birthday, celebrating Benjamin Brady’s fifth Superbowl win, hosting the Oscars! The guy was literally everywhere and then, at the height of his fame, when no more praise or shade could be thrown his way, he just up and vanished.
Some said he’d had a nervous breakdown, while others claimed he’d experienced a kind of religious awakening. I always figured he just got bored. I mean, how many times can you bang the same chicks and swill the same booze without thinking, been there, and literally, done that? He reappeared eighteen months later, claiming to have received a vision that he was destined to save the world. He was going green big time, investing heavily in solar, then wind, and finally a new kind of modular thorium reactor that would revolutionize the way everyone used energy. The buzz started to build, and Vidmark soaked it all in, claiming he was preparing to ascend to the top of the mountain figuratively. Unfortunately, that’s when the mountain struck back.
Vidmark, you see, had taken to rock climbing during his eighteen months in the wilderness, and was trudging up a peak somewhere in the Canadian Rockies in the dead of winter when an avalanche struck. Trapped in blizzard conditions, he miraculously found a way to descend the mountain and then forged through miles of hip-deep snow in fifty-mile an hour wind. Ultimately, he came upon a frozen lake whose ice was not so frozen. He fell through and was trapped under the surface for ten minutes, eventually able to claw his way out. By the time a couple snowshoeing in the backcountry found him several days later, the frostbite had done the good doctor all kinds of wrong. His legs had gone bad, and the hospital in Alberta was forced to amputate three inches below each knee.
Legend has it that Vidmark, still loopy after taking the pain train to fentanyl-ville, asked his doctors how long it would be until he could once again scale some rock. Never was the answer and Vidmark, if you believe the stories, snickered and said he’d be climbing within a hundred and eighty days of his operation. He was wrong of course. The bastard did it in a hundred and twenty. A hundred and twenty goddamn days and Vidmark was better and faster than ever before. He’d rebuilt himself, reconfiguring his prosthetic limbs to allow for extreme and unusual locomotion, his catchphrase becoming, “I’m not handicapped, the technology is.”
Soon he was besting non-para athletes in everything from climbing to biking while landing on the covers of outdoor magazines and the few national newspapers that still existed. He claimed he’d found his new calling, determined to give people their legs back. Plunging into it with his usual gusto, Vidmark went back to school and obtained advanced degrees in engineering and robotics, becoming a world-renowned biophysicist in a remarkably short period of time. Next came the patents, hundreds of them for unique exosuits, and bionic limbs, and various things that helped with nerve regeneration and amputation and even Parkinson’s disease.
With the backing of investors and his own immense wealth, he became a disrupter in the field of biomechanics, funding controversial teams of biomechatronics researchers at the world’s greatest universities who worked day and night, eventually discovering a way to effectively end disability. That’s right; he’s the guy who found a way to reverse paralysis, to return disabled people to the vertical world via a synthetic spinal cord seeded with stem-cells and whatnot that he called the “Bionic Ladder.”
The ladder was unveiled on a webcast seen by hundreds of millions of people. It featured a quadriplegic actor named Terry Hughes rising and walking at Vidmark’s command for the first time since he’d been injured in a nasty polo accident nine years earlier. I was watching and initially thought it was bullshit, the result of crappy lighting or kickass special effects, but there Hughes was, strutting across the dais, busting a few moves, Vidmark standing in the background on his titanium legs, smiling hugely. A thought sprang to mind, something from a book I’d been forced to read in high school English class, a quote by a famous author who said there aren’t any second acts in life. Whoever wrote that never met Jonas Vidmark.
Satisfied that the webcast was legit, my contempt for Vidmark turned to admiration. After all, he’d been to the top of the heap and fallen off, and found a way to climb back up. What’s more American than that? He had everything for the taking once again and then, less than a week later, it all came crashing down. That was the day we all remember as “5/15,” May the 15th, the day the Syndicate, the aliens we called “scuds,” came calling.
I won’t go into the gory details of those first horrible weeks after the invasion. If you’re alive, if you’re part of the “Forty Percenters,” the forty percent of the population that survived, you remember how it was. You remember the heat from the fire bombings and the sound, like a million trumpets being blown inside a metal box, that the alien ships made as they carved across our skies.
You remember the desperation and the dying and the occupation that nearly wrecked the world. But then something happened, and you’ll likely remember where you were when you heard that a small team of Marines and resistance fighters had found a way onto the main Syndicate fortress, a floating city in the sky, and forced the surrender of the Potentate, the head of the alien empire. That was the beginning of the end, because once the head was chopped off, the Syndicate body began to rot, and within a few weeks, the occupation was officially over, nearly seven years to the day after it began.
And my boy Vidmark? What about him? Well, since the internet was largely still down, we’d only heard second-hand stories about what he’d been up to during the occupation. Some said he’d been busy building weapons for the resistance, while others claimed he’d been kidnapped by the scuds, sucked up with most of the other able-bodied men and women into spaceships, where he became a scab, a collaborator, helping the aliens perfect the drones that they used to lay waste to the planet. Whatever the truth was, after the occupation ended, the first real sign that Vidmark was alive was his cryptic text, the one that linked to a .gov website, the first new operational site since the fighting was over.
It was also the landing page for the Icarus Project.
When you clicked on the link, you were met with the words “NEVER AGAIN” in bold and all caps. Beneath this was an interactive map and an immense set of numbers that were constantly repopulating and updating, what I reckoned had to be a list of the global dead and dying. The numbers continued to roll as patriotic music swelled and then came images from several famous battles, including the Solstice Offensive, an ill-fated attempt by the resistance to overthrow the aliens which had been ruthlessly put down two winters before—
BOOM!
A massive, robotic foot came down, obliterating the scenes of humans getting their asses handed to them by the scuds. The screen went dark, and then two red lights appeared, glowing like a pair of candles at the bottom of a cave. The red lights were the eyes on a hulking construct, a mechanized fighting machine … a mech. I watched in stunned silence as the thing stood to its full and terrible height, pivoting, seeming to stare right through me. What I remember most is how the mech made me feel. It wasn’t one of those shiny, newfangled ‘bots that the high rollers used to spit-shine their mansions and pilot their limos and hoversurfs. Nope, the thing on the link didn’t have a single clean line or polished steel baffle. It was less European sports car and more, throwback muscle machine from the sixties or the seventies or whenever the hell it was that people drove cars with enormous engines that got two miles to the gallon. I could relate to it because it looked like the kind of thing me and my old man might have tinkered on in the backyard shed during a warm summer night (if my father had actually been around all that much when I was a kid). The mech was bulky and rusted and looked a few bubbles off plumb, which, I suppose, was how America was at that point. Soul worn and rough around the edges, but still capable of kicking a little ass.
The screen lightened to reveal that the mech was emblazoned with the American flag and God help me, as that music boomed again, my nose burned and my eyes got a little misty. Then the mech vanished, replaced with the words: THE MECH COMMAND IS LOOKING FOR A FEW GOOD OPERATORS. WOULD YOU LIKE TO KNOW MORE?
My throat went dry.
My heart skipped a beat.
Sitting there, staring at my crappy little wrist PDA, all I could think was hells yes I wanted to know a little more. I wanted to know oodles and oodles more, as much as anyone could possibly tell me about the mysterious Mech Command and the throwback ‘bot that was the star of the site. But before any of that could happen, I had other, more pressing concerns. Like the fact that I was in the process of committing a serious crime.
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I probably neglected to mention it, but at the time in question, I was kind of a crook, although I preferred the phrase “master of the five-fingered arts,” which had a nice ring to it, the kind of thing you might put on a business card for instance. Anyway, I was the getaway driver and de-facto leader of a three-person cell that worked for an underworld honcho named Buddha Blades. For the last two years of the occupation, we’d specialized in ripping off alien warehouses and munitions vaults, although we weren’t above “liberating” supplies from the resistance if the opportunity arose. I guess you could say we were equal opportunity criminals.
When I received the text on my PDA, I was seated behind the controls of a hoversurf, a bubble-topped three-person motorcycle with wings that was powered by twenty electric rotors (along with a small JATO bottle, a jet-fuel booster, in case we encountered a sticky situation). To my left was a green teddy bear doll named Mr. Berenstain (which once belonged to my younger brother Frank), and to my right was my partner in crime Jezmyn, “Jezzy,” a tomboyish chick dressed in camouflage pants and a tight black T-shirt that read “Talk Nerdy to Me,” who’d kick my ass sideways if she ever heard me refer to her as a tomboyish chick.
Behind her was my sometimes disheveled and always loyal sidekick Spence, who was long on guts and short on common sense. The kind of guy who’d tell you how to build a clock if you asked him what time it was. We were hovering fifteen feet off the ground near the Port of Baltimore, preparing to deliver a stolen shipment of hafnium batteries to an alien thug named Alpha Timbo. While I was readying the hoversurf to land, Jezzy was pointing out all the ways in which I’d dropped the ball in cutting a deal with our boss.
“The point is, if I’m risking my ass to go into Timbo’s lair, why shouldn’t I get twenty percent?” she asked, stabbing a finger in the air for emphasis.
“Because our deal with Buddha was for ten percent,” I answered, which was true. We took ten percent and set aside another ten percent for orphans of the invasion.
“No, it’s your deal. You’re the one that did it because you always cut the deals, which I find incredibly sexist.”
“How is believing that men should always make the deals sexist?”
“That’s the very definition of sexist.”
“Well, what’s done is done, and the deal applies to both of us, right, Spence?”
Spence, who was busy slurping down a packet of baby food, wiped his mouth, rubbed his generous midsection, and nodded. “That’s right, boss.”
Jezzy ran a hand through her jagged, coal-black hair and held my look. “So, I want to make a new deal, Daniel.” She did that on purpose by the way. When she was pissed, she liked to call me “Daniel” instead of my preferred “Danny,” which was annoying. Daniel Deus was the name of someone much older than my twenty-three years, and it didn’t have a nice ring like Danny Deus, which everyone always said sounded like a superhero’s name.
“So, if you want a new deal, go talk to him,” I replied.
“And what approach do you suggest I take?”
“Well, for starters, try a little intimidation. Nothing makes a man like Buddha Blades more uneasy than a woman who’s intelligent and hot.”
“Great.”
“So, all you need to do is pretend you’re both of those.”
Her eyes narrowed to slits. “I swear I’m gonna punch you in the throat after this thing is over.”
“You’ve got serious anger issues.”
“Screw you.”
I picked up my teddy bear, Mr. Berenstain, and manipulated his arms while making a reasonable facsimile of a bear’s voice. “Y’know that anger probably comes from repressing your true feelings, Ms. Jezmyn, including the fact that you’re secretly in love with Danny.”
“I hate both of you,” Jezzy replied, swatting Mr. Berenstain in the head.
“You’ve got to be super emotionally invested in order to really hate someone. Am I right, or am I right, Spence.”
Spence nodded. “That’s just science.”
Jezzy flipped us a middle finger, and I smirked, setting the bear down while thumbing the hoversurf’s joystick controls. The machine quivered and dropped to the ground. We dismounted and surveyed our surroundings, a swampy area fringed with reeds and dense foliage that lay at the edge of the port. In the distance, past a gravel reef and wooden walkway, was a massive collection of shipping containers and beyond that, the rusted carcasses of the marine ships that had been destroyed during the initial alien invasion.
I whistled to Spence who popped the hoversurf’s trunk. Inside were twenty-four, olive-colored hafnium batteries the size of walkway pavers. The batteries weren’t much to look at, but they packed an incredible amount of energy inside a relatively small package. They were important because even though the aliens had been technically defeated, there were thousands of scuds all around the world who’d refused to surrender and were in hiding or staging hit-and-run attacks. The aliens were running out of ammo and fuel which made the hafnium batteries, the only thing that powered their ships, so valuable. Hafnium-178 is a seriously high-density material. It’s got fifty-thousand times the energy of an equivalent amount of TNT explosive, meaning you only need a little of it produce a lot of power. Basically, it’s the perfect material to make batteries out of. We’d heisted the batteries currently in our possession from a wrecked Syndicate glider five days ago (one that coincidentally belonged to Alpha Timbo), and wiped the tracking numbers off with an acid wash. If we were lucky, we’d be able to sell the batteries back to Timbo and his boys for a nifty little profit.
Spence loaded the batteries into three rucksacks as I scouted our location. Satisfied that there was nobody lurking about, I pulled out a gunmetal-gray pistol, a hand-cannon I’d recently pried from the fingers of a dead Syndicate officer. It was shaped like an oversized human hand, two feet long, and as many feet wide. It had an unusual, ten-inch barrel and weighed about twelve pounds. I’d never fired the damned thing, but I thought its sheer size might be enough to intimidate people.
“What in God’s name is that?” Jezzy asked, pointing at the pistol while stowing two retractable sabers in sheathes strapped high across her back.
“Sump’n Sump’n,” I answered.
“Excuse me?”
“Haven’t you ever heard that you can’t get something to work for you unless you give it a name.”
“So … you’re naming guns now?” she asked.
“Yes, ma’am.”
“What does that name even mean?” she asked.
“It means if somebody tries to screw with us, I’m gonna be packin’ a little sump’n for ‘em if you know what I’m saying,” I said with a wink, patting the pistol before sliding it into a holster I kept fixed near the small of my back. I’m not a big guy, a little over a buck eighty and two inches shy of six feet tall, so the gun weighed on me. I felt a twinge along my spine but stiffened so that the others wouldn’t think the pistol was making me gimpy. Appearances are everything when you’re a thief, and folks can turn on you in a second if they begin to believe that you’re incapable of carrying out the mission.
Jezzy cast a wary look in my direction. “When Timbo finds out that we’re selling his batteries back to him, there won’t be enough bullets to shoot our way to safety.”
“Relax,” I said, grabbing one of the other rucksacks. “He’ll never know. There aren’t any markings on the batteries so they can’t be traced. Right, Spence?”
Spence grinned and nodded. Jezzy hoisted the last rucksack, and I tapped a key on the fob that remotely controlled the hoversurf. The machine rose up into the air, and I pressed the red button for conceal and recall. One tap commanded the hoversurf to locate a safe location and wait for a further command. Two taps meant we were in deep shit and would recall the craft which would use a tracking chip in the fob to come looking for us. It was a sweet little backup device that I had Buddha install when I bought the machine from him ten months before.
Turning, we struck off across the gravel and were soon traversing the wooden walkway. We moved through a path in the cargo containers and between the skeletons of the colossal ships, hopping around unexploded alien ordnance. I danced between several of the bombs and came to a stop. “Guys, I was gonna wait to tell you this, but I’ve been doing a lot of soul-searching lately.”
“Since when did you get a soul?” Jezzy asked.
Ignoring this, I continued. “And I’ve decided that I need to make some radical changes. First of all, I’ve decided to leave behind my life of crime.”
Jezzy pointed at my rucksack. “You do know that you’re carrying stolen property—”
“Soy consciente,” I replied. “I am aware.”
“And that you’re literally going to a meeting to commit another crime, the sale of said stolen property,” she added.
“Yeah, well, what I meant was I was gonna leave my life of crime behind after this next crime.”
“You’re such an idiot,” Jezzy said.
“Why can’t you ever be happy for me?”
Jezzy put her hands on her hips. “For starters, you’re super annoying. And besides, my gut tells me this has something to do with that weirdo text that’s allegedly from Vidmark. Am I right?”
I had no idea that she’d received it and smiled, nodding. “I’ve made an important career decision, boys, and girls. I’m going to join the Mech Command.”
Jezzy and Spence threw back their heads and laughed.
“Dude, that text is totally fake news,” Jezzy said. “Vidmark’s dead.”
“No, he’s not! He’s alive and well and starting up a Top Gun for mechs!” I said, referencing an old movie my dad used to dig.
Spence shook his head. “Pretty sure he’s dead, boss.”
“Then who sent the text and set up the web page?”
“Some five-hundred-pound hacker in what’s left of New Jersey, that’s who,” Jezzy said. “Either that or a government flunky who’s part of a team working right this very moment to track down and arrest people like you and me.”
She had a point. The government and the military were slowly being reconstituted and people were even talking about a new presidential election. Law and order were being reestablished, and the feds had made it known that they were gonna crack down hard on collaborators, enemy combatants, scavengers, and thieves. Y’know, people like us, everyone who’d done what they had to do to survive after the feds had let us down seven years before. An amnesty period had been mentioned a while back by some newly appointed law enforcement viceroy, but nobody knew whether it was still in play.
“Whatever,” I said, doubt weighing on me along with the pistol and rucksack. Annoyed at the thought that the text from Vidmark might be a fake, I smacked my hands together. “Let’s get this over with.”
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Alpha Timbo’s lair occupied the middle portion of a cargo container ship that had been blasted apart by the scuds during one of many attacks on Baltimore. The ship was three football fields in length, and its sides had been caved in by explosions to create a kind of dimly lit tunnel that stretched from stern to bow.
We stomped through the tunnel, the ground underfoot slippery from the waste produced by thousands of birds that roosted in the many holes in the boat’s superstructure. I’d been there a few times before, but that was the first visit for Jezzy and Spence who looked around nervously. Jezzy wiped bird poop from her boots and shot me an icy look “Tell me again why we agreed to do the deal in this hellhole?”
“Because Timbo asked me to,” I answered.
“You can’t possibly be that stupid,” she groaned.
“Now you sound like my mom.”
“Everyone knows you reject the first location offered by an opposing party to do a deal.”
“I’ll remember that for next time.”
“Pray there’s a next time,” she said, turning, moving out ahead of me.
I looked over at Spence who was sweating profusely. “You really need to start working out, amigo,” I said.
“I’m totally in shape.”
“Since when?”
He grinned. “Since round is a shape.”
I smiled and high-fived him, and we hustled after Jezzy. Soon the light grew, and we’d emerged from the tunnel into a circular area in the middle of the ship. Hundreds of chem light sticks dangled from wires at the perimeter of the space which was peopled with Syndicate soldiers (some still wearing the blood red armor of the empire), human scavengers, gnarly-looking bounty hunters in black compression gear, and a mishmash of itinerant degenerates who’d come here to make a quick buck or a name for themselves. We stood at a distance from everyone, taking the temperature of the room, searching for Timbo’s lieutenant (and my contact), an alien whose named translated to Carpe Kenyatta.
“Jabba’s palace,” Spence whispered.
I looked over, and he smiled. “This place sorta looks like Jabba the Hut’s palace in ‘Return of the Jedi.’”
Like I hinted at before, my dad was a big-time movie junkie, so I remember watching the flick when I was a kid. Hell, that’s pretty much all I did between the ages of ten and sixteen. Sit in the basement of our aging townhouse in Maryland and watch movies with my kid brother Frank. I glanced at Jezzy. “If we’re in Jabba’s palace that means you’re Princess Leia, girlie.”
She yawned. “So, what?”
“So, you’re gonna have to wear a gold bikini.”
“I could totally rock a gold bikini, but you’re never gonna find out,” she replied, sticking her tongue out at me.
A clucking sound filled the air, a note made by the aliens when they communicated amongst themselves. Looking back, I spotted Carpe Kenyatta emerging from a side door. The thing you have to remember is that the Syndicate army was actually composed, in part, of humans, including collaborators (scabs) and those forced into service, along with assorted aliens such as Kenyatta. Kenyatta was a Xhosa, a four-foot tall, blue-skinned extra-terrestrial with three eyes, a single arm like an elephant’s trunk, and a zippered mouth. Not having the proper frame for combat, the Xhosa were known to have run most of the administrative operations for the Syndicate while they were still in power. Basically, they functioned as alien bureaucrats.
Kenyatta’s mouth peeled back in a crooked smile. “Greetings, Honorable Deus,” he said. “Master Timbo is waiting for you.”
I paused for two reasons. One, that was the first time in my life anyone had referred to me as honorable, and two, I was having a conversation with a friggin’ alien! The very idea would have been unimaginable only a few years before, but the invasion and occupation had altered reality for the survivors. The impossible had become routine.
Anyway, I smiled at the little blue bastard and his trunk-like arm swung to the left, pointing toward a hole in the wall that was lit by an eerie green light. I exchanged expectant looks with Jezzy and Spence, and then we ambled forward, bathed in the glow of the emerald light.
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We moved single-file down a corridor, following Kenyatta whose arm swung hypnotically from left to right.
“You have the hafnium for Master Timbo?” Kenyatta asked.
“Yes, indeed,” I replied.
“That is very good. The master will be well-pleased.”
“And so will we as long as he’s got the payment.”
“Two-hundred pounds of green paper,” Kenyatta replied, nodding. When the invasion occurred, paper money became worthless and was replaced with barter or gold and silver coins and ingots, both of which were increasingly hard to find. It was well-known that Timbo had hoarded stacks of greenbacks he’d stolen from a Federal Reserve building. Figuring that paper money would soon be in circulation again, I cut a deal with him: two-hundred pounds of hundred-dollar bills in return for the batteries. Not too shabby.
We plodded forward, and Jezzy grabbed the cuff of my thin jacket, an old-school flak vest lined with ballistic nylon that I liked to wear when I went into the field. “You were joking before, right?”
“About what?” I asked.
“That whole Vidmark thing.”
I shook my head. “I’m serious about it this time. This is my last gig, and then I’m going legit. I’m gonna join up with the Mech Command.”
“Presto, just like that?”
“Just like that,” I replied.
“And then what? Get a little house in the ‘burbs and settle down?
“What’s wrong with that?”
“The same thing that’s always been wrong with it,” she hissed. “It’s bullshit, and people like us weren’t meant for that kind of life.”
“Well, maybe I’ve changed. Maybe I’m not like you guys anymore,” I replied and immediately wished I hadn’t. For all her toughness and bluster, Jezzy was surprisingly sensitive. I could see in her eyes that she was wounded.
“Fine, whatevs,” she said with a flick of the wrist. “Just remember to lose my number.”
“You never had one.”
“Piss off, Danny.”
The corridor ended in a circular anteroom overflowing with equipment, valuables, and gear that had either been stolen by Timbo’s goons or traded with him. There were mounds of precious metals and all manner of weapons and tools and electronic equipment, stacked from floor to ceiling. Timbo was visible on the far side, peering over a collection of gold bars piled high on a pallet.
He turned, and I watched Jezzy bite back a scream. She’d never seen him before, and Timbo could be terrifying the first time you laid eyes on him. Unlike Kenyatta, Timbo (who wasn’t a Xhosa), was a tall drink of water, standing a few inches over seven feet with purplish skin and a head studded with bony protuberances that contained numerous eyes. He’d been an officer in an elite Syndicate unit, but once the occupation ended, became a smuggler full-time, and controlled most of the black market up and down the east coast, including sharing a portion of the lucrative trade in a quasi-alien narcotic called “Black Sunshine” with a human drug trafficker named Esai Quarrels.
Timbo moved toward us, and I instructed Jezzy and Spence to lay the rucksacks on the ground. Then I leaned in close to Spence and slapped the hoversurf fob in his hand. “Remember what we talked about last time?”
“No peeing in my pants, right?” Spence asked.
“Nope, the other thing.”
“Oh, right,” Spence said, winking, looking at the fob. “Two taps if we get in trouble.”
I nodded and looked back as Timbo approached, giving the three of us the once over, paying particular attention to Jezzy. He clucked his tongue, and Kenyatta snickered.
“What did he say?” I asked.
“He asked how much for the female?”
“There’s a special on her today. Ninety-nine cents,” I replied. Jezzy elbowed me hard in the side.
Timbo grabbed up the plastic case, which was presumably filled with our cash and therefore weighed two-hundred pounds. He did this with two fingers and then dropped the case on the ground a few feet from us. He appraised me. Then he clucked his tongue for several seconds, and Kenyatta nodded. “The Master asks if you know that change is coming.”
“It always does,” I replied, wanting to get the transaction over with.
“He wonders whether you know that your paper money will be no good once again when they come for your world.”
“Who?”
“The ones who wait. The ones who have always been.”
I had absolutely no idea what that meant and frankly didn’t care. All I wanted to do was make the trade, grab our loot, and beat our feet out of Timbo’s dungeon. I conjured up another smile. “We appreciate the warning, but if the deal is done, we’ll just grab the money and show ourselves out.”
Spence made a move toward the cash and Timbo stopped him with a look. Kenyatta held up a hand. “The Master would like to examine the batteries first.”
I waved a hand. “You’ve seen one battery, you’ve seen them all…”
“He insists,” Kenyatta said, some steel in his voice.
I nodded and a moment passed between Jezzy and me. I surreptitiously angled my holster around so that I could whip out my pistol if I had to.
Timbo motioned to another alien who scampered over and threw open the rucksacks. The alien reacted with delight upon seeing the batteries and began studying them, turning them over, holding them up.
“Glad we were able to do business,” I said, bowing to Timbo, hoping that he didn’t notice that my neck and arms were roped with sweat.
I waited for Timbo to react and when he didn’t, I took it as a sign. I moved over and grabbed a handle on the plastic case. The damned thing weighed every bit of two-hundred pounds. Jezzy and Spence grabbed the other handle, and I mouthed “Hurry!” to them. We moved briskly toward the entrance to the corridor when a voice boomed, “WAIT!”
Slowly, very slowly, I looked back to see Timbo. He was looking up from the batteries to me, then to Kenyatta. He barked at Kenyatta.
“Is there a problem?” I asked.
Kenyatta nodded, and I could see fear in his eyes. “The Master says you are a duplicitous, repugnant little creature.”
Jezzy flung me a look. “Say what you want, but the guy obviously knows you.”
I shushed Jezzy and Kenyatta continued. “The Master says you have deceived him. That these batteries are his.”
“That’s a lie,” I replied, trying to sound as forceful as I could. “Besides, you’ve got no proof.”
“The batteries are marked.”
“No, they’re not,” I said, looking to Spence, praying that he hadn’t let me down.
Timbo raised a hand, and the lights went out.
The blood in my veins turned to ice because I could see that the batteries had been marked with some kind of pigmented coating that could only be observed in the darkness. The lights came back on, and Spence smiled sheepishly. “Sorry, boss.”
“No worries,” I said. “You’ll have all eternity to make it up to me after we’re killed.”
There was movement peripherally. Some of the other aliens, six or seven of Timbo’s bruisers, were fanning out at the edges of the room. Some were armed, others weren’t, but all of them had homicide in their eyes and looked ready to throw down. Jezzy held up her hands, then pointed at me. “Hey, there’s been some kind of mistake. I don’t even know this guy.”
I sighed. “C’mon, Jezzy.”
“That’s not even my name. Who are you? Where am I? How did I get here?!” she said.
“That’s not gonna work. They’ll still kill all of us.”
“You can rest easily,” Kenyatta said, holding up a hand in a gesture of goodwill. “The Master says he does not kill women.”
Jezzy arched an eyebrow. “Really?”
Timbo muttered, and Kenyatta nodded. “He prefers to enslave them.”
I smirked at Jezzy. “Ha! How’s that death thing looking now?”
Before she could respond, the aliens charged us and two things happened at once: Jezzy made a move to unsheathe her concealed sabers, and I pulled out my pistol and fired a shot at the crate of cash as everything vanished in a hailstorm of screams and explosions.
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To this day I have no idea what kind of explosive round was inside my Sump’n Sump’n pistol. I assume it was an energized sabot, but whatever it was, it hit the plastic case and vaporized the damned thing in a fireball that was brighter than a burning star.
Secondary explosions ensued along with a blizzard of confetti (the shredded money) that filled the air, obscuring visibility, momentarily startling the aliens. Their moment of hesitation was brief, but it was enough for Jezzy who whipped out her sabers and went to work.
The first alien attacker lunged at Jezzy who dropped low and punted the unlucky bastard in the groin. The beast fell onto its back, and I knew what was coming next, Jezzy’s patented move, the “springboard.”
She darted forward and planted her feet on the fallen alien’s torso, launching herself forward, six feet into the air. I’d seen her do this countless times on other jobs and it never got old. Sailing forward, she swung her blades so hard that they seemed to split the air. There was a blur of silver, and the necks of two other aliens were sliced wide open. Three more charged and Spence dropped into a crouch and lowered a shoulder to upend one. I fired my pistol again, barely missing Timbo who ducked into a hidden chamber in the floor. The round from my gun ricocheted off a metal pillar, striking a far wall which vanished in a concussive blast that shook the entire boat.
“LET’S GO!” I screamed.
I grabbed Spence and signaled for Jezzy who gut-stabbed another alien as two more opened fire with their weapon of choice, a short-barreled Parallax rifle. Balls of compressed plasma snapped past our heads as we ran raggedly toward the far wall. My breath went tight as I neared the hole, expecting at any moment to be blasted apart.
We plunged through the hole and out into the marsh at the edge of Timbo’s lair. I watched Spence tap the red button on the hoversurf fob as shouts and screams echoed all around. An alarm soon sounded, and I knew we only had a minute or two to get the hell out of Dodge.
“I told you it was a mistake to do this!” Jezzy shouted.
“Save for it later,” I replied.
“There won’t be any laters you ding dong!”
The hoversurf appeared, dropping low before coming to a stop. We scrambled inside the bubble top, and I grabbed the controls and thumbed the joystick. I could see the aliens emerging out of Timbo’s lair like fire ants, all heavily armed. One or two had what appeared to be surface-to-air missile launchers positioned on their shoulders.
“This keeps getting better and better,” I said.
There were puffs of smoke and then the lights on the hoversurf’s translucent dashboard began blinking.
“We’ve got multiple missile locks!” Jezzy shrieked.
I reached down and did the only thing there was to do. I flipped up the cover of a green button, the one that would activate the hoversurf’s JATO bottle, its rocket-fueled turbo.
“HOLD ON!” I screamed.
We strapped in, and I jammed my finger down on the button. Nothing happened for a second, and then the hoversurf’s turbo howled to life. We immediately hit “MAT,” maximum allowable thrust, and were shot forward so violently that my testicles scrunched up into my gut. I thought for sure I was going to pass out or the craft was going to break apart.
The force of the acceleration peeled my mouth back. Every muscle in my body seized as I fought to control the trajectory of the machine which whooshed forward like a rocket on a collision course with the marine ship boneyard.
The twisted metal frames of the wrecked ships sprung into view as I flicked the joystick left, then right, expertly piloting the machine through gaps in the boats, my senses on hyperdrive. This was the one thing I’d always been good at, plotting angles and anticipating events seconds before they happened. My old man called it 3-D situational awareness, the result, he claimed, of teaching me at a very young age how to swing a baseball bat and flip a fly on a trout stream. Whatever it was, the skill had served me well in the past, and I was praying it would come through one more time as I yanked back on the controls.
The hoversurf shot up and knifed through a gap in one of the boat’s upper decks, sailing into the air eighty feet off of the ground. My eyes were everywhere, including on the dash. I could see the missiles fired by the aliens were approaching behind us.
“WHAT THE HELL ARE YOU DOING?!” Jezzy bellowed.
“TRUST ME!”
I powered the hoversurf straight down toward an opening in another ship and time seemed to slow to a crawl. This is what I saw:
AHEAD OF US: the opening in the ship, little more than a fissure, vertically wide, but horizontally narrow.
BEHIND US: the missiles on our tail and closing fast.
INSIDE THE HOVERSURF: the dashboard blinked like lights on a Christmas trees and the klaxons howled like sinners in hell.
My eyes rotated in every direction, zipping back and forth between every potential threat, every obstacle.
The walls were figuratively closing in on us.
I could tell the missiles were going to get us before we reached the ship.
Seconds, that’s all we had.
I needed to buy us some time.
Real-time crashed back in and I flicked the joystick left.
The hoversurf swerved a few feet.
The missiles responded, their momentum carrying them out and away from us, just for an instant.
But an instant was all that we needed.
I fear-gripped the joystick as the turbo kicked in a final time and I corkscrewed our air-bike through the opening in the boat as—
BOOM! BOOM!
The missiles, unable to keep pace, slammed into the metal on the left and right of us. My eyes went wide; I could see the ends of the hoversurf’s wings kissing the edge of the wrecked boat as we soared through the belly of the ship and out another hole in the opposite wall, roaring out into open air. Jezzy and Spence pumped their fists and loosed rebel yells.
We’d done it.
We’d beaten the bastards!
I was one bad mamma jamma.
Then the turbo booster ran out of juice, and the electric rotors kicked back in, jolting the hoversurf, slowing it to its normal speed.
That’s when I saw it.
The alien glider facing us in the distance.
The one with Alpha Timbo seated in the cockpit.
“That is so not cool,” I muttered.
The glider opened fire.
A ball of compressed energy rocketed out of the weapons port on Timbo’s glider and hit us before I could scream. The plasma tore through the hoversurf, and the only thing that saved us from being atomized was the ballistic cockpit glass. Still, it was shattered by the blast, and I found myself literally in the middle of an explosion. The back blast sucked the air from my lungs, and a wave of kinetic energy rolled over me like a tsunami. Also, my clothes were on fire which really didn’t help things. Freed from the confines of the bubbletop, gravity gripped me, and I fell straight down, tumbling through the air like a puppet cut from its strings.
The ground rushed up to greet me, and I landed hard.
On my head.
Two thoughts came to me before I blacked out: I couldn’t believe I was still alive, and I couldn’t believe the high-pitched sound my lower spine made as it shattered into a hundred tiny pieces.
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There’s a sliding scale when it comes to pain. A “one” is something like a paper cut, while a “ten” is the sensation I imagine you feel when your soul is ripped out through your mouth. I was definitely experiencing an “eleven” or “twelve” on the day my lower body was taken away from me.
I snatched a breath of air and tasted fire and blood. I had no idea where I was as I slipped in and out of consciousness. I couldn’t move or feel anything below my groin, and my line of sight was fixed heavenward.
The sky was obscured by smoke, and I heard shouts and snatches of conversation, but everything was muted as if I was listening while being trapped underwater. I lay very still and then I felt myself all over with my right hand. There were cuts and bruises on my face and head, and when I looked at my hand, it was slicked red. I feared to look down because I knew what I’d see: legs that were no longer usable.
A groan escaped my mouth. I was dizzy and heartsick, my thoughts turning to Jezzy and Spence. I wondered where they were and if they’d made it out of the hoversurf crash alive. I also wondered if I’d soon be seeing Alpha Timbo smiling, holding a weapon up to blow me away into eternity. Instead, a group of humans in mismatched uniforms that I didn’t recognize appeared and stood over me. Their faces were stamped with solemn looks, and they whispered things I couldn’t make out. Hands were placed under my legs and upper body and then I was hoisted up onto a stretcher. A woman with kind eyes jabbed several needles filled with golden fluid in my arm as I began slipping back into semi-consciousness. I heard the whop-whop of what sounded like helicopters, and then darkness devoured everything.

I WOKE to the sound of the hushed voice and the harsh glow of a penlight that was being swept across my face by a ferret-faced man with a bad comb-over who was dressed entirely in black. The ferret-faced man looked over to someone I couldn’t see and said, “He’s alive.” Murmurs followed and then before I could utter a single word, I was lifted up again.
My eyes swung down, and I could see that my head was in a halo brace and my torso and legs were strapped tightly inside a kind of metal cage. The cage was bolted to a swivel that was secured to the floor, the entire apparatus designed to prevent me, and my useless legs, from toppling forward. I was woozy and disoriented from the accident and the drugs. There were spots in my eyes and a loud ringing in my ears. Unseen hands repositioned me to face a small, multiracial delegation of men and women who stood next to a wall in a windowless room made of cement block. A bare bulb flickered overhead.
My eyes roamed over those assembled before me. “Who are you, people?” I croaked. “Where am I? How long have I been here?” They didn’t respond, and so I asked the obvious. “Am I in some kind of trouble?”
“Should you be?” a stern-looking woman in a jumpsuit finally asked. “You fit a lot of descriptions, Mister Deus.”
My head swam. “Lady, I’m pretty sure this is false imprisonment, so I’d like to talk to my lawyer.”
“All the lawyers are dead,” a bulbous black man said.
“How about the Constitution then?”
“Why would that matter?” the woman asked.
“Because you’re violating my rights.”
“Which ones?”
“All of ‘em,” I snapped.
“The Constitution was suspended years ago.”
“The Americans with Disabilities Act?”
“Gone,” the woman said.
“Okay, then how about the golden rule. Is that still around?”
The ferret-faced man tapped a finger impatiently on his forehead before wagging it at me. “We know who you are, Mister Deus. And we know what you’ve done.”
“Gimme a break, bro, I was blown up and - I – I’m p-paralyzed,” I stammered.
“Do you know the name of this place?”
“Did you hear what I just said, numb-nuts?!” I shouted. “I’ve lost my friggin’ legs!”
“You’re in prison,” the ferret-faced man said. “A very special one that the guests call ‘The Darkness.’”
I stared daggers at the guy. “That’s the worst name I’ve ever heard for a prison.”
“That may be, but it’s also entirely apropos because once you enter this place, it’s as if you’ve vanished into the shadows.”
The ferret-faced man smiled, flashing a set of brown and yellow teeth that needed a good brushing. “We have precisely one-thousand high-level aliens imprisoned here along with five-hundred humans, including scabs and assorted criminals.”
“Sounds like a fun mix,” I said.
“It’s a recipe for nastiness, especially for a man like you. We know that you’ve stolen materials for years.”
“Define ‘stolen.’”
“Taking things that aren’t yours,” the woman said.
I sucked on my teeth. “Well, sure, if you want to be all technical about it...”
“You’ve misappropriated materials from the aliens … and from us.”
“That last part’s a lie,” I lied.
The ferret-faced man clapped his hands, and a pillar of light appeared in the middle of the room, a data-stream of sorts that contained images of somebody I recognized … me!
The images were of other jobs I’d done with Jezzy and Spence, scenes where we were obviously stealing weapons and other materials. I guess somebody had been watching us the entire time. Realizing they had me dead to rights, I decided to use an old lawyer’s tactic; I’d just deny everything.
“Yeah, that’s not me on there,” I said. “Somebody photo-manipulated that.”
The images changed to a close-up of me. I recognized the scene. It was a former government weapons vault we’d hit outside Philly a few months back. I watched myself smiling, preening, shouting while slapping palms with Spence. “Hells yes, I’m the man! Daniel Simpson Deus rocks like nobody’s business!” (pronouncing it “biz-a-nass”).
Good lord, had I really said that? Was I drunk or high? Had I actually been stupid enough to recite my whole name? Jeez. My face flushed. The images vanished. The ferret-faced man turned his attention back to me. “The jig is up, Mr. Deus. What’s important to recognize is that the other prisoners, including some particularly nasty ones that you’ve trespassed against, don’t know you’re here yet. But think about what would happen if they did.”
“Okay, alright, you made your point. Let’s cut to the chase, shall we?” I said. “I’m no genius, but I figure there must be a reason you brought me here and showed me these home movies and it ain’t to admire my good looks and extra-large schlong.”
“You’re not as dumb as you look,” the woman said.
“I get that a lot.”
“You have two choices, Mr. Deus,” she replied.
“Is one of them being set free?”
She shook her head. “You can either take your place with the other prisoners or voluntarily put yourself into the custody and care of ‘The Hermitage’ in perpetuity.”
I had no idea what The Hermitage was, and frankly, I didn’t know what perpetuity meant either. “What is it with you jokers and those stupid names?” I replied. “What the hell is ‘The Hermitage’”?
“No further questions will be permitted,” the woman replied. “It’s an ‘either/or’ proposition.”
I was pissed and not thinking clearly. “Okay, if no questions are allowed, how about a little statement?” The men and women took a step toward me and I cobra-spat at them. “Go fuck yourselves.”

JUST SAY NO TO DRUGS.
I swear if it wasn’t for whatever drug or drugs I’d been injected with I would never have chosen going to prison which was, at the time, the dumbest decision I’d ever made in my life. Anyhow, after I rejected the offer of going to The Hermitage, I was roughly strapped into a rickety old wheel-chair and pushed down a buglit corridor with smoked, one-way glass on both sides.
The male nurse pushing me, a no-necked grunt in his thirties, filled me in on some background details, including that I’d been brought to the prison by a law-enforcement team that had been staking out Alpha Timbo’s lair for several weeks. They’d rescued me from the wreckage of the hoversurf and brought me to the prison two weeks earlier. If it hadn’t been for some of the medical technology the aliens had left behind, I would’ve died the nurse said. That notwithstanding, I’d been in a medically-induced coma for eight days, and then I’d been operated on in order to decompress my jacked-up spinal cord.
I asked about Jezzy and Spence, but the nurse didn’t know anything about them. Apparently one of the other prisoners knew me from my work with Buddha Blades and confidentially ratted me out, which is why I was now being kept against my will. I asked what the charges were and the nurse said they didn’t need to come up with charges anymore. It was all discretionary. You were brought in and stayed until somebody decided it was time for you to go. Lovely.
The nurse also related some additional details, including the extent of my injuries and the fact that, because of my paralysis, I’d likely have a reflex bladder for the rest of my life. This meant I’d have to suffer through what the nurse called “accidental and unexpected voiding” which I didn’t like the sounds of at all. I asked whether I’d ever regain the use of my legs and the nurse grunted and shook his head. It was at that moment that the enormity of the situation hit me. I still hadn’t fully processed the fact that I’d likely never walk again. It all seemed like a bad dream, but then I peered down at my useless legs and reality walloped me like an ax handle to the forehead. For a moment I saw the future, and it wasn’t pretty. There I was, long-haired and shaggy, lying in a puddle of my own filth, massaging my legs which, without use, had withered to the size of baseball bats. I’d wanted to make a change in my life, and the change had been made for me. I’d never be able to go back to my old life even I wanted to. The bottom line was, I was stuck inside this crummy prison for as long as someone wanted me to be here.
We soon arrived at my final destination, an enclosed courtyard that was wreathed by prison cells that stretched from the floor several stories to a roof that was centered by an immense skylight. Immediately, I noted the placement of the prison cells, the manner in which they’d been positioned such that the people inside could not see out and in turn could not be seen. I imagined that had to have been done by design, but I didn’t know why.
Footsteps echoed, and I looked up to see a tall, broad-shouldered man in a charcoal shirt and cargo pants approaching. He was flanked by a pair of mannish blonde women in blue scrubs who were pushing a metal cart laden with tools that shimmered in the semi-darkness. The tall man stopped and smiled. His face was lumpy and smooth and shiny, like a mass of unfinished wax, and he had no neck. It looked like he’d been doing heavy shrugs in a gym for weeks. “I see you’re up and about, Mr. Deus,” he purred.
I stared down at my wheelchair. “Not exactly.”
“My name is Stryker,” the neckless wonder said. “I’m in charge of the therapy and re-education section of this facility.”
Something about the word “re-education” sent shivers dancing up and down what was left of my spine. I inclined my head in the direction of the two women. “How about Hansel and Gretel over there?”
“Their names are unimportant.”
“What do they do?” I asked.
“Whatever is needed. Mostly they administer psychological tests and dispense meds,” Styker said.
One of the women grabbed a tablet from the cart and held it up. There was an image that resembled an inkblot on the screen. “What do you see when you look at that image?” Stryker asked.
“I see me punching you in the head,” I answered flatly.
The woman swiped a finger on the screen. The image changed to another inkblot with different dimensions.
Stryker pursed his lips. “And now?”
“Ah, this one’s different,” I replied.
Stryker perked up. “How so?”
“In this one I’m punching you in the balls.”
Stryker sucked on his teeth. He flung a look at the woman who powered off the tablet.
“So, it’s going to be like this, Mister Deus?”
“Can’t be any other way,” I said with a shrug.
The other woman lifted a U-shaped device that held two, industrial-sized syringes on either end.
I tensed, locking eyes with the other instruments on the cart, most of which were stainless steel and studded with sharp blades or curved hooks. They looked better suited for torture. “Yeah, I’m good by the way,” I said to the woman with the U-shaped device. “I’ve already had my physical for the year.”
Stryker chuckled. “You’d be surprised how often new guests say that.”
“And what’s your response?”
“That everyone here gets treated equally.”
“If this is more government healthcare, I think I’ll pass.”
One of the women held up a mirror, and I gasped. The crash in the hoversurf had left my face a mask of scratches and welts and bruises. One of my eyebrows was singed, my lip was swollen, and one of my ears was scabbed over. I was just grateful I didn’t appear to be missing any major parts. The other woman placed the U-shaped around my neck, and it contracted until I could barely breathe. My eyes widened, and I could peripherally see the syringes drawing closer to my neck.
“Relax, Mr. Deus,” Stryker said. “This won’t hurt a bit.”
“Won’t hurt you or me?”
Stryker continued to grin. The syringes ratcheted into my neck, and a screamed like an animal at a branding. It hurt like a sonofabitch.
“WHAT THE HELL DID YOU JUST DO?!” I howled.
“Implanted taggants, Mr. Deus. A pseudo-chemical tracking and tagging device.”
“What gives you the right to do that to me, you thick-necked jackwagon?!”
Stryker’s face fell. “We can do anything we want to you. You’re our property now.”
I fought my way out of the wheelchair straps and threw a hellacious punch at Stryker … and missed of course.
My momentum carried me forward, and I tumbled out of the wheelchair and slammed to the ground. I pushed myself up and Stryker, the nasty mother that he was, placed one of his boots between my shoulder blades and pressed down hard. I tried to fight back, but my strength quickly ebbed, and in seconds he was shoving my mouth into a snail of slime on the ground.
“Are you ready to behave?” he asked.
Reluctantly, I nodded, and the pressure on the middle of my back eased up. Not being used to the loss of my legs, I awkwardly planted my elbows and muscled myself onto my back like an overturned turtle. Stryker was straddling me, clutching a black metal baton.
“You’re going to sleep now, Mr. Deus. You’ll need to be at full strength for the upcoming festivities.”
I saw a blue light flash at the end of the baton. Stryker flicked his wrist and the baton distended to reveal what looked like a cattle prod. Stryker slammed the prod into my chest, and my entire upper body seized. I lay there, being jolted by what felt like thousands of volts of electricity and then, after experiencing some of that “accidental voiding” the nurse had warned me about, I passed out.
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I came to on the floor in one of the prison cells, an iron box with a slotted window that was barely large enough to pass an envelope through. There was a cot in one corner, a metal tray on the ground laden with what looked like cat food, and a bucket in the back where I assumed I was supposed to handle my business.
In the middle of the room was a spiral of violet light that contained holographic images, patriotic stuff about the defeat of the scuds. The images flickered and flashed, giving me a wicked headache. I assumed it was some kind of prison propaganda, a way to break down the residents without leaving any marks, at least none that could be seen.
The bastards had taken the wheelchair away from me, so I was forced to drag myself across the cold cement toward the cot. I threw out my right hand, then my left, pulling myself forward. Somebody started clapping behind me and I peered back to see a bald, muscle-bound goon dressed in urban camouflage.
“You’re almost there,” the bald man said in a sing-songy voice.
“How about a little help,” I replied, glancing back.
“I’m afraid help is not mine to give.”
“Then how ‘bout you kiss my ass?”
The bald man smiled. “Sleep tight, Mr. Deus.”
I didn’t like the sound of that or the guy’s strange smile. I turned back and grabbed the edge of the cot and began torquing myself up onto it. Every muscle in my upper body was on fire as I slumped onto the paper-thin mattress, which felt heavenly given the circumstances. I lay there, utterly exhausted. Even though I’d only crawled a few feet, but it felt like I’d run a marathon. My eyes pinballed off the drab walls of the cell, the place I’d be calling home for who knows how long. I began to feel sorry for myself and then I realized I deserved it. I thought back on every day that had led up to that, horrible day. I remembered how my world had been taken over by an occupying force and I’d barely raised a hand to defend it. When the going got tough, I simply melted away, just as I’d done after the death of my mom and my baby brother Frank.
I thought about Frank a lot that first day in prison. By the time he came along, I was already ten, and my folks had split up. My old man had never really been around anyway. He drove a tow-truck out in Silver Spring, Maryland, and would disappear for months on end, usually returning in April which coincided with opening day for fishing season and baseball. He’d hang around just long enough to show me how to tie a fly on a rod and toss a fastball, and then he’d be gone. Apparently, he’d also hung around long enough to sire Frank.
My first thought when I heard I was going to have a brother is, who the hell names a baby Frank? But when he came out he was perfect. Loud as all get out and a terrible sleeper, but his skin was like marble and his eyes bluer than the upper atmosphere.
Child Protective Services never caught on, but when I wasn’t in school (and mom was working), I was Frank’s de-facto guardian and part-time babysitter. I spent my summers and afternoons down in the basement of our townhouse in Bowie, Maryland, watching old movies and TV shows with the aid of our dad’s Scienta password, which was probably stolen and certainly one of the very few things (aside from names and a dog-eared dictionary) he’d given either of us.
My dad had the password programmed, so we were forced to largely watch the kind of things he enjoyed, World War Two documentaries, westerns, action flicks, horror, and sci-fi movies, but that was cool with us (even if most of the movies weren’t age appropriate for Frank whose eyes and ears I made sure were covered during the naughty parts). Turns out, even though my old man believed Hollywood hadn’t made a decent pic after 2015, which was the year a new “Mad Max” flick came out, he had pretty good taste in movies. With mom working long hours and me having a job taking care of Frank, I had a routine and some stability for the first time in a long time. And wouldn’t you know it, that’s when the aliens came.
We’d heard rumors that something big was going to happen, but most normal folks had no idea how bad it was going to get. You have to remember that truth was a hard thing to come by back in the days before the scuds came. First there were the widespread layoffs and resulting strikes caused by commercial automation, then the confusion sowed by an error-ridden rollout of the government’s long-planned universal basic income, and finally the continued dissemination of fake news stories on every social media site. The bottom line was, nobody knew what to believe in the days leading up to the invasion.
Anyway, on the day it happened, mom had taken Frank with her to a mother’s day out group at a church called “The Cornerstone.” I have no idea what kind of creatures would target churches and schools and hospitals, but that’s what the aliens did.
They swooped down and firebombed the country so that there was nothing left in many places, but ashes. You never really think about death when you’re a kid, but the worst thing about it is the finality. The idea that somebody’s there, kissing you goodbye, and then they’re gone an hour later, and you’ll never ever see them again. That is an awfully hard thing to get your hands around, especially when you’re just a teenager. I know I still haven’t gotten over it and that’s all I’m gonna say about mom and Frank.
I do regret one thing related to the bombing of the church, however, and it’s the issue of taking revenge. I regret not joining up immediately with the resistance and taking down a scud or two, but I was too messed up after my family vanished to do that. It’s a damned terrible thing to admit that you’re scared, but I was terrified after the aliens came. I could chalk it up to age, but the truth is, I was just scared of dying, and I still am to a certain extent which is funny given all the death and dying I’ve seen. Most of the time I don’t feel like a coward, but I imagine others would probably label me one, and maybe that’s the reason all of these bad things happened to me, because, in a sense, I deserved them. Off in the distance, I heard sounds that I’d come to know well: high-pitched laughter, cries, hushed conversation, and the sound of flesh being slapped. In short, the notes that make up the rhythm of a prison. My hands covered my ears and I willed myself to think good thoughts as I fought for sleep.

I WOKE to the sound of alarms and metal slamming against metal.
Wiping crusties from my eyes, I looked down to see that I’d urinated all over the cot which was not a great way to welcome the new day. There was a steroidal, bullet-faced guard rattling a metal cudgel against the bars of my cell. “Daylight in the swamp, sweetheart!” he bellowed with a smile.
“I’m hitting the snooze button!” I shouted back.
The bullet-faced man’s smile vanished. “You hit a button, and I start hitting you.”
“I’m up!” I said, throwing up a hand which I quickly placed down. With much effort, I torqued my limp legs over the edge of the cot.
I waited several seconds for assistance that wasn’t forthcoming, and then I began the slow crawl toward the cell door. I reached up and grasped the bars, and the bullet-faced guard pulled the door open. Then he reached down and snagged a handful of my shirt and lifted me up off the ground. He tossed me over one shoulder like a sack of trash and struck off down a corridor.
“What’s for breakfast?” I asked.
“Yesterday’s vomit,” the guard said.
I scrunched up my nose. “I wasn’t hungry anyway.”
The guard carried me past the other prisoners who were lining up for a roll call, hooting and hollering as we breezed by. I was transported down another corridor and through glass-pebbled doors marked “Infirmary,” into a boxy space cluttered with medical equipment. Stryker was inside with three hulking men dressed in scrubs whom I assumed were orderlies. The bullet-faced guard deposited me on top of a metal exam table. Stryker smiled.
“How was your first night?”
“Slept like a baby,” I replied.
“You wetted yourself,” Stryker said, gesturing at my pants. I think he thought that was going to embarrass me, but I didn’t really care. I was lightheaded with hunger and dizzy from everything I’d experienced. Where I’d felt fear and surprise earlier, I now only felt anger. Frankly, I was beginning not to give a damn about anything anymore. I’d gone through the various stages of grief or whatever it was called, and I was down to the point that I assumed Stryker and his boys were going to beat the holy hell out of me and then I’d be tossed into some dank pit never to be seen again. They might think they were going to scare me, but I made a vow to myself. They could do what they wanted, but they were never going to break me.
There was a knock at the door, and a nurse entered holding a tray of something that brought my senses to life. I could smell garlic and fried onions and eggs, good Lord, I smelled eggs! My mouth filled with saliva and I stared at the tray that was heavy with fruit and scrambled eggs and a fistful of hash browns that had that nice brown crust on the outside that makes them so tasty.
Stryker made a motion to me as if to say the food was mine for the taking. I devoured the food on the tray in seconds, and it was the greatest single meal I’d ever eaten. Once finished, the orderlies removed my clothes and dressed me in new undies and a set of compression pants and shirt, the kind of gear I used to see some of the resistance fighters sporting.
Then I was carried through a door in the back of the infirmary that led to a circular space whose walls were covered in tinted, one-way glass. The room was filled with exercise equipment and a variety of machines of the sort I’d seen used to test the performance of athletes in sporting events: lots of treadmill-type devices, machines hooked to cables with weights, everything tethered to banks of computer equipment.
I was placed on the ground, in the middle of what looked like an immense metal disc. There was a seam that ran down the middle of the disc as if the two parts of it had been pressed together, tongue-and-groove style. I stared at Stryker.
“Have you ever heard of tough love?” Stryker asked.
“Is that … the porno movie?”
Stryker shook his head. “No, Mr. Deus. It’s an exercise protocol. Are you familiar with exercising?”
“I’ve done plenty of twelve-ounce curls if that’s what you mean.”
I smiled. Stryker did not. His brow creased. “Look, man, I’ll be honest. I’m not a huge fan of sweating,” I added.
Stryker grinned. “Sweat is the tears cried by fat as it’s being burned off.”
I just stared at the guy, dreading what was going to come next. Stryker pointed to a wooden ramp that was thirty feet away. “You are to crawl to that in one minute, Mr. Deus.”
“With the help of what machine?” I asked. Then I whistled and pointed down at my legs. “Remember these puppies?”
“Fifty-nine seconds,” Stryker said.
I scrunched up my nose and just sat there. Then the disc under me, the two sections of metal wedged together, began vibrating. Then the sections began pulling apart. “Hey!” I shouted. “What the hell?!”
Stryker folded his arms across his chest. He grinned, and I began to panic. I could see that there was something under the disc, maybe eight or ten feet below. A pool of water. If I didn’t bust my ass, I was going to fall down into that pool.
My right hand shot out, then my left. I gripped the edge of the metal and began pulling myself forward. I rolled off the remainder of the disc as it widened, like an eye opening. Stryker continued to shout times at me. I wasn’t gonna make the ramp in a minute, but I’d get there. Inch by brutal inch, I hauled myself forward, grunting, heaving, a sour taste in my mouth. Stryker yelled, and I yelled back. He hurled obscenities, and I yapped back, giving as well as I received.
Four minutes later, I was lying at the top of the ramp, sheened with sweat. Folding onto my side, I peered up at Stryker. “So … are we done for the day or what?”
“It’s like the old song says, Mr. Deus. We’ve only just begun. Pain will soon be your best friend.”
I manufactured a smile. “Bring it on, baby.”

OVER THE NEXT FEW HOURS, the “therapy” I endured likely would’ve violated the Geneva Convention back in the day. I voluntarily hung from ropes and metal loops while Stryker shouted words of encouragement or insults (I couldn’t tell which). Periodically, he’d push me down as I was crawling forward and then berate me when I didn’t roll over quickly enough. I was winded and sore, but I never gave up. Several times I stopped to catch my breath and saw forms toiling behind the one-way glass that covered every wall. I squinted and saw what looked like a solitary figure staring at me. I wondered why the person was watching me and what the point of the whole thing was. I was just a broken, and useless former crook, wasn’t I? Why the hell were they spending so much time giving me therapy? Anyway, I flashed a middle finger at the figure hiding behind the glass.
Next came the hand-eye coordination drills, which thankfully weren’t as physical as I’d feared they might be. I sat on a chair, one hand literally tied behind my back, forced to snatch ball-bearings out of the air which were fired at me by what looked like an old pitching machine. Stryker seemed amazed at my abilities, but like I said, I always excelled at this kind of stuff. For whatever reason, the ball-bearings looked as big as beach balls to me, and several times I showed off, catching the small metal spheres between my thumb and forefinger.
By the time the drills were over, I could barely hold my head up.
“Every muscle in my body is toast,” I grunted.
Stryker dropped to his haunches before me. “That’s the point. Pain is weakness leaving the body.”
“Who said that?”
“It was either Hitler or Stalin; I can’t remember which,” Stryker answered with a sly smile.
“Yeah, well, you try getting down here and doing some of this shit, big boy,” I replied.
Stryker’s hand snapped out and grabbed my cheeks. His expression instantly changed, as if somebody had flipped an internal switch. His omnipresent smile was gone, replaced by something darker and a harsh light beaconed from his eyes. He squeezed my face so hard I thought his fingers were going to dig into my flesh. Then he smacked me in the mouth, opening the already-existing cut on my lip.
“Don’t ever talk back to me like that. Do you hear me?” he said.
I held his look. “I hear you.”
“Never forget who’s in charge, Mr. Deus.”
“Yeah, I know who’s in charge,” I replied. “A real jerkass.” Stryker smacked me again in the mouth, splitting my lip open wide, and knocking me out of the chair.

MY LIP WAS RED-SMEARED and pulpy, and my mouth tasted like I’d gargled with pennies as the bullet-faced goon deposited me back in my prison cell. Long gone was the tasty grub I’d eaten earlier in the day. On the floor was a metal tray with two scoops of what like pet food. I fought off the urge to barf and crawled up onto my cot and fell into a deep sleep.
The next day brought more of the same “therapy” sessions as did the days that followed. The weeks flashed by, and Stryker continued to ramp up the intensity. I was soon moving briskly around the room, both on my front arms and with the use of a wheelchair. The muscles in my forearms were long and ropy, and I was completing the hand-eye coordination drills fully blindfolded.
He did his best to outwit me, but I was simply better at reacting than Stryker was. It was as if I could read his mind, could anticipate exactly what he was going to do before he did it. As they used to say about certain sports stars, the game had slowed down for me.
Stryker continued to fire the ball bearings at me from different angles, but it didn’t matter. I could track the disturbance in the air as the bearings were shot which allowed me to sense their angles, even though I couldn’t see them.
When I wasn’t blindfolded, everything that happened was distorted, the ball bearings somehow seemingly illuminated by tracings of light that allowed me to pinpoint the precise spot to intercept them, mid-air. I’d had this happen to me throughout my life, the ability to see things in colored pathways, which I’d always thought of as a curse. The curse had turned into a blessing, and it annoyed the hell out of Stryker who grew impatient, angry, screaming at me. I constantly had to fight off the urge to smack talk the guy, realizing I’d only suffer more if I did. I continued to take whatever Stryker dished out, all the while watching the solitary figure behind the tinted glass who seemed to be present every day, observing me.
I soon lost track of time and began to wonder whether Stryker’s therapy sessions were building to some climax that I hadn’t been told about. Aside from sleep, I rarely if ever interacted with any of the other prisoners and still had no idea where they were keeping the scuds, the other prison personnel had mentioned when I first arrived.
“You’re getting lazy, Mr. Deus!” Stryker shouted to me while flinging the ball-bearings at ninety miles-per-hour.
“Because it’s boring,” I replied, snagging one of the bearings blindfolded with two fingers. I removed my blindfold and tossed the metal bead back at Stryker. “I’m done with this shit,” I said. “I want out.”
Stryker rose from the machine he’d used to fire the ball bearing at me. He powered the machine off, his gaze narrowing. “What did you just say?”
“I said I’m done with this Mickey Mouse bullshit, Stryker.”
Anger flashed in Stryker’s face. He stomped forward, tossing aside some of the exercise machines. There was pure malice in his eyes, his fist snapping out toward my chin when something truly remarkable happened.
I grabbed it.
I grabbed Stryker’s fist in my own hand and watched the veins on my forearm throbbing.
Stryker’s eyes enlarged, and then he tried to use his bulk to dislodge me.
But I was stronger now because of all the therapy, oh, Lord, was I stronger.
My triceps bulged as I muscled myself forward. Whether it was because of all that I’d endured over the years, or simply because Stryker had smacked me around one time too many, I went medieval on his ass. Hands out, I wrapped my arms around his waist like a boa-constrictor. Before he could react, I’d lurched up and thrown an elbow that caught him under the chin.
Stryker fell back, crashing to the ground. I powered myself up and vaulted on top of him, wailing away at his face. His nose was soon smeared red, and then the alarms began. Doors opened, and men shouted, but I just continued to pound away. Meaty hands soon latched around my neck, and then somebody stabbed what felt like a needle in my right bicep. My body went numb, and I collapsed as a large man strapped bracelets around my wrists and picked me up.
I was thrown over the big man’s shoulder and carried down a dark corridor and through a series of security doors that hissed open. The big man stopped, and even though my vision was hazy from whatever drug I’d been injected with, I could still see the black metal door at the end of the corridor. The one that was guarded by five heavily armed soldiers. Strange sounds echoed from the other side of the door.
Before I could ask what was happening, a buzzer sounded, and the black door slowly opened. The soldiers adopted defensive postures, aiming their weapons at the semi-darkness on the other side of the door. The big man carried me past the door and then chucked me roughly to the ground.
“You’re where you belong now, bitch,” the big man said.
I turned back and watched the man trudge through the door that closed behind him with a pneumatic hiss. Pivoting, I glanced in the other direction. Nothing was entirely clear, but there were forms visible … and cells. It was clear now that this was another section of the prison. A strange odor tanged the air, a scent that differed significantly from the other section of the prison, the one where I’d been kept. It was slightly sweet, like fruit that’s been left out in the sun to ripen and rot. The tiny hairs on my arms prickled. My fingernails carved divots in the palms of my hands as two forms staggered to their feet in the gloom and moved haltingly toward me.
One of the forms was short, the other tall.
My eyes slowly adjusted to the murk and that’s when I saw them.
Saw the zippered mouth of Carpe Kenyatta, and the angry face of Alpha Timbo who peered down at me. The lips on what passed for Timbo’s mouth parted in surprise, exposing his mini-fangs.
The big alien was very much alive and, from the look of things, royally pissed.
At that moment, I knew two things: I’d been tossed into the alien portion of the prison, and … I was in deep doo-doo.
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Equanimity.
That’s a word I remember circling in the old dictionary my dad gave me. Basically, the word means mental calmness or composure, which is why it sprang to mind as I listened to the sound of alien tongues clucking. Kenyatta smiled and his arm swung hypnotically back and forth like a snake. “Well, well, well,” he said. “Well, well, well.”
“Do I know you?” I asked, trying to play the whole thing off.
Timbo roared in anger and Kenyatta translated. “The Master says to get up.”
“That’s gonna be a bit of a problem,” I replied, pointing at my legs.
“You stole from us,” Kenyatta said.
“That’s impossible. Thieves can’t steal from thieves. That’s the first thing you’re taught when you become a member of the crooks and pickpockets union. Duh.”
Kenyatta was thrown by this for a moment, and I made a move to stage a quick getaway. Then I remembered I couldn’t walk, which was going to be an issue. I crawled less than a foot before hands, Kenyatta’s elephant trunk-like arm, grabbed me. There was a sucker-like pad attached to what passed for his palm, and it suctioned onto the bare flesh near my ankle, tugging me back. I worked to fight it off, but the little jerk was surprisingly strong.
“This is all a huge misunderstanding!” I shouted, watching more of the aliens appear behind Kenyatta and Timbo. Many more, dozens, maybe hundreds of them. They were of all shapes, sizes, and colors, including a few that looked to be over ten feet tall.
Even though I was on the ground, I held up both hands. “Stop where you are!” Surprisingly they did. “If you let me go, I promise not to kick all of your asses!”
There was a moment of silence, and then Timbo surged toward me and before I could react, took me up in his thickly-muscled arms. He opened his mouth, and a blast of hot air that smelled of fire and rotten meat assaulted me.
“Don’t take this personally, but you really need to brush your teeth.”
The shriek that came next from Timbo, deep from the bottom of his belly, blew the hair back on my head and left a ring of what felt like warm gelatin on my forehead. A guttural cluck followed, and Kenyatta grinned.
“The master says it was fortuitous that you came to us at this moment.”
“Why is that?”
“We haven’t eaten in days.”
I drew a breath. “Well, like I said, if you let me go, I won’t kick your asses, and as an extra bonus, I promise to go back through that metal door and grab us all some takeout. All you can eat. It’s on me, boys!”
Timbo clucked his tongue and smiled. “No, you do not understand,” the alien said softly in a guttural voice. “You are the meal.”
I stared at Timbo, and then I did the only thing there was left to do. I headbutted the sonofabitch. My forehead split what passed for Timbo’s nose. He squealed and stumbled back, dropping me. I slammed into the ground and flopped like a fish on the deck of a boat. Instinctively, I began rolling sideways, back up toward the metal door which suddenly flew open. I couldn’t believe my luck! Stabbing my hands out, I snake-crawled forward and heard a sound, like two wooden poles being thumped against the ground at the same time.
Looking up I saw a pair of metal legs that had made the sound and the man attached to them. God in Heaven, it was him. It was Vidmark, bearded, still handsome as a movie star, looking down at me. He had an oversized pistol in one hand that he aimed at me.
“Hey! Wait!” I shouted, raising my right hand.
Vidmark fired the pistol—
Directly over my head.
A ball of energy grazed my skull and slammed into Timbo and the other scuds who were nearly on me, knocking them back.
“Do you want to live?” Vidmark asked me.
“Yes, please.”
“Do you want to walk again?”
“More than anything,” I said, and that was the truth.
Vidmark grabbed my arm and pulled me forward through the metal door which slammed shut behind us. He released my arm and I lay on the ground, staring up at him. Vidmark was holding another device, what looked like a small mini-cannon that had been loaded with syringes.
“What is it with you people and needles?” I asked.
Vidmark fired the cannon at me, and I blacked out.

I WOKE to find myself under the glare of a harsh overhead light, strapped to a metal table with one of those blue, disposable surgical drapes being held up by a person in a surgical gown and mask. I wanted to call out to the person, but the words collapsed in my mouth. Whatever drug I’d been given prevented me from speaking. More people in surgical gowns appeared, and I could tell from the titanium legs on one of them that it was Vidmark.
I was rolled over onto my chest, and then I heard a power tool whir to life. There was a pinching sensation at the small of my back, and my torso went completely numb. I couldn’t feel anything, and the sound of the power tool changed, becoming muted as if its blade was being plunged into something solid. Next came a sensation like fingers wiggling in the flesh near my back and then my eyes closed and I passed out a final time.
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“Rise, Lazarus,” a voice said.
My eyes flipped open. Gone was the harsh light from the room with the people in masks and surgical gowns. I heard the sound of birds chirping and saw the top of a tree through a nearby window. Daylight streamed through the window, and I could smell the odor of freshly mowed grass. I elbowed myself up and collapsed. A searing pain shot through the middle of my back.
“Try laying on your side,” the voice said. “It will relieve some of the pressure.”
I did and heard the familiar clicking sound made by Vidmark’s legs as he moved across a tiled floor. My head canted and I caught sight of him. He neared me and flashed those white teeth of his, the ones that looked like freshly polished tombstones.
“Have you ever heard of the Wu-Wei, Danny?”
“You mean that old rap group?”
Vidmark shook his head. “It’s an element of Taoism. It concerns things like effortless action and non-willful action and says that those who move without deliberation have virtue. Does that make any sense at all?”
I nodded even though I had absolutely no idea what he was talking about. He smiled again and pointed down at my leg, and God help me I saw it. Down past my underwear (I was half naked under a blanket on a wooden table), I saw that my bare toes were wagging ever so gently. And then I sensed whatever impulses were causing the movement and next came a powerful surge of something, what felt like electricity, wash over me. The only way I can describe it is it was like my entire body was somehow coming back online.
“Jesus,” I whispered. “Jesus.”
“You moved them, and yet you didn’t even realize it. That’s a virtuous act.” I looked up at him, and he pointed. “Please. Do it again.”
I did. The toes on my left foot first, then my right. I smacked myself in the face to make sure I wasn’t dreaming, and Vidmark threw back his head in delight and laughed. “The look that somebody has when they’re given their legs back. That’s why I do what I do,” he said. He moved briskly around the room which had stone and glass walls and reminded me a bit of a greenhouse in a children’s book my mom used to read to me. Vidmark stopped and a moment passed between us.
“Where am I?”
“‘The Hermitage. It was a facility that once was used by the aliens. We’ve taken it over and done some … repurposing.”
I nodded, but remained silent for several seconds.
“I imagine you have additional questions,” he said.
“You have no idea, Mr. Vidmark.”
“You know who I am then?”
I nodded. “I heard you were dead.”
He smiled again. “The news of my death has been, by design, greatly exaggerated.”
“I told the others that. Jezzy and Spence said you were gonzo, but I knew an inventor—”
“Technologist.”
“—technologist like you wouldn’t have gone down easy. I knew you were alive and then I saw it on my phone.”
“You received the text?”
I nodded.
“Can you stand, Danny?”
My hand reached down and around, and I could feel surgical padding in both areas. I was worried that if I tried to stand, I might reinjure myself or worse.
“The surgery was minimally invasive,” Vidmark said. “We were blessed with the technology that the aliens left behind. Powdered blood, flesh mist, injectable decompression foams and nanites, among other items. Things that worked well with the regenerative medicine one of my companies pioneered. The procedure we utilized with you, for instance, is like laparoscopy on steroids. You still might suffer from core spasms and bouts of nausea, but your recovery time has been whittled down to mere hours.”
My eyes found his, and he nodded. “Go on, give it a try. Activity equals recovery.”
I closed my eyes and focused. I hadn’t had the use of my legs in more than a week, and my muscles were jittery. I could feel them straining, and so I gripped the table and slid them around. My bare feet met cold cement and the sensation, the first time I’d felt anything in the souls of my feet since my accident, was like being born again. A grateful smile tugged at the corner of my mouth and I’m embarrassed to admit it, but I almost broke down in tears. I guess it’s like that old song says, you don’t know what you’ve got ‘till it’s gone.
My right foot inched over, then my left. I took several steps and nearly collapsed, and so I lurched back and grabbed the edge of the wooden table, righting myself. “The more you do, the better you’ll be,” Vidmark said. “Take a break and try to walk four steps next time. Setting goals is the first step in turning the invisible into the visible.”
I nodded, catching my breath. “Why?” I asked again. “Why are you helping me.”
“Do I need a reason?” Vidmark replied.
“I just don’t remember agreeing to have any of this done.”
“You were lucid when you signed the waiver.”
I had no recollection of signing anything, but who’s to say I didn’t scribble my John Hancock at or around the time the drugs kicked in. My gaze wandered to the ground for a moment. “I don’t mean to be ungrateful, Mr. Vidmark. It’s just … people used to do stuff for other people all the time in the days before,” I said. “But after the scuds, after the invasion—”
“Things became more tribal, didn’t they?”
I nodded and his face clouded. “There’s no doubt that we’ve endured much. The invasion, occupation, and everything that came after it. It brought about great change. It was a tribulation, a test.”
“Did we pass or fail?”
He smirked. “We won’t know that until we’ve taken the final examination.”
“Please don’t tell me something else is gonna happen.”
Slowly he nodded. “What if I were to tell you that the worst may be yet to come, Danny?”
“I’d say if I was wearing boots, I’d be quaking in them.”
His eyes remained firmly focused on me.
“What is it?” I croaked. “What else might be coming?”
He snorted. “That’s a concern for another day. Right now, your focus should be on recovery.”
My gaze smoked into his. “You never answered my earlier question, sir. Why me? I mean, I like to think of myself as a pretty righteous dude, but there are others who’d say I’m a nobody. A broke, busted down crook.”
He smiled warmly. “It’s like that verse in Proverbs, isn’t it? Iron sharpens iron, and one man sharpens another. We’re doing something special here, and we need people with unique skills such as yourself. You’ve been highly recommended.”
“By who?”
“By people whose opinions I value.”
“For the Mech Command?”
Vidmark just stared at me, his face inscrutable. “We’ll talk later,” he said before moving away. I watched him go, and there was something about the play of light off of his profile that made me realize I had seen him before.
“You were watching me, weren’t you?” I called out.
He stopped and looked back over a shoulder. “At the prison. The therapy room with the glass walls,” I continued. “That was you watching me, wasn’t it?”
He registered this. “And if it was?”
“Why did you make me go through all of that with Stryker?”
“I needed to be sure you could pass the test.”
“Did I?” I asked.
“Do you think you’d be here if you hadn’t?”
“Then how come I’m not with the others? The mech pilots?”
“Operators,” Vidmark said, correcting me. “And you’re assuming there was only one test to pass.”
“Is what I’m doing here right now another one?”
“Do you think it is?” he replied. The guy had a knack for answering questions with questions, and I could tell that I shouldn’t push things. “Are we done here, Danny?” he finally asked.
I nodded, and he smiled. My eyes strayed to the ground, and when I looked up, he was gone, vanishing through a side door that closed behind him with a sucking sound.
I sat near the edge of the wooden table for several minutes collecting my thoughts. What had he meant by “unique skills”? Since when was bullshitting people a unique skill? I grew anxious, worried that they’d soon find out I was a phony, somebody with no unique skills of any kind. Somebody who wasn’t worth salvaging. And when they did that, what would happen? Would they take my legs back and toss me into the clink with Timbo and the other scuds? Grimacing, I lowered myself down to the floor and took several more steps.
There was a mirror on the far wall next to a window, and I inched forward until I was standing before it in all my paleness. I felt myself all over with my hands, running my fingers over the scratches on my head, neck, and chest. Several of the bruises beneath my chin were still tender to the touch, but I was in pretty good shape considering everything that had happened.
I was about to turn away when I noticed something on the back of my neck. It was barely visible near my hairline, but it looked like a series of tiny numbers in black ink. I moved in closer, squinting, and yep, it was indeed what looked like a minute tattoo, almost like … a barcode on something you’d buy at a store.
Having no idea when I’d been inked, I focused on my legs. They hadn’t been very large, to begin with, and it’s amazing how a lack of a vertical life causes you to lose mass. My legs were indeed spindly, my stomach and back ridged from where the operation had occurred.
I was, however, shocked at the minimal amount of scarring around my midsection, which didn’t look half as bad as my lip, which was still swollen from where Stryker had whacked me. Like any idiot my age, I tried to make a “most muscular” pose in the mirror, but there wasn’t much muscle to flex, and my back started throbbing. I leaned against the wall, then peeked through the window and stared outside.
The grounds on the other side of the window resembled an office park by way of a summer camp. I could see what looked like a volleyball pit and several exercise courses marked by oversized tires and past those, a statue of what I thought was a dinosaur, and then three one-story buildings made almost entirely of black glass. The frosted black glass on the buildings immediately reminded me of Darth Vader’s helmet.
My eyes ratcheted up, and I spotted, several thousand yards beyond the black-glassed buildings, a colossal, square structure that was crowned with various antennae and wrapped in some kind of silver, metallic skin. My mom had taken me to an air show at what used to be Andrews Air Force Base in Maryland, and the silver-skinned building resembled one of those hangars where they kept planes. Only this one was larger. Much larger. And it had a door on the side that was huge, at least thirty-feet tall. Unless Clifford the Big Red Dog was living somewhere inside, I wondered why anyone would need a door that big.
I flinched upon seeing several groups of people moving down a gravel walkway that snaked between the low-slung buildings. They were of various ages and ethnicities, dressed in sleek, gray jumpsuits, some carrying what appeared to be helmets, all of them wearing the same kind of sunglasses.
There was a woman amongst the group, a long-limbed stunner with amber hair, who took my breath away. She stopped for a moment and removed her glasses. She looked back, and I think she spotted me. Embarrassed by my half-nakedness, I ducked and gimped over to the wooden table like an injured dog where I collapsed, my energy stores used up.
A few minutes later, a voiceless, squat service drone that looked like a college refrigerator on wheels, entered the room to bring me a pair of odd-looking sunglasses, some food (including a glass of what looked like orange juice), pain meds, and a change of clothing: boots, compression pants, compression shirt (all black).
The food was wolfed down in seconds, along with the pain meds that were chased with the glass of OJ. I turned my attention to the sunglasses, lifting them, surprised at how little they weighed. The lenses instantly adapted to the amount of light that splashed across them. I angled the glasses toward the light from a nearby window and the lenses darkened. I lowered the glasses and the lenses were nearly clear. Sliding them on, I flinched as information flashed at my right eye. The glasses came off, and I squinted, realizing the right lens was actually a mini-head-up display housed inside what I assumed were a pair of neural glasses.
Back when my parents were kids, people had things like smartphones and tablets, but those became obsolete with advances in “surrounding tech,” tiny machines and chips and sensors embedded in your clothing and personal accessories. The surrounding tech was then replaced with things like the neural glasses which cut down on interfacing big time, meaning the tech could be activated just by tapping or speaking. I remember seeing stories about more advanced technology, what was called “BCI” for instance, brain-computer interface tech, stuff that would involve injecting nanorobots into the brain to provide full-on virtual reality and whatnot, but most of that tech was in the research and planning stages and got scuttled when the aliens invaded. So at the end of the day, all that was left were the neural glasses along with smartphones and tablets, retro tech that people were forced to revert to.
My right index finger explored the neural glasses, tracing the contours of the frames and arms which contained a tiny touchpad, including a little trackball. I learned that I could control the information on the head-up display simply by sliding my finger over the trackball. I scrolled through all of the information in the right lens which I came to find consisted of material concerning the government’s rebuilding efforts and events at The Hermitage. I figured that Vidmark and his people had found a way to synch the neural glasses with what looked like The Hermitage’s intranet, making it an easy way for everyone to communicate. I trawled through some of the reports and information, but it just ended up giving me a crushing headache.
Pain spiking between my ears, I removed the glasses and lowered myself onto the wooden table and took in my surroundings. It was quiet like a museum. You really don’t appreciate just how beautiful a hushed room is until you’ve spent some time in jail. I savored the quietude, thinking about how much my life had changed over the last few weeks. I’d been orphaned by war only to become an occasional bandit, then a criminal, and now something else entirely. It felt like everything I’d done before had led up to that moment which pained me, because the very thing that had brought me there, the alien invasion, had taken away my family. I prayed that Frank and my mother and father were in a better place and then I closed my eyes and went to sleep.
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I slept soundly for the first time in several weeks, rousing a little after dawn only because I had to pee. Whether it was the rest or the pain meds, I felt strong enough to climb into my new clothes and venture outside the room. Realizing that my leg muscles were still weak, I made sure to move slowly and keep within a few feet of a wall or another object in case I was about to collapse.
I made it to the bathroom connected to my room and emptied my bladder. Then I hesitated for several heartbeats, waiting to see if anyone would come to check on me. When they didn’t, I moved back over and grabbed the neural glasses and then angled over to the only door out of the room which, surprisingly, was unlocked.
On the other side of the door was a walkway that sloped past several rooms which were filled with supplies and medical and technical gear, along with six or seven “Napping Pods,” sleep stations that were crazy popular in the days before the invasion.
The pods looked like reclining benches hidden inside giant carbon-fiber eggshells, a contraption that fitted over your upper body and allowed you to catch a few quick winks or chill while listening to some tunes or watching movies. Legs were sticking out of some of the pods, and I hoped the users were asleep. I continued on, silent as a thief, clutching the railing on the walkway, heading toward a glass that door that led outside.
With much effort, I shouldered open the door and tasted the fresh air which invigorated me. I stepped onto the still-dewy grass and looked around. The building I’d been in resembled an old mill that had been retrofitted. Its walls were of solid, sandstone-colored rock, but its windows had been replaced by high-tech reflective glass. There were solar panels and wind turbines on the roof, along with three satellite dishes.
Attached to this building was another, smaller building that was made entirely of stainless steel with several oval windows that I couldn’t see through. The doors to this building were centered with biometric scanners and I assumed something important was housed inside. Out beyond this, through gaps in a row of trees, I spotted a tall metal fence that was topped by razor wire. It seemed to encircle the entire compound.
Pivoting, I moved slowly up the gravel walkway, expecting at any moment to be stopped by heavy-handed guards. But there was nobody around, and I was surprised at the lack of security, aside from several small drones that loitered far overhead.
I powered up my glasses which provided a news feed of sorts. Some of the information concerned national or international events, but most of the stories were from several weeks ago. There was also a good amount of information pertaining to local matters that appeared to center largely around The Hermitage. There were menus for breakfast, lunch, and dinner, reminders about key organizational events, and even a calendar for yoga and storytelling time. After all that I’d witnessed during the invasion, the chaos, the constant running for cover, the inability to find a secure location for more than a few weeks, I had trouble accepting that The Hermitage was real. Everything was too neat and shiny and … orderly. I powered the glasses down and padded up the walkway and between the black-glassed buildings whose facades were so darkly tinted that I couldn’t see what was happening inside.
When I got within a hundred feet of the hangar, I felt something … a disturbance in the air, almost like the sensation I used to get as a kid from standing under power lines. Teeth gritted, I staggered up the walkway and pressed my hand to the hanger’s silver skin. A current of some kind pulsed through my hand, and I pulled it back. There were faint voices echoing from somewhere on the other side of the wall along with the constant hum of what sounded like air handlers and heavy industrial machinery.
My inner voice whispered to me. “Don’t go inside, Danny. Don’t be a dumb ass.”
Realizing I’d rarely if ever listened to that voice before, I moved laterally toward a side door. There was a flash of light over my eyes from some unseen laser, what I assumed was a concealed biometrics scanner. I was blinded for an instant as the door began powering up. Squinting, I stumbled forward and was greeted by a rush of air. My eyes opened and I stepped into a cavernous, semi-darkened space that was partially sectioned off by walls and netting that rose from the floor to a ceiling that was barely visible far overhead.
I leaned against one of a series of titanic metal pilings that supported the structure. Above the piling and near the roofline were dozens of arched trusses that curled from left to right, cantilevered at both ends to allow whatever was coming through that huge door I’d seen earlier to have maximum vertical clearance.
The only light was cast down from several solar tubes, making the entire area seem gloomier than it should be. Turning my head in every direction, I was reminded of the time I’d gone to an indoor sporting facility back in my hometown that housed two ice rinks and several basketball courts. The hangar looked like it could easily house ten ice rinks and several commercial airplanes and still have room to spare.
I inched forward, through what looked like a micro-kitchen. There was a small refrigerator separated from a stainless-steel table by a collection of bean bags. Beside the bean bags were two small couches, several game consoles, and a handful of dispensing machines that were filled with giant tubs of bottled water and other drinks.
Voices sounded in the distance, followed by footfalls. I was scared of being caught, so I maneuvered through a side alcove and hid behind a stack of metal crates. When the voices faded, I exited the kitchen and hooked a left, keeping to the shadows. Stopping, I noticed a pyramidal structure, a kind of hangar-within-the hangar, in the middle of the space. Even though there were no windows on its slate-gray exterior, lights could be seen flashing inside along with the muted echo of what sounded like screams and explosions and the report from small arms fire.
I turned from this and crept back through a divider toward the rear of the hangar. There was another structure visible, what looked like a gigantic, black metal garage that took up nearly a quarter of the warehouse’s backside.
The doors on the front of the black metal garage were floor-to-ceiling, at least thirty feet in height. They made up almost the entirety of the front of the garage, and thick metal tracks were visible on the ground in front of them. I followed the tracks which led from the front of the garage to another massive door at the back of the hangar.
There were also tracks fixed to the ceiling too, such that it looked like something could be slotted between both sets of tracks and wheeled in and out of the hangar and the metal box. Curiosity got the best of me, and I advanced on the black metal garage, noting the monstrous industrial machines off to my left and right. A variety of lifts and power-cranes and robotic machines with hooks and pincers that looked capable of hoisting almost anything.
Soon I was standing before the doors to the black metal garage. I could tell they weren’t locked, and so I came closer, and a sensor clicked on and the door panels separated. The inside of the garage was darker than the bottom of a well at midnight. I paused, worried about what I’d find inside, and then I took one step, then another.
I tiptoed across the threshold into the garage. Faint pulse lights began snapping on overhead, and I gasped. There were humongous outlines to the left and right and with every step, another light sizzled to life allowing me to see row-upon-row of shimmering weapons of war. I knew instantly that I was in the presence of mechanized fighting machines.
Mechs!
A dozen of them at least, all hanging from hooks bolted to the ceiling near docking stations, looking like ducks dangling from a butcher’s shop window. I’d seen alien battle machines in the skies and streets before, Reaper mechs and Swan drones mostly, but these monsters appeared sleeker and were more intimidating than anything the aliens had (aside from the eight-legged “Ocho” mechs which, although rarely seen, were truly terrifying).
I walked between the titans which ranged in size from fifteen to more than twenty-feet tall. I’d been around enough destroyed alien drones to spot the tiny entrance doors that lay on the side of the taller machines’ massive front pistons, larger than the circumference of oak trees, that kept the machines upright. I admired the sweep of these “legs,” how they curved back and into a turret on top that had mostly dual bubbletops, one on the front of the mech, the other raised and on the back side, connecting to form the cockpit.
My experience told me the machines were probably controlled like the alien drones, with one of the operators steering it while the other handled the targeting and shooting. I’d seen the aliens do the same thing with their own Reaper mechs during the invasion and occupation. Cylindrical metal pods the size of small cars hung on either side of the turret, filled with what I presumed to be rockets. Beneath the pods were cannons, one short, the other very long, both connected to metal bins that I assumed held thousands of rounds of ammunition. There were other weapons attached to the sides of the machine (by what looked like powerful magnets), including a scythe whose blade was taller than me, and an oversized hammer with a spike protruding from the end of it. I had visions of the monster rampaging across the countryside or laying waste to a small city.
Moving over, I stood in the machine’s shadow and reached out a hand. My index finger caressed its cool metal and then—
WONK! WONK! WONK!
Powerful hidden floodlights flashed on, blinding me. Footsteps sounded, and I turned to see Vidmark. He was shadowed by a handful of people in the gray uniforms I’d seen outside, including the breathtaking girl with amber hair.
“Let me be the first to welcome you, Danny,” Vidmark said.
I stood there, sweat dripping down the back of my neck. I summoned up a smile, my teeth chattering. “T-to wha-what?”
Vidmark grinned. “To the place where heroes are born.”
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If you’ve ever been the new kid in a new school, you know exactly what I felt like standing there next to the mechs, staring at Vidmark and the others. All the old anxieties and feelings of awkwardness rushed back. I was a teenager again, a rookie, just like I’d been back in the seventh grade. I probably don’t have to tell you, but there are few things in life worse than being the newcomer at a school.
My eyes hopped between the people surrounding Vidmark. There were two black guys around my age (one of whom had hair dyed platinum blond), two willowy Asian girls in thigh-high boots who were clutching helmets, and finally (flanking my new girlfriend with the amber hair), a tall kid with a chestnut mane gelled perfectly into submission, who looked like he’d stepped from the pages of some cheesy clothes catalogue. There was a way the tall guy positioned himself, smirking with his weight balanced on one leg, that annoyed the hell out of me. It was the way somebody stood who was used to giving orders. Moreover, the manner in which he seemed to brace himself against the girl with the amber hair made me think he’d already called dibs on her. I immediately disliked him.
For a moment I flashed back to an old movie my dad used to love called “Karate Kid.” There’s a scene in it where the main character, Daniel (great name btw!), heads down to a karate place and is confronted by these toughs and their leader, a real shitkicker named John Kreese who owned a place called the Kobra Kai Dojo. I was seriously feeling like Daniel at that moment as I took on everyone’s stares. The only problem was I didn’t have my own Mr. Miyagi for backup.
The wannabe male model with the good hair stepped to me; his mouth curled up into a sneer. He pointed at me, then looked at Vidmark. “Seriously? This is the guy, Mister Vidmark? This is … Davis?”
“Deus,” I said raising my hand.
Mister model glared at me. “What did you just say?”
“My name’s Dan … Danny Deus.”
The kid smirked. “Well, Dan … Danny Deus,” he replied, repeated my words in a mocking tone, “this is a special area, and it is off limits to people like you. You’re trespassing.”
“At ease, Simeon,” Vidmark said, silencing the tall man-child. Simeon! What the hell kind of name was that? It sounded like something a chimpanzee or a ferret would answer to. I hated him even more. Vidmark turned to me. “Technically he’s right, Danny. You’re not authorized to be here.”
“Hey, I’m sorry,” I said sliding on my neural glasses. “You wouldn’t hit a guy with glasses?” I asked, hoping to get a laugh.
“Hit the bricks, doofus,” the humorless male model-type said. The others sniggered at this although I did notice the girl with the amber-colored hair nudged him in the side. I took that as a hopeful sign. Points in the plus column for my girlfriend to be.
“Okay. Consider the bricks hit,” I replied, putting my head down, shuffling past Vidmark and the others who mumbled and snickered while eye-jacking me. Vidmark followed me outside of the garage/mech room as the door closed behind us. I had so many questions to ask Vidmark, but I was nervous because I’d obviously gone where I wasn’t supposed to go. I was worried that he’d unload on me at any minute and send me back to prison.
“Tough crowd,” I said, angling a thumb back in the direction of Simeon and the others. Vidmark didn’t respond, and I was worried about how pissed he was at me. Instead of screaming, he mustered a smile. “I should have told you about that room.”
“Who are those people?” I asked.
“Did you play sports in school, Danny?”
“I rode the pine on several teams, yeah,” I replied.
“Then I guess you could say they’re the varsity.”
“Who’s the jayvee?” I asked.
“Everyone else.”
I nodded. “Some of them had helmets.”
“That’s right.”
“Are they pilots or something?” I asked.
“Like I said before. We use and prefer the term ‘operators.’”
“They’re operating those machines?”
“When needed,” Vidmark replied.
“Why aren’t you using soldiers? I mean, you’ve got those super mechs and … I haven’t seen a single soldier around here.”
“Does that concern you?”
“Just seems a little weird.”
“I’m sure I don’t need to tell you that most of the military’s tier-one personnel were killed during the invasion and occupation. The aliens specifically targeted certain groups, including those in elite military units and all others they assumed were of fighting age. So, what’s happened is that we’ve been forced to start from scratch with amateurs who possess certain kinds of skills.”
“What about me?”
“What about you?”
“Am I part of it too? Am I part of … the Icarus Project?”
“Well, I believe we touched on this before, but let me reiterate that it all depends…”
“On what?”
Vidmark stopped. “Everyone has a different calling in life, Danny. There are those who stand on the front lines, and those who do not. A calling to work in the back office is a calling nonetheless.”
I perceived this as a slight. My face flushed. “I figure you brought me here for a reason, sir. I mean, you were obviously watching me before and saved me and brought me here and I saw those mechs back there. I can operate anything with an engine in it if you were wondering.”
“I know you can, but before you can run, you have to learn how to walk. Especially given your current condition.”
“What is this place?” I asked. “I know what was said in that text of yours, but what is it really?”
“It’s a new technology-focused element formed under the aegis of The Mech Command.”
“I don’t know what any of that means, sir.”
He smiled. “Think of it like … The Manhattan Project for the defense of the Earth. Does that help at all?”
I felt like a total idiot, so I just nodded even though I didn’t really know what any of that meant. I had more questions to ask, but Vidmark had a way of silencing people with looks. He placed a hand on my shoulder. “I’d like to show you something, Danny.”

VIDMARK LED me to the other side of the hangar, pushing aside a twenty-foot tall metal barn door. He shuttled forward, and I followed, walking into what looked like a graveyard for mechs and robots.
Cable and conduit dangled like entrails from wire leaders that were strung over a walkway that bisected bins filled with metal helmets, severed arms, battle-scorched torsos, and cockpits that appeared to have been spiderwebbed by small-arms fire.
I couldn’t tell whether the materials had been salvaged from the aliens or created on site, but I assumed the former since so much of it was dented and rusted. I eased down the walkway, studying circuitry, internal control panels, onboard computers, and various engines and other power sources that I reckoned had powered the machines when they were operational. I moved past Vidmark and noted an area at the back of the room that was not well lit. There were things back there, larger forms that I couldn’t make out, propped against one wall.
“Do you know what this place is, Danny?” Vidmark asked. I looked back and saw that he was holding a warped metal hand that was missing several fingers.
“The island of misfit mechs?” I answered.
Vidmark smiled. “This is the place where some mechs die, and others are reborn,” he mused. He dropped the hand back in a bin. “There’s a man who’s been put in charge of this place and other things around here. Jack Richter. He’s got an assistant but would like another one.”
“Me?” I said.
Vidmark nodded. I didn’t like the idea of being anyone’s grunt, but seeing that I was the new guy in town, and had trespassed into an off-limits area, I’d take anything that was offered to me.
“Is that why I was brought here?” I asked.
“Part of the reason, yes.”
“Why this place?” I asked, looking around.
Vidmark pursed his lips, then stared up at the ceiling, deep in contemplation. “My father got me my first job while I was still in high school. A company in the Midwest that manufactured braking systems for trains and other machines.” His gaze wandered back to me. “They started me off at fifteen dollars an hour which seemed, at the time, like all the money in the world. My dad knew one of the men that ran the plant and could’ve pulled a few strings to get me a desk job, but I asked to work out on the floor. I was down sweeping up and driving this little loader filled with raw materials, nanotubes, and whatnot. I’d drive that loader all around the floor, dumping it into these enormous extruders and hoppers. You know why I volunteered to do that?”
I shook my head.
“Because the only way you ever understand how a place works is by starting at the bottom.”
A few seconds of silence stretched between us. “I think I understand, sir,” I said.
“I knew you would.”
“Can I ask one last thing, sir?” I said.
“Ask away, Danny.”
“There’s something shaped like a pyramid at the back of this building,” I said. “I saw it before.”
“There is indeed.”
“There were these weird lights coming from inside.”
“That doesn’t surprise me,” Vidmark replied.
“What’s in there?”
“That’s on a strictly need to know basis, Danny. And right now, you don’t need to know.”
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Vidmark and I parted company. He told me to grab a change of clothes, get some lunch, and come back in a few hours to meet with Mr. Richter which was just fine with me. I made my way back to the building where I’d watched the others through the window. I found several fresh changes of clothing waiting for me, including three black jumpsuits that weren’t nearly as dope as the gray ones worn by Simeon and the other cool kids.
Lunch was served in a mess hall of sorts, a large multi-purpose room in one of the low-slung buildings with the tinted glass. I discovered that these buildings were filled with administrative and tech wizards who were huddled in cubicles, apparently working to help reboot and rebuild portions of the various networks and operating systems that had been trashed during the invasion and occupation. I came to find that people worked in various shifts at The Hermitage, some laboring during the day and others, mostly the admin people, overnight. I hit the mess hall and began moving in slow-motion through a buffet line. As I was loading my tray down with all sorts of goodies, I spied Simeon and the other operators sitting by themselves at a far table. The amber-haired girl was there, laughing at something Simeon had just whispered. I studied the curvature of her neck as she threw back her beautiful hair. I was smitten.
“Forget about her,” someone said.
I looked over my shoulder to see a bespectacled black guy around my age, sucking on a lollipop. He removed the lollipop and pointed it in the direction of the amber-haired girl.
“That one over there with the fine hair I meant by the way. The one you got hungry eyes for.”
“I don’t know what you’re talking about,” I replied.
“C’mon, ace. A blind man could see it,” the black kid whistled. “Gonna start calling you Duran, Duran, ‘cause you are hungry like the goddam wolf.”
I’m sure you’re probably wondering why the hell the black guy referenced a group whose members died at or around the time I was born. Well, beginning in the early-2020s, the creative folks in the country seemed to lose their spark. They started pumping out remakes of remakes for the big screen and a never-ending stream of crappy pop music, so people naturally got bored. I mean, how many times can you see another “reboot” of “Spiderman” or “Transformers” or listen to Taylor Swift’s daughters’ songs, before you put a gun to your head? Anyway, as a result of the lack of creativity, people drifted back to the decades before, when there was a tad more diversity (and originality) in films and music and whatnot, which is why people of my generation had a familiarity with groups we might otherwise have forgotten, like Duran Duran.
The black dude popped the lollipop back into his mouth and extended a hand. “Dexter Jones by the way.”
I shook his hand. “Danny Deus.”
“That your real name?”
“If my parents are to be believed.”
“Well, it’s a righteous handle. I’m thinking you’re new here, Danny.”
“How’d you know?”
Dexter smiled. “Only a newbie would know that it ain’t wise to try and come between Simeon and his lady friend.”
“What’s lady friend’s name?”
“Baila and the two of ‘em are like peanut butter and jelly. They’re a package.”
“Boyfriend and girlfriend?”
Dexter sucked on the lollipop. “Sure, yeah, maybe that, but more importantly they’re two of the lead operators.”
“For what?”
Dexter grinned. “The Boomslangs.”
He grabbed up his tray and moved away from the line as I followed after him, trying like hell not to spill my small mountain of food. “What’s a Boomslang?”
I sat down next to Dexter at an unoccupied table as he cast me a wary look. “Seriously? Boomslang is a nickname for a mech, dude. Exactly what section have you been assigned to?”
I shrugged. “I’m supposed to meet a man named Richter later today.”
Dexter grinned. “If you’re hooked up with Mister Richter, then you’re a junkineer.”
“What does that even mean?”
“You source the parts that keep the ‘slangs operational if they encounter any problems during the training protocol.”
I shoved a serving of bread pudding into my mouth. “What about you?”
“I’m a gamer, brother. I’m one of the good people with mad skills that keep Distant Windows open for business.”
“What’s a ‘Distant Windows’?”
Dexter swallowed what he was eating, then held up security badge with a giant, orange “G” in the center. “You see this?”
I nodded.
“You have one of these, Danny?” Dexter asked.
“No.”
“Then I can’t tell you what Distant Windows is.”
“Nobody tells me anything,” I said.
“Have no fear, brother,” Dexter said. “All will be revealed in time. I mean, you just don’t happen upon a place like The Hermitage. Somebody thought enough of you to bring you here.”
“Vidmark brought me here.”
Dexter whistled. “Then you’re one of the elect.”
“I don’t feel like it.”
“Like I said, give it some time. Things have a way of moving slowly around here sometimes. I imagine you’ll get back-briefed in the not too distant future.”
We finished our meals in silence and then Dexter rose and said he’d see me around. I watched him exit the mess hall, then turned my attention to a screen on a faraway wall. As a result of the invasion and occupation, there was only one TV station now, and it was operated by the government. There’d been a bunch of tzars and a viceroy running things for a while, but a new President had apparently been elected while I was in prison and the reports said this person promised, like all politicians always do, to make the country great again.
I watched images of several men and women soundlessly walking through the rubble of various cities accompanied by military folks in uniforms, which were juxtaposed with shots of new military equipment, jets, tanks, and mechanized fighting machines (although nothing as impressive as what I’d seen in the hangar). The one thing that stood out was the age of the soldiers in the footage. They all looked like kids. I realized that Vidmark was right. Most of the adults had been killed during the invasion and occupation. People like me were all that was left. Distraught at this thought, my gaze turned back to the table with the cool kids. The amber-haired girl was staring at me. We shared a look for a few seconds, and then she turned her eyes from me, and I stared at my food, wondering what the hell Distant Windows was and what exactly was going on in The Hermitage.
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Later that afternoon, I headed back to the hangar, to what I’d taken to calling the “Mech Recovery Room.” There was a broad-shouldered man visible inside, bald as a stone, wearing one of those back-support belts I used to see furniture movers wear in the days before the invasion. I assumed it was the head junkineer himself, Jack Richter. He was standing beside a utility vehicle that resembled a golf cart on steroids, rooting through one of the bins that were filled with robot parts. His movements were stilted, but he was able to lift several sizable pieces of warped metal and toss them into the bed of the utility vehicle.
“You gonna get over here and lend a hand or stand there playing with yourself?” the man boomed without looking over.
“I wasn’t playing with myself,” I answered.
“Sure, looked like it to me.”
I strode forward. “Are you Mister Richter?”
“My father was ‘Mister Richter.’ You can call me Jack,” the man replied.
I moved toward him, and he looked up and appraised me. He was older than I’d originally thought, probably staring down the barrel of fifty although he had the muscle-quilted frame of a much younger man. He extended his hand, and I shook it.
“You Dengus?” Richter asked.
“Deus, sir. Danny Deus.”
He snorted. “The guy Jonas brought back from the dead, right?”
“He helped me to walk again,” I answered.
“Difference without much of a distinction,” he huffed.
Richter moved over to the utility vehicle and grabbed another back-support belt which he flung to me. “We’re gonna see how good of a job he did on that back of yours.”
He gestured at alarmingly large hunks of metal and alien alloys that he requested I help stack and sort.
“Exactly, what are my duties and responsibilities, sir?” I asked.
“You’re to do as you’re told, Deus, which is both a duty and a sacred responsibility.”
“What is it that we’re going to be doing here?”
Richter groaned. “You need to know it’s not going to be like this, kid.”
“Like what?”
“You asking questions and me answering.”
“You mean conversation?”
Richter grimaced. “You’re gonna learn that I don’t do conversation.”
I didn’t respond, and he looked me up and down, the kind of expression on his face that a scientist has when studying an insect. He sighed. “Here’s the quick and dirty. The mechs get broken. We help to fix ‘em. It ain’t rocket science.”
“How do they get broken?”
Richter scowled. “You know how there are people who are authorized to receive certain kinds of information?”
I nodded.
“You ain’t one of them,” Richter said. “All you need to know is that sometimes they get broken, and we help repair them. Now let’s get to work.”
I watched him turn and cup his hands around his mouth. “We’re gonna need a little help out here, young lady! You done back there?!”
A woman’s voice echoed from the very rear of the room, the space hidden behind the bins and containers that blocked my view. “I’m coming!”
A clicking sound echoed, and I peered up and saw her.
Saw Richter’s other assistant.
A woman.
My jaw dropped. I knew her.
It was Jezzy!
Standing and studying me, balanced on a prosthetic leg.
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I was too shocked to react at first. The prosthetic leg, which was one of the curved ones made of special metals and polymer that had been so popular with athletes in the past, was jarring. But aside from that (and it was a difficult thing to overlook), she looked good, the same old Jezzy and I was overjoyed to see that she was alive. I probably shouldn’t have said anything, and definitely shouldn’t have overreacted, but I couldn’t help blurting out, “Jezzy!”
Richter looked from me to her. “You two know each other?”
Jezzy glowered. “Unfortunately.”
“We worked together during the occupation,” I said, tossing a smile to Jezzy that wasn’t returned.
“Worked as in … worked for the resistance?” Richter asked.
“Not exactly.”
“The military?”
I shook my head, and Richter’s face fell. I could tell he was thinking that if we weren’t working for resistance or the military, we were probably working for ourselves which meant one thing: we were lowlifes, thieves most likely.
“Somebody much smarter than me said we are made wise not by our recollection of the past, but by the responsibility for the future,” Richter said. “Translation: whatever happened in the past is in the past. Comprende?”
I nodded, and Jezzy did as well, icing me with a nasty look. I was grief-stricken about her leg and had a million questions for her, but she looked like she wanted to give me that punch to the throat she’d mentioned back on the hoversurf. Richter trudged off, and Jezzy breezed past me. The only words that fumbled out of my mouth were, “I’m sorry.”
“Piss off,” she hissed.

OVER THE NEXT FEW HOURS, Jezzy and I agreed to a ceasefire and assisted Richter in selecting certain parts and pieces that he said were vital for repairs to the mechs and other machines housed in the hangar. I never saw a single drone that needed to be fixed, but Richter was adamant, rattling off areas on the machines that needed to be refurbished as if he had a set of blueprints in his head.
After the materials were collected, we transported them to a workshop nearby where a small army of male and female rough-necks fired up welding gear and fabrication machines to heat and bend and shape the materials into recognizable forms. These were the folks who’d helped build most of the mechs for the other operators.
The heat from a blast furnace in the workshop was intense, so I stood at a distance, watching mammoth legs and arms being bent and manipulated. I spied the formation of titanic turrets, and the creation of chain guns and rocket pods, and the modification of internal engines and power sources.
I shuttled around the back of the room and watched more workers in hardhats using hi-tech mini-cranes and power suits to move huge metal containers that housed the material used for most of the modifications. The containers, which overflowed with this material, limitless amounts of translucent tubes, were poured into hoppers that were connected to industrial-sized 3-D printers via a conveyer belt.
Grinders inside the hopers made quick work of the tubes, pulverizing them and extruding a gel-like substance in long ropes that was fed down the conveyor belt. The gel-like substance, what I overheard one of the workers referring to as a kind of nano-tube extract, mixed with a silver liquid sprayed from a series of nozzles, the slurry disappearing inside the printers for several minutes. Then a door on the printer opened to reveal expertly crafted pieces of what looked like parts of a mech. I saw semi-metallic hands, feet, and sections of torso that I imagined would later be welded together to form the exterior of one of the fighting machines.
Jezzy was nowhere to be seen, so I headed back to the Mech Recovery Room. I wandered down toward the end of the dimly-lit other end of the room where the larger pieces of fabricated metal were stacked. I turned a corner, and that’s when I saw it.
A nearly intact mech, maybe thirteen or fifteen feet tall, propped against a wall. This wasn’t one of the shiny, newer models of mechs I’d seen before. Oh no, this one looked closer to the mech I’d seen on the Mech Command website that was linked to Vidmark’s text. The mech was downright primitive looking, with tapered legs that ended at clawed feet, and a bulky turret the size of a van that was completely rusted. It had tiny, T-Rex like arms that ended in dual cylindrical cannons, both of which appeared capable of firing small-arms ammunition. At the left side of the turret was a pod that I reckoned could also fire miniature rockets.
I moved over and ran a hand down one of the mech’s metal legs which were filthy and warped in several places. There were scorch marks on the exterior armor and holes and indentations in several areas. In short, it looked as if this machine had seen some serious combat. Something crashed behind me, and I shuffled back to find Jezzy stooped over an equipment bin.
She heard me approach and shook her head. “Don’t – do not talk to me.”
“How can I apologize if I’m not allowed to talk?”
“So, you’re gonna apologize, huh?”
“I was strongly considering it.”
“And you think what? That that’s gonna make it all better?”
“No, I just wanted to say I’m sorry. I’m sorry about what happened, the crash, your leg, pretty much everything. I don’t know what else to say other than I’m sorry.”
She stood. “I told you we shouldn’t have done that deal with Alpha Timbo.”
“You were right.”
“I was always right.”
I nodded at the truth of this. She’d been more right than wrong in all of the time I’d known her.
“I’m gonna make sure I apologize to him too,” I said.
“Him … who?”
“Who do you think? The Spence-meister. First chance I get to see him, I’m gonna tell him how wrong I was.”
She paled. “Jesus – I … you didn’t hear?” she whispered.
“Didn’t hear what?”
“Spence. He’s dead … he died during the crash. For God’s … I thought you knew.”
No. God no, I didn’t know. I reeled, feeling like I’d been elbowed in the gut. I couldn’t breathe for several seconds and felt like I was going to pass out. “You – I – that’s a l-lie,” I stuttered. “That’s – there’s no way Spence is dead, Jezz.”
The look on her face told me that it was true. “Vidmark and some of the others said they’d tried to save him. They told me they even shot Spence up with “Lazarus—”
“What?”
“It’s a drug they got from the aliens,” she said. “Supposedly it can bring people back to life in certain situations as crazy as that sounds. They tried it on Spence, but by the time they got the drug into him, it was too late.”
I slumped on the ground. My vision filled with all the memories I’d shared with Spence. All the times (and there were far more good times than bad), and the adventures we’d had over the years working for Buddha Blades and the six or seven months when we’d freelanced. I’d known a shit-ton of people over the years and the really good ones—the ones you could trust with your life—could be counted on one hand. Spence was one of those people. He was up there with Frank, and now he was gone too. Tears filled my eyes, and Jazzy’s perpetual scowl slipped away. She laid a hand on my shoulder. “I’m sorry, Danny. I know you guys were tight.”
“He was it,” I said softly. “He was the best one of us.”
She answered with silence and a slow nod. A few seconds passed, then my gaze found hers. “What are we doing here, Jezzy?”
“I don’t know what you’re doing here, but I’m focusing on my job. I mean, Vidmark and the others helped me out after the crash. They brought me here, saved my life, and fitted me with this,” she said, tapping her prosthetic leg. “I owe them big time.”
“They did the same for me,” I said. “I was paralyzed in the crash.”
“I heard,” she said.
“They did something with my spine.”
“And now you’re right as rain.”
I held her look. “I’m not a hundred percent, but I’m getting there. So … what about us?” I asked.
“There is no us anymore.”
“But we – we were always a team, right?”
A sad expression gripped her face. She took a liking to her leg. “Look at me. Even if I wanted to, I can’t be part of anything anymore. All I can do is putter around in here and sort and stack these mech pieces. The bottom line is, I’m not on anybody’s team. I’m just a grunt … a gimp. Like you.”
“But … we were friends weren’t we?”
Her face hardened. “We were business partners, Danny. That’s all we ever were.”
And with that, she hobbled off toward the far end of the room.
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I was depressed about Spence and Jezzy, so when my shift with Richter was over, I decided to go for a walk. Heading away from the main cluster of buildings, I strolled past herds of office workers who were in pairs or small packs. I’d begun to identify people by the clothes they wore. I could tell some of them were office types who worked in the Darth Vader buildings while others served food or worked in the hangars. I’d always considered myself a bit of a loner, but standing there, I realized just how strong the pull is to be part of a group. Who the hell wants to be on the outside looking in? I felt awkward and very alone at the moment (especially after my confrontation with Jezzy), watching the others breeze by in what seemed like slow-motion, laughing, trading secrets, engaged in conversation.
I found a bench and slipped on my neural glasses and slid my finger over the trackball. I found an application that allowed me to take photos simply by blinking which I did, snapping photos of the campus that were saved in a folder. Then I reached for the trackball and began drifting through the intranet. I perused announcements and messages from whatever entity ran The Hermitage, mostly stuff on worker morale and dress-code policies and that next Tuesday was going to be sloppy joe day in the cafeteria, which sounded pretty awesome.
Continuing to fiddle with the glasses, I was surprised to find that a portion of the larger internet was already back online. I scrolled through the handful of websites, and wouldn’t you know after the world was almost destroyed, the first thing that came back online was porn sites. I laughed and bypassed the porn (after bookmarking the sites), trawling through articles on the rebuilding efforts and food and fuel shortages in the outside world. In the days before the invasion, a good portion of the ‘net had been censored by the government after a series of terrible Supreme Court decisions, but the aliens had destroyed the agency responsible for policing the ‘net, so it looked like almost everything was completely uncensored once again.
There were videos and images of the defeat of the aliens, startling clips that showed Syndicate fortresses being obliterated; alien gliders shot out of the sky, rows of mechs blasted apart by rockets and missiles. There were videos of low-level attacks caused by collaborators and aliens who’d refused to surrender, sniper attacks and homicide bombings mostly. I’d watched a documentary on the same thing happening after the end of World War Two, where Nazi “Werewolf” units rose up to wage a guerrilla war, only to be crushed, just as I imagined the aliens and their collaborator BFFs soon would be. There were also tribute videos dedicated to the female warrior named Quinn, her daughter Samantha (who was supposed to have mystical powers), and her Marine comrades, the ones who’d taken down the Syndicate, along with stories about another female Marine named Riot who’d purportedly been tasked by some dude named Captain Harlan with jetting off into space to round up some extraterrestrial allies to help defend the planet.
This sounded like fake news to me, so I swiped to other movies which featured shaky, handheld shots of bulldozers and earth-moving equipment being used to clear the highways and roads, the bodies of dead aliens and their stricken machines piled into great pits on the ground and set ablaze as the soul-worn survivors stood by watching.
I continued to flick through the images, watching videos of politicians who sounded like they were reading off note cards, spouting all sorts of slick, talking-point bullshit about how things were going to get better if we only placed our full support behind them. Some things never changed, I thought. The world had almost been destroyed, and people were already in campaign mode. My healthy distrust of politicians came largely from my mom, who used to say that people who ran for office had “honeyed tongues,” even though that’s probably much too polite. A better description is probably “professional liars.” I grew tired of the forked-tongue bullshit and turned off the political videos.
More interesting, however, were the amateur videos that showed shots of what looked like the military, erecting scores of missile batteries that faced the skies. The videos were invariably shot by bearded, wild-eyed men who faced the camera to discuss conspiracies and various fake news stories about new groups of aliens who were spying on us, preparing to attack. Some of the wackos on these vids said the invasion was fabricated, or instigated by the government to steal our freedoms, while others talked in hushed tones about the “Ancient Ones” or the “Elders,” a cosmic force that would soon be coming to bring about the end of times. “Why else would those be there?” one of the bearded men on the video said, pointing to the missile batteries. “Why would Big Army have those pointed up at the sky if they weren’t worried about something coming down?” I laughed at the man and his video even as my mind wandered back to what Vidmark had said, that the “worst may be yet to come.” A chill worked its way up my spine, and I removed the glasses. I’d seen enough. I needed some fresh air to clear my head.
I stood and stretched my still-sore muscles and then set off, walking toward a dirt path that snaked between rows of greenhouses where people were tending to vertical gardens filled with all sorts of vegetables. I’d seen a sign or a message touting The Hermitage as a self-sufficient compound and I assumed that most if not all of the food was grown on the grounds.
Passing the greenhouses, I continued on the dirt path that cut through a stand of trees that fronted the metal fence I’d seen earlier. The fence was fifteen feet high and topped with razor wire and armed sentry drones. I ran my fingers down the metal loops, past the various warning and no trespassing signs.
On the other side of the fence was what was left of the outside world: several partially destroyed strips of blacktop that ran through deserted clumps of rowhouses that had been torched during the invasion and occupation. For the longest time, I’d wondered where The Hermitage was located, but now I knew that we were near Washington, D.C., because I could see the skyline off in the distance, down a hill and over what I reckoned was the Anacostia River. During the occupation, the aliens had constructed a wall around the portions of downtown D.C. between the Anacostia River and the Potomac River, but that was slowly being taken down.
I followed the fence line, limping through the potentially ankle-twisting underbrush. Eventually, I came to a rise partially hidden by several tall pine trees. I could see a large gated area, what looked like the main entrance to The Hermitage. There was a checkpoint manned by guards and more sentry drones, including several that circled lazily far overhead. Horns honked, and I looked to the right to see two huge tractor-trailers coming down a road from an area behind the hangar. My eyes went wide when I saw what was bolted to the beds of the trucks.
Mechs.
A pair of them.
Two of the giants I’d seen back inside the hangar.
They were secured in place by thick chains and a series of metal cages. Behind the trucks were three Jeeps that held Simeon, Baila, and some of the other operators who’d confronted me earlier. I stood in stunned silence, watching the trucks and Jeeps pass through the main gate before disappearing down into the wrecked neighborhood. Where were they going? And what were they up to?
A buzzing sound filled the air, and I looked up to see one of the sentry drones atop the fence swiveling in my direction. I ducked into the undergrowth and headed back toward the main buildings.

SLEEP DID NOT COME easy for me that night. I tossed and turned, curious about the mechs, but also still distraught about what had happened to Jezzy and Spence. Jezzy had been right of course. She’d intimated that I was responsible for what had happened on the hoversurf, and I guess for all intents and purposes, that was true. I was the one who’d convinced the others to go to Alpha Timbo’s lair; I was the one that was driving when the hoversurf was blasted out of the air. If it hadn’t been for me, Spence would probably be alive and Jezzy would still have her leg.
Feeling guilty as hell and unable to get any rest, I stood and stared out one of the windows of my room. Something flickered and flashed in the distance. I moved over and peered outside and saw it again. A flash of light, coming from somewhere inside the hangar. It was late, nearly the blue of dawn. I knew people worked in overnight shifts inside the black-glassed buildings, but I didn’t think anyone did in the hangar.
Shrugging on my compression shirt, I tiptoed forward and exited my room, trying to remain as inconspicuous as possible while threading down the interior walkway. I knew that the hangar would likely be locked at that time of night, so I snagged a keycard from a worker snoozing inside a nap pod, one like Dexter’s that had a giant, orange “G” in the center. I pocketed this and left the building.
The night air was cool and refreshing, and after several days of remaining vertical, I was starting to get my legs back. I crossed between the admin buildings and kept to the shadows as much as I could. Drawing near to the hangar, I closed my eyes and noted the disturbance I’d felt earlier in the air. Only this time it was slightly different, a kind of crackling sound followed by a humming, as if the world’s largest guitar string had just been plucked.
Slapping my “borrowed” keycard against a security pad, I entered through a rear door and crouched, waiting for my eyes to adjust to the darkness. Notes reverberated off the walls, something beyond the constant, industrial whir of the hangar’s cooling and air-circulation machines.
I glided past Mech Recovery Room until I was obscured behind supplies stacked high on pallets. I was in a good hiding spot and could see the pyramidal room which was the only illuminated area in the hangar. A strange kind of violet light strobed inside the room. A keening whine suddenly built, followed by a BOOM! that rattled the ceiling and caused me to flinch.
The massive doors to the pyramidal room burst open. Two people carrying a stretcher rocketed out. I could see a body lying on the longboard, one of the white guys I’d seen next to Vidmark back in the mech room. His chest was matted red, and he was groaning, his body convulsing. The people carrying the stretcher moved briskly past my hiding spot, melting into the darkness. I looked back to see several men wheeling out one of the smaller mechs. I squinted, noting that the armor on the machine was blackened, dented, punctured. The strangest thing was that there were objects sticking out of the soft joint, a known-weakness for mechs that lay where the legs met the turret. I looked closer. The objects were arrows. Why the hell were there arrows protruding from the mech?
“Hey,” somebody whispered, and I nearly jumped out of my skin.
I wheeled in fright to see Jezzy eyeballing me. “What in God’s name are you doing?!” she whisper-snarled at me.
“I couldn’t sleep.”
“So, you decided to come here and spy on the operators?!”
“Pretty much, yeah,” I replied.
She grabbed my arm and dragged me back. She placed a finger to her lips and leaned in close to me. “Do you know what’ll happen if they catch you in here?”
I shook my head. “I have no idea about anything anymore. I don’t even really know why the aliens originally invaded. That’s sorta why I’m here. To get some answers.”
She paused. “Yeah, well, it probably won’t be good if they find you snooping around.”
I gestured back at the mech. “Did you see what happened? Somebody was taken out of there on a stretcher, and the mech had arrows sticking out of it.”
She moved ahead of me, back toward the Mech Recovery Room. I darted after her. “Hey. Did you hear me? There were arrows in it, Jezzy!”
Jezzy pivoted and stopped me with a look. “Aren’t you the least bit curious?” I asked.
“The only thing I’m curious about is why I’m hesitating to report your ass,” she said.
“For what?”
“Um … for breaking the rules.”
“There are no rules,” I said.
“I gotta imagine in a place like this, that someone has written some rules down. And you’re probably violating them right now.”
“Are you telling me, you don’t want to know what they’re doing back there?” I asked.
“They’re training, you idiot.”
“Who?”
“The mech operators,” Jezzy said. “How many times do I have to tell—”
“Training for what?”
“For whatever it is they do.”
“What does that even mean?”
She narrowed her eyes. “What are you? Three years old? What’s with all the questions?”
“I just want to know what’s going on and why Vidmark brought me here.”
“You know what the problem is with asking questions, Danny? Sometimes you get answers.”
“Well, I’m going back there,” I said, pointing back at the pyramidal room.
“Over my dead body.”
I took a step, and Jezzy karate chopped me in the back of my shoulder. I saw it coming peripherally, but it still hurt like a sonofabitch. Pain spiked, and I tumbled to the ground, and she fell on top of me. She ground her prosthetic leg into the middle of my back. “You’re not going anywhere, buster.”
“Alright, alright,” I replied. “You win.”
She eased the pressure on my back, and I rolled over and looked up at her. She raised a balled fist. “Next time, I’m going for the larynx.”
“Down, girl, down. Jeez. Talk about toxic femininity.”
She stood over me but didn’t help me up. I rose and dusted myself off and tossed her a look. “Further proof that women should come with disclaimers.”
“We do. It’s called a personality, Einstein. If you’d bother to take to the time to get to know us, maybe you’d know where we’re coming from.”
“Okay, alright,” I said, holding my hands up defensively. “The only reason I’m doing any of this is because I’m concerned about the future. I’ve got a feeling something bad’s gonna happen.”
Jezzy slow blinked. “Earth to Danny Deus. Lots of bad things have already happened. The world was almost destroyed, I lost most of my leg. Does any of this ring a bell? Hello.”
“What if it’s something worse?”
“What if you stop talking in circles?”
“Okay, alright. Vidmark told me that something worse than the Syndicate might be coming and I’ve been watching these videos made by people who are super paranoid. Y’know the ones with the guys going around to film the missile sites that are being established everywhere.”
“What size do you want, Danny?”
“What?”
“What size tinfoil hat do you want me to get for you?”
“I’m serious, Jezz. I’m pretty sure that’s why this place was set up. To prepare.”
“For what?”
“For what’s coming.”
She grumbled. “Could you be any more vague?”
“I can’t be specific because I don’t have enough information,” I said. “Hence me coming here to see what’s going on.”
“I don’t believe you, Danny.”
“So, prove me wrong. Help me find a way to that training place and let’s see what’s really going on around here.”
“Why would I do that?” Jezzy asked.
“Because if you don’t, I’ll go there myself and when I’m caught, I’ll say you told me to do that.”
“You wouldn’t,” she said.
“Try me.”
“They won’t believe you.”
“They’ll believe me over you,” I said.
“Why? Because you’re a guy?” she asked, some heat in her voice.
“Maybe.”
“You’re a sexist pig.”
“I’m a sexist pig who wants to know what’s going on,” I replied. “The truth is out there.”
I smiled. She didn’t. Instead, her lips pulled back. I was preparing for her to attack and quite possibly strangle me, but she just leaned into me and whispered. “Don’t take this the wrong way, but I hate you.” I grinned because I knew what that meant. She was down. It was time to go.
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 Jezzy and I moved back toward the pyramidal room, spying on it from a distance. The strange violet light that had been strobing inside was gone, but there were people still milling about. I could see Simeon and several of the others engaged in a heated conversation.
Jezzy grabbed my arm and pulled me back. “You happy now? There is no way we’re getting inside that place.”
She was right of course, but I’d anticipated this and had what I thought was a solid fallback plan. I held up the security card with the orange “G.”
“That’s gamma clearance!” she gasped. “Where did you get that?!”
“I borrowed it from a friend.”
“You stole it!”
“And?”
“And that makes you a thief!” she said.
“Why does that surprise you? We were both thieves, like, two weeks ago.”
“Zip it.”
“Besides, it can’t be stealing if I plan to give it back.”
“Don’t use that circular logic crap on me. You’re in deep shit, bud,” she said.
“Well, a man who’s got nothing has nothing to lose,” I replied.
I took her hand and ushered her back into the shadows. We exited the hangar and moved down toward the admin buildings where I hoped to get some answers from Dexter.
We tried several of the doors, and the security card eventually opened a backdoor on one of the black-glassed buildings. We stealthed inside, surprised to see that it was deserted. We moved through a bullpen and past cubbies and little alcoves filled with tablets, TVs, and other computer equipment. Some of the equipment was still on, including a wall screen that showed what looked like news footage from various cities, including some that appeared to be overseas. We watched a reporter pointing at workers or soldiers (I couldn’t tell which), building bunkers and what looked like defensive positions, complete with walls and defensive weapons. The subtitles on the screen contained the reporter’s words, “… while other government officials, recognizing that the Earth is in a weakened state, nonetheless deny that it is a potential target for another alien invasion.”
I immediately thought about the bearded guy on the conspiracy video pointing at the missile batteries. The dude might’ve been a conspiracy nut, but it looked like he was onto something, and besides, some conspiracies were true, weren’t they?
“I told you,” I whispered to Jezzy, pointing at the wall screen. “Something bad is coming.”
“Those are just rumors.”
“All truth starts with rumors.”
“Do you ever actually listen to the words that come out of your mouth?” she asked, rolling her eyes.
We plodded ahead. After several more minutes, we’d crossed from one side of the building to the other, never seeing a soul or any sign of Dexter.
“Okay, I followed you on your little goose chase,” Jezzy said. “I’m outta here.”
“Wait,” I said, pointing to an air vent on the ground. A sliver of blue light was visible. “You know what that means?” I asked.
“That I should never have come here with you?”
I smiled. “There’s something downstairs.”

ANOTHER SWIPE of the security card gained us access to a stairwell that we’d missed while doing our initial circuit of the building. Padding down the steps, we hit a landing and shuttled down a short corridor that ended at a final door. The building must have excellent acoustic insulation I thought because the corridor echoed with the sound of small-arms fire and muffled shouts and screams. We stopped at the door, the blue light creeping under its threshold. I looked to Jezzy, then sucked in a breath and placed my shoulder against the door’s metal frame.
As gently as I could, I pressed on the door, inching it open. The light was blinding, and I turned away. After several seconds, my eyes had acclimated, and I looked back to see Dexter, standing by himself in a misty cone of swirling blue light. He was monitoring a dozen enormous sections of what looked like plate glass suspended in mid-air. Images danced across the glass, scenes from what appeared to be movies, all of them involving mechs engaged in combat.
Jezzy and I stood there, absolutely thunderstruck by what we were witnessing. Some of the images were low resolution, top-down style shots (as if taken by a drone), but the other stuff was high-res with even a bit of thermal imagery thrown in for good measure.
I gaped up and watched mechs fighting at the edge of dark forests against armies in shimmering armor, or battling half-naked warriors with bows and lances who were riding horses across sunbaked plains. There were others facing off against tanks and soldiers with more modern weapons in shattered cities or fighting what looked like monsters or alien creatures in primordial swamps. If these were movies, I didn’t recall ever seeing any of them, but the budgets for the special effects must have been extraordinary, the fighting looked so real.
Although I don’t remember doing so, I must’ve gasped because Dexter turned and squinted. “Holy Mother of … Deus? Is that you?”
“Yep. It’s me. Double D. Danny Deus. GQ’s man of the century.”
Dexter didn’t break a smile. He pointed at Jezzy. “So … you busted in and … thought it might be a good idea to bring along a friend?”
“I’m actually not a friend. I don’t even like this guy,” Jezzy said.
“Jezzy, meet Dexter. Dexter, Jezzy.”
“I am not pleased to meet you,” Dexter said to Jezzy. “No offense.”
“None taken,” Jezzy replied. “I was just leaving, anyway, so…”
I grabbed Jezzy’s arm as Dexter approached. “Care to tell me how you got past security and what the hell you’re doing here?”
“I borrowed a security pass.”
Dexter glared at me. “You stole it.”
“Does this guy know you or what?” Jezzy said as I swatted her hand.
“Look, Dexter, there’s no question that there’s a way to look at this where I was wrong to borrow the pass,” I said, putting air quotes around the word “borrow.”
“What’s another way to look at it?” Dexter asked.
“I guess … there’s no other way to look at it,” I said with a shrug.
He glared at me, and I continued. “We didn’t mean any harm, but we needed to know what was going on. We saw somebody injured up at the hangar and—”
“The dude’s name was Cyrus Stoneburner.”
“You knew him?”
“Vaguely,” Dexter said.
“What the hell happened?”
“What part of ‘none of your business’ don’t you understand?”
“I just want to know what’s going on. I – we – were brought here and think we deserve some answers.”
Dexter’s expression softened. He looked from me to Jezzy and sighed. “Look, if you tell anybody I told you anything, I’ll say you broke in and threatened to kill me.”
“We won’t,” I replied.
“Okay, alright, so this is the place where we monitor the operators’ training.”
“Is this the ‘Distant Windows’ place?” I asked.
“No, but we record what happens there in here.”
I pointed at the screens. “Are those movies?”
Dexter shook his head. “They’re training videos.”
“What? Some kind of VR simulation?”
Dexter answered with silence. I snorted, so did Jezzy. “You don’t – don’t tell me that stuff’s real.”
“No comment.”
“C’mon, Dexter, that’s not even possible.”
Dexter leaned in close to me. “Do you know what’s under the hangar?”
I shook my head, and he continued. “Well, it’s built on top of something.”
“What? An ancient Indian burial ground?” I replied, smirking.
He stared at me, absolutely no emotion in his face. “There’s something under the building that can open doors.”
“To what?”
“To places where the operators train.”
“Are you saying they can go back in time?” Jezzy asked.
“You don’t have to necessarily go back in time to time travel if you know what I’m saying. Haven’t you ever heard of the ‘Many Worlds’ or ‘Multiverse’ theories of temporal touring?”
I blinked. “I literally don’t understand a word you just said.”
“He’s not very smart,” Jezzy said to Dexter, angling a thumb at me.
Before Dexter could respond, I brushed past him and stood at the edge of the blue light. My eyes hopped between the screens which weren’t glass at all, but fields of pure white light that reflected the images. I watched one of the mechs that I recognized from the trailer swarmed with hundreds of armored fighters in chain mail who hacked and slashed at the machine with swords and axes. The mech shook them off and loosed rockets and cannon fire that eviscerated what I assumed to be knights or some sort of crusaders. Whoever they were, the dudes in chainmail fell in waves, and I turned back to Dexter.
“How can I get involved in this?” I asked.
“You’re lucky, Deus,” Dexter said. “Cyrus is down, so they’ve got an opening.”
“How do I apply?”
“You don’t. You gotta try out. C’mon, man, didn’t you see the message on your glasses?”
I hadn’t checked my neural glasses in hours. The idea of trying out to become a mech operator was the reason I’d been pumped to meet Vidmark in the first place.
“Sweet,” I said.
“You gonna do it?” Dexter asked.
“Course I am. It’s my destiny. You see, Dex, I’m kinda a big deal in some circles.”
“Which ones?” he asked.
“Yes, Danny, which?” Jezzy seconded.
Ignoring them, I continued. “And in these circles I’m well-known for my ability to shake and bake. I guess what I’m saying is I’ve got some serious street cred. I’ve got a rep.” I flicked a finger at Jezzy. “Go on. Tell the man.”
“There are no circles, he’s got no rep, and definitely no cred,” she said to Dexter.
I waved her off and nodded to Dexter. “Bottom line is, I’m gonna try out. Count on it.”
“Boss,” Dexter replied, bumping my fist.
We thanked Dexter repeatedly for not ratting on us and exited the basement. Jezzy was already arguing with me, by the time I got outside. “Nope. There is no way in hell I’m helping you.”
“Why not?” I asked.
“Because of that whole, ‘I don’t like you’ thing.”
“Aside from that.”
She did a slow-burn. “People like us don’t try out for things like that.”
“What’s that supposed to mean?”
“Do you know what I did before the aliens came, Danny?”
“You worked at that store, what was it called? ‘Noggin,’ right? You sold computing and brain teasing equipment.”
“Exactly. I sold computer crap, I didn’t try to ride around inside of it.”
“You can’t tell me the mechs aren’t super cool.”
“Okay, so maybe they are … a little bit. But think about all you’ve gone through. You lost your legs in the crash, and Vidmark gave them back. One wrong move in a mech and whatever Vidmark did for you is probably gonna be undid. You’ll be paralyzed again.”
“Is ‘undid’ even a real word?”
“You know what I mean, jackass. We’re not whole anymore, okay? We’re both broken. So, count me out,” she said. I called her, but she flipped me a middle finger and moved haltingly on her prosthetic leg back up to the hangar.
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After hiding the security pass I’d borrowed in an air vent, I checked my neural glasses once I got back to my room and sure enough, a message had been sent earlier about a slot opening up on the mech operators’ team. There were no details about how or why the slot opened (nothing about Cyrus being injured) or even how to apply, just that anyone interested should report for an information session the next day at noon.
I was juiced, pumping my fist, feeling real excitement for the first time since the hoversurf crash. I had fleeting thoughts about what I’d seen down with Dexter, the images of the mechs engaged in combat, but I shrugged those off as simulations or holographs. There was no way in hell anyone had found a way to go back in time. I mean, if that was possible, somebody would’ve gone back to the days before the alien invasion and found a way to stop the whole thing from happening, right? But then how had the other mech operator, Cyrus, been injured? Maybe just a routine training accident? What about the arrows I’d seen sticking out of the mech? I swallowed my doubt and misgivings. The bottom line was, I didn’t know what had happened to Cyrus, but I hoped to find out.
The next day, I headed back up to the hangar and found Richter busy sorting pieces of metal and fabricated parts that someone had brought on the bed of a truck. I put two and two together and realized that someone at The Hermitage probably sent teams outside the fence to scavenge and source materials that could be used to help fix the broken machines.
“Did you see the text?” I asked Richter.
“You’re gonna learn that I don’t do texts,” Richter answered not looking up.
“I thought you didn’t do conversation.”
Richter looked up. “I don’t do either of them.”
“Okay, well … I’m going to try out, sir.”
He yawned. “For what?”
“To become a mech operator.”
I was waiting for him to smile or maybe give me a hellacious high-five, but he didn’t do either. Instead, he sucked on his teeth. “Why would you want to do that?”
“Because I was born to do it.”
“Meaning … what? You’re special?”
“I’d like to think so.”
“What is it with people of your generation?” Richter asked with a hard, questioning glance. “Everybody’s a friggin’ snowflake.”
Something about the way he casually dismissed what I’d said pissed the hell out of me. I was silent for several seconds and he stood and moved away, and then I did something I shouldn’t have. I muttered: “Least I’m trying to do my part.”
Richter stopped five or six feet away from me. He hesitated and then slowly turned and looked back. The veins on his neck throbbed and he looked like he was about to knock me into tomorrow. “What did you just say, kid?”
“Um, great … well … nothing … I didn’t say a-anything,” I mumbled.
“What do you know about doing your part, dipshit?” he asked, spit flying from his mouth.
“I just meant – I wanted to do something to help.”
He quirked an eyebrow. “What’d you do to help during the occupation?”
I didn’t have an answer for that, not a very good one at least.
He moved forward, and I felt very small in his presence. “I know what you did during the occupation,” he said.
My cheeks warmed as they always did when I was embarrassed. I had no idea that Richter knew about my past. My gaze instantly dropped to my shoes. “I did what I had to do,” I muttered.
“Ever notice that that’s what people who don’t have the stones to do the right thing always say?”
I stared at Richter who thumped his chest. “I was a pilot in the days before,” he said. “I jockeyed a plane. I was trying to save the world while you were dicking around, ripping people off.”
I gulped. “What kind of plane?”
“The kind that tried to stop the scuds from taking over our planet.”
“That’s impossible,” I said. “All the old fighter jockeys are dead.” That was supposedly true by the way. There were loads of stories about how the aliens had specifically targeted pilots and anyone capable of flying a machine that might be able to take down one of their gliders or mechs.
“Not all of the old jockeys are dead,” Richter said.
I took this in and held out my hand. “I’m sorry about what I said before, sir.”
Richter shook my hand. “I accept your apology. But how ‘bout before you start talking about doing your part, you actually do something, okay? Talk is extremely fucking cheap.”

AFTER MY SHIFT WAS OVER, I took a stroll through the middle of the hangar. I kept an eye on the pyramid-like structure, but it was darkened and appeared to be locked up. I spotted Vidmark on the other side of the building, gesturing at a pod of workers who were busy driving lifts and loaders filled with materials. I moved toward him, and he spotted me and smiled.
“I saw the message,” I said.
“Which one?” he asked.
“The tryouts to become a mech operator.”
He nodded. That was it. I guess I’d expected him to be more animated, to tell me all about it and say I was the perfect candidate and about this and about that, or maybe tell me that this was precisely the reason I’d been brought to The Hermitage. None of that happened. Just a few seconds of awkward silence.
“How come you didn’t tell me about it before?” I asked.
“Why would I?”
“Because I guess … isn’t that why you brought me here?”
His brow furrowed. I couldn’t tell if he was pissed or confused. “Didn’t we already discuss this?”
“Yeah, sure, I mean it’s just … this is my chance.”
“So, make the most of it. The things we obtain on our own are always the most valuable. The minute somebody gives you something, the moment it becomes free, is the moment you no longer want it. Isn’t that what your father, what was his name? Wade? Used to tell you?”
I froze. Yes, absolutely, positively, that was something my old man used to say, but how the hell did Vidmark know that? He smiled like a child fighting to hide a secret.
“How … how do you know about my father?” I asked.
“Do you honestly think I would have allowed you into this place, my home, if I didn’t know everything there was to know about you, Danny?”
“But … how?”
“I have my ways,” Vidmark said with a grin.
“I guess it doesn’t matter anyway,” I said. “My old man’s dead.”
“Are you sure about that?”
“He’s dead to me,” I replied. “He ran out on us for good when I was thirteen.” That was all true, and I did believe in my heart of hearts that my father had likely died, around with the other sixty percent of the population, during the invasion and occupation.
“That’s what I admire about you,” Vidmark said. “Left alone with your brother, abandoned by your father and largely by your mother, and yet you didn’t give up.”
“I couldn’t.”
“Because you’re a fighter.”
“Survivor.”
“Essentially the same thing,” Vidmark said. “Being a survivor, you, more than most, recognize what this place is. This is where we create opportunities for those who want to succeed. There were thousands of people who responded to my text, but less than a handful that possessed the kind of raw skills that you have. You’re the equivalent of a five-tool prospect in baseball, Danny. That said, there are no favorites here, no quotas or set-asides. We’ve got a safety net, but it’s not a hammock. I made it possible for you to come here, but you’re not guaranteed anything. I make no promises. If you want something, you’ll need to earn it.”
I got what he was saying. “Yes, sir,” I answered.
“We saw something in you, Daniel Deus. The question is whether you see it in yourself.”
And with that, he turned back to the other workers and began barking orders at them as I moved back across the hangar, headed back outside to collect my thoughts.

THE INFORMATION SESSION was held back in one of the Darth Vader buildings, and I was surprised at the lack of turnout. Jezzy wasn’t there of course, but I did see two girls about my age and three other dudes, all of whom I’d seen while walking around the campus. I began to have doubts. The six of us were the best that could be found to train to operate one of the mechs? I considered this, then realized all of the people who might ordinarily be here, the genetically gifted and the technically brilliant, had all likely died during the alien invasion. The population in the country was said to be down to around a hundred million people (but likely closer to sixty million), but of that, a good seventy percent was under the age of eighteen. The aliens had done an extraordinary job of targeting people of fighting age, both men, and women. They’d gone after soldiers, law enforcement, engineers, and people with advanced degrees. Basically, everyone who ordinarily would’ve been training to operate a mech. That largely left us. I guess you could say we were the cream of what was left of a pretty crappy crop, the best of the worst, which I thought, with a sly smile, would make a pretty funny T-shirt.
The dude who was leading the information rocked a righteous goatee and stood before us on a dais in a polo shirt and khakis. He talked initially about a lady named Haskell, a heroine of the resistance who’d helped create the first mechs in Baltimore, nicknaming the crude machines “Boomslangs,” after one of the world’s most poisonous snakes. He remarked about how Haskell had successfully used the mechs to take the fight to the aliens before she was either killed in action or just simply vanished. The cool stuff over, I zoned as the goateed guy prattled on for fifteen more minutes about Vidmark and The Hermitage and how it had once been used by the scuds, but was now part of a larger rebuilding effort overseen by the newly reconstituted federal government.
There was a question and answer session that followed, and I was the first to raise my hand and cut to the chase. I asked the guy point-blank what we had to do to become operators. He looked surprised that I’d even ask such a thing, but cleared his throat and finally conceded that the training would be done in stages.
Stage one involved computer-simulated modeling and testing, basically to see if we had the right kind of physical dexterity and mental agility to operate a mech. That was to begin that afternoon. Assuming we passed the testing, stage two involved being given the opportunity to control a training mech in a simulated combat situation. To those who passed this second stage of testing, stage three, the final stage, would involve actual (non-lethal) combat against the other operators in a real setting. I kid you not. The final test would be throwing down and defeating one of the other, already-existing mech teams in some form or fashion. If you did that, you were presumably in. I can’t tell you how excited I was when I left the information session. Terrified for sure, but excited.
I was surprised when Richter agreed to excuse me from work so that I could attend stage one, the computer-simulated testing. I think he thought I wouldn’t stand a chance which is why he agreed to let me go. Whatever. There are two kinds of people in the world: those that fold when they’re slighted, and everyone else that uses the slights as fuel. I was one of the latter, intent on showing Richter and everyone else just what I was capable of. Maybe they didn’t believe in me, but I believed (for the most part) in myself.
The testing was ultimately done in another part of the same building where the information session had been and involved sitting in a darkened room before a plasma screen or computer tablets. I saw Dexter as I entered the sim-room, but paranoid about my theft of the security past the night before, we played it cool, acting like we didn’t even know each other.
So, here’s the dealio with the first stage of testing. First, we were made to take a series of computer tests that fighter pilots had allegedly been given in the days before the invasion. Some of the tests were on computer tablets and involved moving a red circle inside of a blue box while trying to avoid portions of the square which broke off and began moving toward the circle. The idea was to avoid all of the walls and the blue portions and stay “alive” for at least eighteen seconds.
Other tests involving computerized first-person shooter simulations, where we were asked to spot targets and take them down. Still, other tests analyzed our eyesight or were of the more practical variety where we’d stand in the middle of the room while soft-padded objects were swung or shot at us through tubes filled with compressed air. Sometimes we were asked to avoid the objects, other times we were asked to catch them. The better we did, the faster the objects were hurled at us until everything was a blur and my head was throbbing. The whole time we were scored of course, sometimes by computers, and other times by human monitors with handheld counters.
Throughout all of the testing, my mind returned to the terrible things I’d endured back in prison. All of the back-breaking assessments, torture, and the hours sat catching ball-bearings while blindfolded. At that moment, I realized prison had given me a leg up over my competitors during stage one of the testing. Because I’d already undergone training with Stryker which was far more intense (and brutal) than anything anyone at The Hermitage could ever come up with. I’d never admit it to the bastard, but I had Stryker to thank for scoring higher than anybody else in the room in the initial stage of testing. One of the girls and one of the guys, the two lowest scorers, were kicked out of the tryouts after the stage one testing was over. That left four of us in all.
I was liking my odds and feeling very confident when I entered another room in the Darth Vader building which resembled a movie theater. It was broad with rows of comfy-looking seats that faced a wall that was composed entirely of some kind of translucent material that was curved at such an angle that it resembled a giant contact lens.
Hanging from the ceiling before the screen was a large mech simulation device on a dais, a metal mock-up of one of the fighting machines positioned partially on struts and pneumatic lifts. The thing looked like a steel puppet, a cage in the form of a human that was suspended from thick cables. It was here that a tall man with a long shovel-like face in his thirties appeared. He tapped a diamond stud earring on his right ear and manufactured a smile.
“My name is Jennings, and I’ll be overseeing the testing in stages two and three of the protocol,” the man said. “Welcome to ‘TAR,’ Tactical Augmented Reality.”
Jennings gestured at several objects that were visible near the mech mock-up. What looked like a full body suit of some kind, helmet, and gloves. I’d seen similar things while working for Buddha Blades. The kind of equipment that had been used to play virtual reality games back in the days before the invasion.
“Each one of you will, at the appointed time, enter the training module and wear the haptic exosuits that are visible before you,” Jennings said, powering up a wireless mic to amplify his voice.
“And then?” somebody asked.
Jennings looked up. “And then you’ll be strapped inside the mock Boomslang and undergo a series of audio-visual simulations to determine reaction time and target efficiency.”
I raised a hand to ask a question about what this meant, and Jennings iced me with a nasty look, so I kept my trap shut. I could tell the other competitors were eying me peripherally, which is why I stared at the ground and kept quiet.
We were separated from each other during the testing, made to lie in horizontal nap pods in another area of the building so that we were unable to hear or see what the others were going through before it was our turn. I literally couldn’t hear or see a thing that the others were up to as I lay there for what seemed like hours. We had the option of watching movies or TV shows in the nap pod, and I’d always found that cartoons were calming, so I geeked out to a bunch of Voltron cartoons first and then Scooby Doo, the really good old ones, not the shitty episodes with Film-Flam (worst name for a cartoon character ever) and Scrappy (a/k/a “Crappy”) Doo. Time stretched out and as I watched Scooby and the gang battle “The Creeper” and “The Space Kook,” I wondered what the training would be like and how the others were doing.
A knock on the pod told me it was my turn and as I marched out, I caught a look from the only female amongst the competitors, a young black woman who looked a little unsteady on her feet. “It’s all yours,” she said, a thousand-yard stare in her eyes. “You’re the last one to go.”
I moved past her toward Jennings and the mocked-up mech on the dais. The other items near the mech came into view, including the haptic exosuit, gloves, and helmet.
Jennings directed me to shrug on the exosuit which weighed around ten pounds and was studded on the inside with little carbon-fiber nubs that would press up against my flesh. Jennings told me that the nubs on the suit were vibrating mini electric motors called tactile actuators, or “tactors.”
The tactors were placed strategically, including in a configuration signifying the eight cardinal directions. Jennings said they vibrated at 400 hertz and were synched to a directional machine and hyper-compass, along with an accelerometer that assisted with commands. The tactors would allow me to fully experience whatever simulation was to come, to be “fully immersed in the faux” as Jennings put it. He smiled while relating that I’d be able to hear every scream, feel the contours of every foot of ground gained, and absorb incoming fire from any enemies I encountered. “You can’t get killed though,” Jennings sighed. “They've rigged it up so that you won’t bleed.” Imagine my relief.
The exosuit was connected by a series of ligament-like strands of yellow alloy to a pair of haptic gloves which were also covered with tactor pads. The gloves, along with a thumbstick located near both arms, would allow me to control some of the mocked-up mech’s movements. I’d be able to move the machine’s arms in any direction and trigger its weapons systems with a flick of the wrist or a toggle of the thumbstick.
Lastly, there was a wraparound visor with tinted glass, a mini-battle helmet that Jennings said contained an omnidirectional review system to help me experience the simulated world. The helmet was fitted with hundreds of tiny projectors that provided a 360-degree video feed of all surrounding areas, along with speakers and actuators that would simulate sights, sounds, and yes, even the smells of the faux world(s) I was about to enter.
Clad in the exosuit and other gear, I trudged toward the mocked-up mech. Jennings flanked me, helping me into the metal contraption, strapping my feet in place over a multidirectional treadmill that was rounded like a huge exercise ball.
Next, I stood up in the mech’s metal cage which was made of thick wire mesh that covered the area from my neck to my abdomen. My arms and legs were largely free, covered in a pliable fabric overlayed with thin metal grids that resembled chain mail armor. Jennings closed the cage and then manipulated my head, locking the visor and helmet into one of the metal arms that was secured to a large, circular track on the room’s ceiling.
Jennings said I’d be able to maneuver in various directions, but the track and the metal arms would keep me (and the mech) from falling off of the dais. The whole thing was incredibly awkward at first, but I was so juiced to find out what would happen next, that I was able to ignore the discomfort.
“You ever operated one of these things before?” Jennings asked.
“You think I’d need your help with this stuff if I had?” I replied.
Jennings glared at me. “Don’t be a dick or I’ll dock you points.”
“Points?”
Jennings nodded. “Everything is scored. Remember those shoot ‘em up video games you probably played as a kid? It’s like that … only a million times cooler. You get three lives. The high score right now is four hundred forty-thousand points. If you die three times before reaching that score, you’re out of quarters, and the game is over.”
I nodded, and he pointed to the two flexible thumbsticks which hung from the cage around my torso, dangling down near my outstretched arms. “Everything is controlled visually with your visor or with the thumbstick. You copy that?” Jennings asked.
I nodded. “Can I just have another minute of your time and then you can go back to being crazy.”
“You’re trying my patience, kid,” Jennings said.
“Once the training starts, how will I know what to do?”
Jennings held my look. “Seriously, Deus? That’s the whole point. You don’t know what’s going to happen. That’s part of what you’re getting graded and scored on.” He locked the cage in place and smirked. “Like I said, if you’ve played a video game, you know how the immersive theatre works. Welcome to the thunder dome.”
Jennings took three steps before—
The lights suddenly went out.
I couldn’t see a damned thing, but I felt something, a disturbance in the air. It was as if the entire room was a machine that was just beginning to start up. The screen in front of me flashed to life, forcing my eyes to slits. Sounds boomed all around, and the tiny hairs on the back of my neck stood at attention and then—
WONK!
There was a blast of green light, and the following text appeared in the center of my visor:
Deus, Daniel
Hermitage No.: 002170176
Login Completed
Full-Sim Activated
3CL
My eyes ran down the information, and I realized that The Hermitage Number was the very same sequence of numbers I’d earlier seen tattooed on the back of my neck. Before I could process the significance of this, the information vanished from the visor and objects materialized out of the nothingness, virtual, three-dimensional surroundings.
I was standing in the middle of a firebombed city that looked amazingly (but not entirely) real. My point of view was facing a cratered road that bisected stands of partially destroyed skyscrapers. The blacktop in front of me was littered with wrecked cars and machines, and the air was heavy with the funk of smoke and gasoline and … death. I couldn’t believe that I could actually smell things in the simulated world and the odors brought back bad memories of those horrible initial weeks after the aliens invaded.
I looked down to see that I was seated inside the turret of a simulated mech that stood roughly fifteen feet off the ground. The strangest thing was that even though I was seated in the simulated mech, I could still feel myself standing on the treadmill back in the room. I spun in every direction, and the mech turned with me.
I lifted my arms, and the mechs’s arms similarly rose. There were two cannons bolted onto each arm which I could control via my thumbstick with a flick of a finger and a targeting reticle that appeared on the cockpit glass. I took a step, and the mech did too. Another step followed and then—
WHAM!
My mech feet got tangled up, and I collapsed in a heap.
I fumbled around, placing my hands on the ground, trying to figure out how to right the machine. It was much more difficult than I’d imagined it would be.
I envisioned Jennings and the other operators laughing their asses off at my misfortune, so I doubled down. By some stroke of luck, I planted a metal fist on the ground and levered myself up. I stood still and closed my eyes, trying to get a feel for the mech. I kept my eyes shut, but started moving forward again. It was a trick my old man had taught me back when I was just learning how to hit a fastball. Keep your eyes closed and listen to the hiss of the ball. It was a surprisingly effective way to accomplish a task. I listened and sensed where to move and when I opened my eyes again, I was edging rapidly forward, striding across the treadmill, the mech matching my steps, lumbering across the shattered street.
Strange lights blitzed across the faux-sky, illuminating the cityscape. I loped across the street and crouched behind the spine of a shattered high-rise as alarms and sirens sounded in the distance.
My visor began to buzz, and a map of what looked like several city blocks appeared on the head-up display. There was a single red dot, which I assumed was me, surrounded by dozens, maybe hundreds of glowing orange objects which I assumed were the bad guys. Holy crap, I was seriously outnumbered! Rising up, I turned, and that’s when I saw them.
Down the block and across the street.
More mechs than I could count on both hands.
Silhouetted under the eerie light overhead.
Staring at me.
Some of the mechs were towering, while others stood no taller than an average man. A few sported rocket pods and cannons, while others carried what looked like hammers or axes. All of them looked like they meant business.
I paused, and then I raised the metal middle fingers on both of my metal hands. Oh, it was on, baby. It was on like Donkey Kong.
There was a moment of silence, and the mechs didn’t react at all. And then I threw caution to the wind and centered my targeting reticle over the mechs. Then I raised my cannons and let loose with everything I had.
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Time and sound seemed to slow.
So rapidly had I fired the glowing, tracer-like rounds from my cannons that they seemed to form one continuous shaft of light. I watched the light bend and then everything sped back up to real time.
BOOM!
I hit the first enemy mech, and it went up in flames like a Roman candle. Numbers began spinning on my head-up display.
Points.
I’d been given five-thousand points for taking down the mech!
This was going to be easier than I thought.
BOOM! BOOM! BOOM!
Rockets and missiles suddenly rained down all around me.
I crabbed laterally, slipping on the treadmill, watching the incoming fire spiral through the air. Warning lights flashed on my visor, and I could feel the impact from the detonations and resulting shrapnel through the tactors on the exosuit. It felt like I was being whacked with golf balls.
A green hourglass appeared on the head-up display, and I surmised this represented the strength of whatever shields were protecting my mech. My body was jolted by more blasts, the mech struck by incoming fire. More sand continued to drain from the hourglass, the impact of the rounds strong enough to steal my breath. I clambered sideways, raising my metal fists—
CRACK-BOOM!
Another explosion lifted my mech off the ground. I saw the ground underneath me as I flew forward, smashing through a brick wall.
The warning lights were flashing more rapidly.
More sand was draining away.
My mech’s life force was ebbing.
I was losing my faux life!
I sat there for several seconds as hellfire continued to rain down all around me. More rockets fell, mushrooming debris up into the air.
Columns of smoke obscured everything. I rose and clawed my way across piles of debris, disoriented, trying to simultaneously scan the map while studying the head-up display to see where my attackers were.
I kicked over a wrecked car and took cover in a crater between piles of refuse and noticed that the enemy mechs had surrounded me in every direction. They were advancing slowly, moving in for the kill. At the very moment that I began to think the end was near, I noted two things. First, there was something hidden under the wrecked car that I’d just kicked over. A circular object, what looked like a grenade. I touched the grenade, and it stuck to my hand, and an image of it flashed on my head-up display. Jennings had been right. The faux world was indeed like an old school vid game. I could collect weapons and other goodies, just by grabbing them. Second, I noticed something else on the head-up display, a tiny bullet that I assumed signified the amount of ammunition I had left to use. I didn’t see any number next to the bullet, so I figured I had a limitless supply of ammo to use on the bad guys. Sweetness.
Spotting the hulking outlines of several mechs forty or fifty feet away, I threw caution to the wind. I mean, like I said before, a man who’s got nothing, has nothing to lose, besides, if I was going down, it was going to be on my terms. If I was dying, I was gonna make sure to burn the faux world down to the ground.
I reared back and charged up a hillock of bricks and atomized cement block. I rampaged over the summit and went airborne, firing my cannons all at once as I dropped through the air.
The fire from my guns stitched the mechs, splitting open their metal turrets and torsos, ripping apart pistons as machine oil spurted into the air.
I tossed my grenade, and it landed between the mechs with a cacophonous BOOM!
Pillars of flame erupted from the ruined mechs.
I pumped my mech fist, watching my score continued to climb.
Lowering my metal shoulder, I dashed forward on the treadmill, my breath coming in short bursts.
I suddenly felt the strange and awkward rhythm of moving in the machine. I was getting the hang of it now, my natural instincts kicking in. I could sense where objects were on the map and the head-up display with just an errant glance. I was firing reflexively, opening up on anything in sight. The barrels on my cannons spun so furiously that the metal began to swell and glow.
I didn’t stop.
I couldn’t.
I was taking out my anger on the faux mechs for everything the aliens had done to us during the invasion and occupation. I was gunning the bastards down in the name of Frank, mom, Spence and every other person who’d died during the invasion and occupation.
My scored continued to go up as I cut the mechs down. Emboldened, I charged up to a high point on the battlefield and raised up a fist. I bobbed left to right like a prizefighter, screaming, calling out the other mechs. “BRING IT ON!” I screamed.
The smoke suddenly dissipated, and down below me was another mech.
This one was different. For starters, it was taller and thicker than any of the other mechs I’d encountered. It looked like the offspring of a bulldozer and construction crane. Oh, and it was fitted with cannons and rocket launchers larger than the entirety of my mech and some wiseass had painted a yellow smiley face with fangs on the front of its turret.
It turned in my direction, and there was a look on its metal face that I can only describe as eerily human. It seemed to smile at me. Then its right arm came around to reveal a weapon I didn’t notice before. A shaft of metal clutched in its clawed right hand that was shaped like a sledgehammer and larger than a street lamp.
The mech lowered the sledgehammer to the ground and began moving toward me. Each step the machine took was like a mini-earthquake, and the pointed end of the hammer made a horrible screeching sound as it was dragged across the street, carving a trench in the asphalt. The smiley-faced mech held up the hammer and gestured at me. It surged toward me, and I ran toward it!
My attacker swung its mighty hammer, the blade clipping the top of my mech’s turret. Somehow, I’d angled my machine into a kind of drift-slide that allowed me to plow forward and skid right between the oversized legs of the attacking mech.
My POV shifted heavenward, and I caught sight of the space between the machine’s legs, the section directly below the smiley-faced mech’s turret. Ha! I had it dead to rights!
My cannons came up, and I unloaded into the mech.
I’d expected to blast the machine to smithereens, but then I noted that the targeted area had been reinforced. A section of steel plate had been welded directly over the area I was firing into. Not. Cool.
Before I could scamper away, the colossal mech dropped straight down on me!
WHUMPBOOM!
However, many tons of metal made up the smiley-faced mech landed on me, basically curb-stomping the hell out of my machine.
Red lights flashed on my visor, and the green hourglass exploded.
The lights came back on in the training room.
I was gonzo.
I was dead.
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“You have left the land of the living, Deus!” I heard Jennings shout.
I stood in my mech, staring at the screen, my body slicked with sweat. I’d screwed up. I’d miscalculated and been killed. I saw Jennings and realized there’d be no time to consider the mistakes I’d made. These guys didn’t mess around. The simulation was starting up again.
“Round two is about to go hot!” Jennings yelled. “Beginning in three, two, one…”
WONK!
Another blast of green light and the following text appeared in the center of my visor:
Deus, Daniel
Hermitage No.: 002170176
Login Completed
Full-Sim Activated
2CL
I realized the “2CL” signified that I’d lost a life. The information suddenly vanished again, and the shattered city materialized in front of me once again. This time, I had an even better feel for the mech. I headed in another direction and surprised a troop of mechanized attackers, mowing them down quickly and efficiently. I stripped a war hammer from one of the fallen enemy mechs and blitzed down a ghost road.
Concealing myself behind a ruined church, I waited. Five mechs passed me, and I surprised them, leaping out of the murk. One of the enemy turned and fired, but ended up shooting down three of his fellow bad guys instead.
I took a few rounds to the turret but managed to avoid the others. I combat-rolled to my right and swung the war hammer, cleaving the turrets on the other two mechs which caught fire, the flames licking the semi-darkened night sky.
My score continued to soar with every enemy mech I put down. I was at 80,000 points and rising!
Sounds echoed all around, the kind of metallic notes made by large tractor-trailers when they’re applying their brakes. I reckoned one or more of the larger mechs was close by, maybe the big sonofabitch that had killed me in the prior simulation.
I grabbed my war hammer in both hands like a baseball bat, ready to kick some robotic ass. I turned a corner in the street when—
WHACK!
A metal fist socked me right in the face.
I dropped the hammer and flew backward, feeling every inch of the punch.
I crashed through a window of a building and slumped to the ground, lights flashing, my shields seriously compromised. Sand was draining through the green hourglass at an alarming rate.
Glancing up, I spotted the same friggin’ smiley-faced mech as before, the one who’d done me in. It was rampaging forward, the ground throbbing under its metal feet.
I positioned my cannons across the atomized window frame and opened fire.
The rounds from gun bounced off the behemoth’s reinforced turret like pebbles off a tank. Not only was the thing armored on the bottom, but on the front as well. Dammit! I had to find its weak spot!
The mech vaulted into the air and fired a volley of rockets that obliterated what was left of the building I’d taken refuge in.
Scampering back, I barely avoided being crushed by the falling debris. Legs churning, I could feel my mech’s tendons and metallic muscles straining. I piloted my machine through the rear of the building, trying to escape my pursuer.
My head-up display revealed real-time images of the areas behind me. I could see the other mech gaining ground, thundering after me like a pissed-off elephant.
The map on my visor showed an apartment building nearby. I struck off toward it, sweating profusely as I ran across the treadmill.
I navigated through the front door of the massive tenement, churning up a staircase to a mezzanine level. I turned and looked back and opened fire with my cannons.
The smiley-faced mech just held up a mighty forearm, deflecting the shots, before peppering me with high-impact rounds that nearly took my second life. I was down to about twenty-five percent of the sand in the hourglass. If I didn’t do something quickly, I’d be dead.
Guided by my map, I climbed the staircase again, my machine so large that I was ripping holes in walls, bringing down ceilings. The pursuing mech did the same until we were literally tearing the tenement building down from the inside out.
Pausing on the second floor of the tenement, I pried a metal cross-beam from a ceiling and flung it at the smiley-faced mech. The metal beam slammed into the machine, knocking it back. It was at that moment that I noticed something I hadn’t seen before. A joint on the top of my attacker’s turret. A place where two dissimilar materials, the metal of the turret and the ballistic glass of the cockpit met. There appeared to be a depression in the turret, what I’d once heard one of Buddha Blades’s mechanics call a “knit line.”
A potentially weak area.
If only I could hit that spot, I might have a chance.
The smiley-faced mech shrugged aside the beam and fired at me. Ducking, I climbed through the stairwells like a bear shimmying up a tree. I was struggling to reach the top of the building which was five floors above me. I could see and hear my attacker, could feel the heat from the rockets it fired at me. My heart bottomed out and my legs slowly turned to jelly. I was also worried that my surgically-repaired spine might give out at any moment and didn’t know how much longer I could evade the other mech.
And then a rocket from my attacker sizzled past my head and blew open a wall in front of me which revealed two surprising items: a pineapple and a mushroom.
I have no idea what they were doing there, but there they were nonetheless. Faced with a split-second decision and turned off by the spikey spines on the pineapple, I reached for the mushroom.
I snatched the ‘shroom and it vanished as a sound echoed, as if my mech was ingesting the fleshy fungus, and then I watched everything around me grow smaller.
Because I was getting bigger!
Much bigger.
Arms, turrets, weapons, you name it … I was swole, baby, the ‘shroom acting like some kind of diabolical mech HGH!
I turned to my attacker who looked downright puny. Ha! check me now! I thought to myself, and then of course it happened …
WOMP!
My mech hiccuped and started growing smaller.
Dammit, why hadn’t I remembered that some mushrooms are poisonous? I should’ve eaten the friggin’ pineapple!
Terrified that I’d soon be the size of a child’s play toy, I retreated through a door out onto the roof—
Only to see that smiley-faced mech was already there!
The sonofabitch had somehow found a way to slip up through another door and surprise me.
Before I could react, the smiley-faced mech launched itself at me. I was grabbed up in the attacking machine’s enormous arms. I swung my own arms, trying to fight the thing off, but I was decreasing in size with every passing second. Still, I threw one good punch with my increasingly spindly right arm that caught the machine in the nose of its turret, knocking it back.
The other mech fell onto a huge HVAC compressor and ductwork, crushing the metal. I immediately saw something that had been hidden under the compressor. What looked like a warhead of some kind. Another prize!
If I could just grab the warhead and hit my attacker in its weak spot, I’d have a chance. I made a move for the warhead, and the smiley-faced mech fired a rocket that roared toward me.
My hand awkwardly snapped out, trying to deflect the rocket.
I missed, and the rocket caught my mech in the ankle and exploded.
I yelped, feeling the searing force of the blast through my mech’s tactors. I might not be able to die in the simulation, but I sure as hell felt that rocket.
Partially crippled, my machine pitched forward, and the other mech spidered over and grabbed me like a wrestler trying to pin an opponent.
My mech’s arm telescoped out.
My metal fingers stabbed at the warhead, glancing off of it.
Before I could reach the warhead, I felt my machine being pulled back and up. I was turned around to face my attacker. I threw my arms, but that merely locked us up. I peered into my attacker’s cockpit.
It was unmanned of course, and there was a red blinking object atop what looked like a computer console, most likely the machine’s A.I. core. I reached for the object, but the other mech’s immense bulk and my frantic movements caused us to be wrenched toward the edge of the roofline. The last thing I saw before I fell off the roof were the hundreds of other mechs visible, just below the tenement building, watching the fight.
Our two mechs fell through the air in a kind of twisted embrace, and then we exploded upon hitting the ground as—
Red lights flashed on my visor, the hourglass exploded, and the lights came back on.
Dammit!
I was dead.
Again.
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I remember somebody once said, show me the man who’s made the same mistake twice and I’ll show you a fool. I was officially a fool.
“Numero dos, Deus!” I heard Jennings shout. “You’re down to your last credit!” As if I didn’t already know that. For the third time, there was a blast of green light, and the following text appeared in the center of my visor:
Deus, Daniel
Hermitage No.: 002170176
Login Completed
Full-Sim Activated
1CL
This was it.
My score was at one-hundred-thousand, and I was down to my last life. The information vanished once again, and the shattered city materialized in front of me once again. Like the last time, I headed out and quickly dispatched the first five mechs I encountered. I found the grenade and laid waste to many more and then the smiley-faced mech appeared.
Just as in the last simulation, my attacker charged and nearly killed me. I retreated through the building and back into the tenement building, energized by the belief that I had a way to change things this time.
Like before, I climbed through the stairwells, barely avoiding the rocket fired by the smiley-faced mech that blew open the wall in front of me.
This time I grabbed the goddamn pineapple and two things happened at once: my score went up by twenty-thousand points and I was instantly able to levitate, powered by some kind of gaseous thrusters that were spewing out of my metallic feet. I could fly!
It took me an instant to get my bearings, but then I zoomed out through the door onto the roof where the smiley-faced mech was positioned.
The monster fired on me, but I was able to juice my thrusters and dodge the incoming fire. I zipped forward and punched the smiley-faced bastard and it crashed back into the HVAC equipment before firing the rocket at my ankle again.
Unlike the last time, I thought back on my training with Stryker.
I closed my eyes like I’d done with the ball-bearings and, hovering off the ground, was able to pluck the rocket out of the air. I brought it back and flung it like a fastball at the smiley-faced mech.
The rocket impacted against the other mech’s turret. It didn’t cause much damage, but it disoriented my attacker, buying me a few precious seconds of time.
Flying forward, I amped my thrusters and shot up into the air. Then I cut the thrusters and dropped down behind the big mech.
I drove my fist into the weak spot where the turret and cockpit met. The smiley-faced mech reacted, a metal scream echoing from whatever machine controlled it.
I reached into the cockpit and grabbed the small object that was blinking red, the mech’s A.I. core, and pried it out. Then I commenced beating the hell out of the thing. I brought my metal fists down on its weak spot, tearing away the machinery the guided it.
The mech rose uneasily to its feet and I jump-kicked the bastard, sending it crashing to the ground.
It stood again and I roundhouse-kicked the sucker for good measure, tearing a huge hole in the turret.
The mech fought back up to its feet, operating on pure electrical impulses, firing a few rockets at me that flew wide.
I flew into the air and brought both arms together and opened fire with my cannons. The rounds from my weapons tore the other mech to shreds, and it collapsed in a smoking heap on the roof as my score shot up to a hundred and fifty-thousand points. I was halfway there.
Turning, I moved over to the broken HVAC equipment and found the warhead I’d spotted earlier. It was time to implement part two of my plan.
Trudging to the edge of the roof, I looked down to see the hundreds of mechs I’d spotted before. I flipped them all off, and they began firing, but the distance made their shots ineffective.
I set the warhead down and began firing down on the mechs. Even though my shots were also largely ineffective, they had the desired result. The mechs on the ground reacted as I’d hoped they would, climbing over each other like crabs in a bushel basket. They headed toward the entrances to the tenement building, pissed and eager to taste my imaginary blood. I flew back down into the building and heard the other mechs as they streamed up to reach me.
I cursed at the mechs and fired a few shots to make sure they’d follow me, I backpedaled, taking the warhead and securing it in the middle of the roof. My thrusters were, by this time, out of gas, so I retreated on foot back to the roofline.
Looking down, I spotted a series of fire escape cages that had been bolted to the rear of the building. I planned to use those to escape to the ground.
Metal shrieks echoed, and I looked back to see the first mech emerging onto the roof. The thing fired at me and I ducked and then jumped into the air and fired a single rocket. “THIS IS FOR FRANK!” I screamed.
The rocket zipped forward and hit the warhead just as I dropped straight down over the edge of the roof.
My metal feet hit the first fire escape.
And tore through it.
I hadn’t factored in the weight of my machine, but of course, the fire escape wasn’t strong to support me. I mashed down through the flimsy fire escapes as—
CRACK-BOOM!
The warhead detonated and the upper portion of the building vanished in a fireball.
I fell down through what was left of the fire escapes, bashing through the metal cages while watching my score continue to soar.
I could see the fire spreading inside the building from the roof down. I could feel the blast wave scythe through the structure, blowing out windows and disintegrating the mechs trapped inside. It was a glorious sight to behold!
Eventually, I hit ground with a thud, the fall having cost me a quarter of the sand from my hourglass. Still, I was alive, and so I sprinted back and looked at my handiwork.
The building was swaying like a drunk. It was slowly collapsing on top of itself as a result of the warhead explosion. A mini-mushroom cloud rose up into the sky and then—
Whole sections of the upper portion of the building broke apart, the top floors pancaking, bringing the entire, massive structure to the ground.
Some of the mechs had already been turned to dust by the explosion, but others flung themselves out of windows. I watched them hit the ground and burst into flames as the numbers on my score continued to soar.
I was now over five-hundred-thousand points!
I was the leader by a wide margin.
My arms came up into the air, and I stood there, tasting the dust and smoke as the building fell down before me, dancing back and forth pounding my mech fists on my turret like some kind of robotic King Kong.
Green lights flashed on my visor this time.
The hourglass disappeared.
The lights came back on.
I wiped my sweaty brow and caught sight of Jennings off to my right.
He was just standing there, and then he gave me a gentle clap.
Then he ambled over and unlocked me from the mech. I fell into his arms almost immediately, the strain from running on the treadmill having taken a toll on my body. He propped me up, and I moved across the dais to see shadowy people standing at the back of the room. The others I’d competed against were there, along with the mech operators. Simeon, Baila, and all the others along with Vidmark himself.
I waited for them to acknowledge me, to throw up their hands and cheer. Instead, all I got was a faint smile from Vidmark. “Well played,” he said, and that was it. He motioned to the other operators, and everyone else left the room, even Jennings. I collapsed on the dais, sweaty, stinking of ammonia, trying to run through everything that had just happened.
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Eventually, I rose and exited the training room. Dexter was waiting outside, grinning. “Brother, you brung the noise back there!” Dexter said, giving me a man hug.
“You heard?”
“Everyone’s heard,” he said, handing me a pair of neural glasses. I donned the glasses and saw several notices about the status of the tryouts and how I’d achieved a record high score. They misspelled my last name (spelling it “Days” instead of “Deus”), but it was all good.
“You’re a rock star,” Dexter said, taking the glasses back. “You know whose score you beat?”
“Yeah, the person who got four-hundred and forty thousand.”
“Yeah, you beat that,” Dexter said with a sly grin. “But you also beat Simeon’s high score from before.” He threw a mock jab at me. “That dude is the ‘GOAT,’ the greatest of all time, and you beat his score by more than fifty-thousand points!”
“It was pure luck,” I replied, blushing.
“Luck my ass,” Dexter shot back. “I heard how you improvised and took down that building on your last life. That was mad skillage all the way.”
I had no idea what would come next, so Dexter and I exited the building. I got looks from passersby, including a few high-fives from several geeky guys who were also wearing glasses. “So, what happens next?” I asked Dexter.
“You gotta get your training on, Danny. You’ve only give five days before you take on the big boys for real.”
I followed his line of sight out and down the gravel walkway that ran between the Darth Vader buildings. Simeon was there along with Baila, the two Asian girls, and the two black guys.
“Look at the way they’re mad-dogging us,” Dexter said. “You think we should go and give ‘em a beat down?”
I looked at Dexter, and while he was on the tallish side, he had the same kind of wispy frame that I did. “They’d probably kick our asses in two seconds,” I said.
“Yep. You’re right,” Dexter quickly replied. “But that doesn’t stop us from staring at them really hard.”
We shuttled down the walkway and Simeon, and the others didn’t move. My pulse quickened when Baila smiled. “That was really something,” she said, her voice as smooth as churned butter. “We were all watching back there. You should be really proud of yourself.”
I blushed. “I was just trying to stay alive.”
“That’s kinda our motto,” she said with the kind of smile that could melt an iceberg. “I’m Baila by the way.”
“I know,” I replied and quickly caught myself. “Um, what I meant is, I assumed that was your name,” I sputtered, trying not to sound like a stalker as Dexter whispered, “real slick, ace.”
Baila smiled uneasily and gestured to the two Asian girls. “That’s Ren and Sato.”
“Sato means ‘sugar’ in Japanese,” one of the black guys said with a smirk. “But she definitely ain’t sweet,” the other guy added. They laughed and bumped fists and then—
WHACK!
Ren grabbed one of the black guy’s hands and pulled him back so tightly I was worried she’d snap his wrist. The other black guy made a move to help, and Sato grabbed both of his wrists and held him back. Then Sato looked in my direction and smiled. “Sugar can kill,” Sato said. “Just ask a diabetic,” Ren added, whacking the first black guy in the face. The two girls released the dudes and smacked palms in an elaborate fashion.
The black guy with the hair dyed platinum blond rubbed his wrist and glanced at me. He bore a striking resemblance to the other one, and I could tell they were brothers now. “I’m Dru by the way,” he said. “And I’m Billy,” the other one said.
“They’re brothers if you hadn’t guessed,” Baila offered. She lastly turned to Simeon, laying a hand on his wrist. “And this is my … well, this is Simeon.”
Simeon didn’t raise a hand or smile. He just shot me a very nasty look. “This is Dexter,” I said, gesturing to Dexter, “and I’m—”
“We’ve already established what your name is,” Simeon shot back. “Remember? The first time we saw you? When you were trespassing in the mech room?”
“I got lost,” I lied.
“Uh huh,” Simeon said as Dru and Billy approached and circled me. “Where’d you learn those moves?” Dru asked. “Ain’t many who can lose two lives and cash in on the last one. I mean, me and Billy only lost one, but still…”
“Prison,” I replied.
Dru and Billy snorted. “You were in prison?”
I nodded. “For what?” Billy asked. “Knocking over a candy store?”
“I worked for Buddha Blades,” I answered, holding my chin up, giving no ground. I watched my words sink in and saw recognition in their eyes. Everyone knew who Buddha Blades was.
“Bullshit,” Billy said.
“It’s the truth,” I replied. “I was taken down by a scud named Alpha Timbo and accused of stealing from the resistance and the government.”
“Timbo, huh?” Dru said, pursing his lips. “I heard of that dude. Folks said he was one of the nastiest bugs around. Mad respect if you messed with him and lived to tell about it.”
“Ancient history if true,” Simeon said. “You might’ve passed the first two stages of testing, but now you’ve got to stand tall before the man.”
“Who’s the man?” I asked innocently enough because honestly, I had no idea who it was. Dru and Billy snickered, and the Sato’s hands went to her face as if I’d just asked something indefensible.
“I am,” Simeon said. “We all are,” he continued, gesturing to the others. “You ready to take us on?”
“Sure am,” I said.
“You sound pretty confident for a newbie.”
“I beat your high score, didn’t I?”
Dru and Billy cackled and bumped fists again as Simeon’s cheeks splotched scarlet. Then he smiled, but there was no levity in it. “Simulations don’t mean shit. Real life is what makes or breaks someone. You’d know that better than anyone, right? I mean, you’re the one that busted that hoversurf, aren’t you?”
My face fell, and Simeon’s smile widened. “Yeah, that’s you isn’t it? Killed one friend and turned the other one, what’s her name? Jezzy? Into a gimp? Yeah, we’ve seen her alright, hobbling around the campus on that kickstand of hers.”
“Shut up,” I said, clenching my fists.
“Truth hurt, Deus? Fact is, Stoneburner was better than you’ll ever be and now that he’s out, we don’t need another operator. Especially one that murders his friends.”
I swung at Simeon who blocked my blow and then we were locked up and on the ground. Simeon spat at me, and I pulled back a fist before hands grabbed me. In a flash, Billy had wrenched me away and tossed me to the ground. I torqued myself up and adopted a defensive posture as Simeon was held back by the others as Dexter shadowed me.
“I’m gonna kick your ass!” I shouted.
Simeon dusted himself off. “We’ll see you out on the gauntlet, bitch.”
Dru and Billy whispered something to Simeon who laughed and nodded. Simeon held up five fingers to signify five days. That’s how long I had to prepare to battle the dirtballs. Simeon and the operators turned and left, with Baila smiling and whispering “good luck,” before following after them.
Dexter and I stood there, as still as statues for several seconds. “That’s gonna be a funny story Baila and I tell the kids when we get older,” I quipped.
I turned to Dexter who was silent. “Okay, so overall, how’d you think I handled it?” I asked.
“You were doing really well until you started talking.”
“You think Simeon was pissed?”
“Absolutely,” Dexter replied, smacking me on the shoulder.
“You think I can beat him?”
“Absolutely not,” Dexter replied.
My stomach lurched. “Thanks for the confidence boost, man.”
“I meant not now, bruh. You can’t beat him and the others right now. That’s what training’s for.”
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I found Jezzy back in the Mech Recovery Room, straining to push a bin on wheels that was overflowing with machine parts. I grabbed the edge of the bin and helped her push it down toward the fabrication shop.
“So, I guess you heard,” I said, straining against the load.
“Nope,” she replied, keeping her eyes straight ahead.
“I got the high score during the second part of training.”
“Good for you.”
“Don’t you know what that means?”
“Don’t you know that I don’t care?” she fired back.
“It means I passed the first two parts of the training. You should’ve seen me with the mech. I swear it was like old times when you and me and—”
“Stop it,” she said, cutting me off. “Don’t you get it? I don’t care about any of that.”
“But I can do this, Jezzy. I can get on the team and then you can come with me and—”
“To do what?” she asked.
“To navigate. I fly and you guide, just like we did before.”
“Are you insane?”
“Who knows more about operating those mechs than we do?” I asked.
“Um, the other operators.”
“Besides them.”
“All the people who’ve actually operated a mech in real life before.”
“Besides them.”
“Almost everyone in here, but you and me,” she answered.
“Okay, I’m gonna be honest here, Jezz. You’re kinda killing my buzz.”
“I swear you’re like one of those old-time scratch records, Danny,” she said, shaking her head. “Same thing, over and over. I keep telling you, I can’t do any of that anymore, and besides, I don’t want to.”
“You want to stay in here?” I asked.
“What’s wrong with in here?”
“It’s not what’s best for you,” I said.
“I remember the last time you convinced me to do something that you thought was best for me,” she replied, her eyes falling to her prosthetic limb.
“I’m sorry about that,” I said.
“So sorry that you’ve never even asked me what it feels like?”
“I didn’t do that because I was too embarrassed to ask, okay? I take full responsibility. I’m the one that did that to you.”
“I can still feel it,” she said, ignoring me, a wistful smile on her face. “My leg, I mean. I guess that’s the weirdest thing. You reach out your hand, expecting it to be there and it’s just … gone. I don’t … I can’t go through that again, Danny.”
I have lived long enough to realize sometimes, maybe most of the time, the best thing you can do in a difficult situation is keep your big, fat trap shut. Jezzy was down in the dumps and I didn’t want to make things worse, so I clammed up and laid a hand on her shoulder. She sighed, then began pushing the bin again as I helped without uttering another word.

THIRTY MINUTES LATER, I’d finished helping Jezzy and was taking a break when Richter waved at me. “You got some fellas that were looking for you,” he said. “Jennings and a few others. They wanted to talk to you about the next stage of the testing.”
“I kicked some serious butt, Mister Richter,” I said, beaming. He nodded and I continued. “Do you know what’s going to happen next?”
“You’ll have to square off against the others,” he said.
“Any words of wisdom?”
He looked like he wanted to talk, but then his demeanor changed. He shook his head. “Not a one. Just … good luck.”
I turned to leave and then looked back at Richter. “Is the worst over, sir?” I asked.
Richter’s gaze found mine. “Come again?”
“When I was little, I used to be able to tell when it was going to snow. I mean, somehow I’d just walk outside and close my eyes and I could feel it. There was like this … electricity in the air.”
“Are you feeling that now?” Richter asked.
“Sort of.”
“So, what do you want me to say?”
“I guess … I want someone to tell me that everything’s gonna be okay,” I answered.
Richter’s jaw locked. “Remember the things I told you I don’t do?” I nodded and he added, “well, I also don’t do hugs, weepy scenes, or politically correct bullshit.”
“That’s, like, six things,” I replied.
“That’s right. And there’s a reason why I’m not warm and fuzzy. When the aliens came it burst the bubble, the lie that tomorrow was gonna be better than today. The truth is, there are no more guarantees, no more happily-ever-afters, kid,” Richter said. “The sooner you recognize that the better off you’ll be.”

AFTER MY DISCUSSION WITH RICHTER, who was a regular Mister Sunshine, I found Jennings and one of his assistants, a tall, pony-tailed woman named Mary Worth, in the hangar later that afternoon. They informed me that I was to report to the Mech Hangar, the black metal garage that physically contained the many mechs I’d earlier seen, in one hour. At that point, I’d be shown to the mech that had been selected for me to operate during the third portion of the training. Once I was comfortable in the machine, I’d be given several days of intensive training so that I’d be ready to face off against the other operators.
I asked about the actual fighting, what Jennings called “The Harrowing,” and was told the combat would likely take place outside The Hermitage, in a nearby portion of Anacostia, a small city that had been destroyed during the alien invasion and recently repurposed for mech training. I immediately thought back on the trucks I’d seen transporting the mechs through The Hermitage’s front gate and realized it must have been for training purposes.
Later that day, I was escorted into the Mech Hangar and walked between the massive machines. I hadn’t thought it before, but the place seemed … too high-tech and the machines too immaculate, too, I don’t know … sterile. Don’t get me wrong, the mechs were seriously cool looking, but they didn’t have much of a personality. Jennings was rattling off information about the sophisticated gear that controlled the machines, how they’d been built by several fabrications teams with Vidmark’s input, etc., but I wasn’t really listening. I was thinking more about that mech I’d seen back in the Mech Recovery Room, the rusted one that I’d seen propped in the corner next to the parts.
“Can I choose my own?” I blurted out.
Jennings looked to his assistants, then back to me. “You – excuse me?”
“Let’s say I had another mech that I was interested in. Could I use it instead of these ones?”
Jennings laughed. “Is that a joke?”
I shook my head, and Jennings’s face fell. “Why the hell would you want to use another one?”
I scrunched my nose. “Cause these ones just aren’t doing it for me.”
Jennings mouthed my words silently, then he said, “You do know that you’re going up against the other operators in five days, right?”
I nodded, and he sighed. “Whatever floats your boat, kid. If you want to get your ass kicked in another machine, God bless.”
An hour later, I was rooting through the bins at the back of the Mech Recovery Room, and it hit me that I was the stupidest person ever to walk the face of the Earth. I had absolutely no idea how to construct a mech. Sure I knew about the inner workings of machines like hoversurfs and could basically operate anything with an engine in it, but I wasn’t a designer or an engineer. I went down to the fabrication room, and luckily, the men and women working there had heard about my score and seemed happy to see me. I told them what I was thinking about and they took pity on me and said they’d help.
Using a forklift, we moved the old school, rusted mech I’d originally thought was cool back to the fabrication room. It was in better shape than I thought, and measured out at a few inches shy of fifteen feet tall which was on the smallish side, given that the other, newer mechs average about twenty feet in height (give or take a few feet).
I raised a finger to one of the fabricators, a hulking brute in his late-forties named Jim Castle with long hair, full beard, and arms sleeved with ink. “How come none of the mechs are that much bigger than this one?” I asked, thinking back on the giant machines I’d seen in cartoons and movies when I was younger.
“That’s Hollywood bullshit. In reality, it all comes down to torque,” Castle replied. He could tell I didn’t understand his point and so he gestured to the battle machine. “See, the biggest hurdle with these puppies is the difficulty in creating sufficient power to move the damned things around. For instance, the torque required to power a hundred and twenty-five-foot fighting mech would amount to approximately forty-million feet of torque, give or take.”
“That’s a lot,” I said.
“No, that’s a shit ton, son,” Castle shot back. “There just isn’t any way to generate that amount of juice, at least not yet, so we keep ‘em on the smallish side.”
I nodded and flipped on a set of goggles while watching the fabricators “shotblast” the machine, using microscopic abrasives to vaporize most of the exterior rust. Then they separated the mech’s turret (the “basket” the fabricators called it), from the rest of the machine. They did this by gently lifting it from the mammoth spur gears and slip rings that allowed the turret (and cockpit) to oscillate.
They removed some of the armor plating on the outside of the turret and replaced it with lighter, more durable carbon fiber panels. A lovely lady named Kelly O’Donnell, who’d been an engineer back before the invasion, worked with three other fabricators, an electronics savant named Tom Ogden, a computer wizard named Edward Rosenfeld, and an all around ambulatory algorithm named Leo Roars (one of the great names of all time btw), to remove the internal hardware from the mech and began working on it, stripping circuit boards, rerouting fuses and electrical innards.
Kelly asked me whether I wanted state-of-the-art quantum computers, and wetware applications (technology seeded with living neurons) installed in the cockpit, but seeing that I had no idea what any of that was, I deferred. Instead, the four installed some retro hardware that would enable me to operate the mech more simplistically along with a commlink that would allow me to communicate via a scatterlink with five or more individuals within fifty yards of me. In addition, the mech was fitted with FLIR, forward looking infrared radar, and several “Fuzzbusters,” devices that Tom and Ed said detected and spoofed the enemy. I’m pretty sure Kelly, Tom, Ed, and Leo thought I was a dumb-ass, but I was the one who was going to be fighting in the thing, so I needed to be as comfortable as possible.
Another engineer pried loose the hafnium generator that powered the machine and rebuilt it along with the mech’s entire “FUUP,” its full-up power pack, which included the engine, transmission system, and cooling apparatus. The fabricator said the retooled generator was of the “plug and play” variety, meaning it could be easily swapped out in the event it burned or was disabled.
While this was occurring, other workers began refurbishing the internal fire suppression system (so I wouldn’t be turned into a briquet if a fire broke out in the cockpit), power actuators, servomotors, gyros, and various other pneumatic artificial muscles and braided actuators that replaced the older hydraulic cylinders and which would allow the operator (me!) to move and manipulate the machine more efficiently.
Electrically-charged nitrogen gas canisters were then inserted under the mech’s feet, a jump-jet like device that could be used only one time. If I ever found myself in a hairy situation, I could activate the canisters and blast the mech ten or more feet into the air. Once the canisters were secured, the fabricators turned to the calibration of the machine’s targeting sensors, what the fabricators called “zeroing the scopes.”
I began to realize that the reason the fabricators were helping me was that they didn’t care too much for Simeon and some of the others. They saw me as a kind of working-class throwback, a guy who’d been given nothing and was now challenging the aristocracy, the blue bloods. I appreciated the help but was a little worried I wouldn’t be able to live up to the hype. After all, I’d never operated a mech in real life. Sure, I’d flown a hoversurf and kicked ass in the simulation, but out in the real world? Facing off against seasoned mech operators? That was something else entirely.
The day ended, and the fabricators worked into the night and over the course of the next two days. I helped whenever I could, running to retrieve whatever spare parts of materials they might need. I also requested a few custom touches. For instance, I didn’t like the idea of having to climb up through the mech to enter the cockpit, so I’d had the fabricators bolt a ladder onto the back of the machine that led to a small compartment covered by a steel baffle that lay just under the cockpit. Once that was done, I climbed into the cockpit and offered some suggestions on additional modifications.
The cockpit was slightly reconfigured, for instance, in a couple of ways. First, it contained two seats which the fabricators thought was weird, since there was only one me, and second, the angle at which it sat had been altered in such a way to give the operator(s) a better view of the outside world.
I had the “Fabs” (by this time I’d started to call the fabricators that on account of their general awesomeness) bolt a pair of rocket pods onto the machine’s left arm. I always felt better keeping my right arm (my dominant one) looser, and this way, if I needed to throw a punch or grab something, I thought it might be easier with an arm that was lighter.
Next came the mech’s physical controls and engine start. Kelly gestured to what had originally powered the machine, hyper-powered processors and an intricate A.I. operating system that came complete with an annoying English A.I. accent.
“Do you feel comfortable using that equipment?” Kelly asked.
I frowned, studying the elaborate machinery. “I just need to know how to start it up.”
“It’s actually fairly simple. First you push to crank and wait for the internal turbine to achieve the requisite percentage of speed on your N1 gauge. Then you ‘come around the horn’ which means that you take the corresponding throttle out and slide it onto the throttle track for usable thrust. Once that’s done you wait for the engine indications and check fuel thrust efficiency and then you allow some compressed air into the starter manifold and—”
I held up a hand to cut her off and she smiled. “You have no idea what I just said do you, Danny?”
“You lost me after ‘it’s actually fairly simple.’”
“You need me to dumb it down even more?” she asked.
“How low can you go?”
“How about a single button that starts everything?”
I grinned. “Now you’re talking.”
Kelly tossed out all the fancy schmancy gizmos and replaced it with something that was not too dissimilar from the controls of a hoversurf (which I was very familiar with). The bottom line was, I’d be able to power up the mech with the push of one button which was just fine by me. Part of my continuing efforts to KISS … keep it simple stupid.
Besides the console that actually powered up the mech’s engine and operating systems, I had two joysticks that were mounted to a flexible pad which could be lowered down across my knees. The left one (which also had a trigger) operated the mech’s arms and weapons systems, and the joystick on the right controlled the machine’s legs (and arms if the situation called for it). The joysticks could also be separated, such that another operator (if riding along behind me), could assume control over the weapons systems while I physically maneuvered the machine.
There was also a dashboard of sorts just below the front of the cockpit canopy that contained a viewscreen which provided 360-degree shots of the terrain in which the mech was maneuvering (there was also a viewscreen for the other seat).
I had the Fabs add a wraparound visor, perfectly fitted to the measurements of my big head, that could be lowered from the cockpit roof if I wanted to more closely examine whatever information or images were being beamed across the viewscreen.
Lastly, I had the Fabs install an ancient CD player I’d found in the Mech Recovery Room right behind my cockpit seat on a gyro pad (so hopefully it wouldn’t skip) because it brought back memories of the battered one my mother used to have in the basement of our house. I’m pretty sure my mom had been a hellraiser back in the day, because there were nights I could hear her sitting alone in her basement bedroom, rocking out to classics by AC/DC or Guns N’ Roses. I stared at the CD player and smiled, thinking, that one’s for you, mom.
Through all of the modifications, however, I told them not to mess too much with the exterior of the mech because that’s what had drawn me to it. The remaining rust, the square edges, a few remaining exposed welds, and bolts, all of that was going to stay. In short, everything that gave the mech its retro look. The fabricators agreed and two mornings later, we were all standing in a circle, utterly spent after all the work, peering up at the mech that stood before us in all its glory.
Jim Castle, the steroidal fabricator, shot me a look. “You ever heard that you can’t get nothin’ to work for you, ‘less you give it a name?”
I smiled. “Yeah, I’ve heard that before.”
“So, what’s its name?” Castle asked.
“Spence,” I said. “Its name is Spence.”
“Righteous,” Castle said. Then he fired up a small, portable rotary cutter and handed it to me.
I moved over to the mech and climbed up a ladder. Then I used the cutter to carve the words “Spence” in the bottom of the mech’s turret as the fabricators cheered.
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Like I said before, it’s one thing to operate a mech in a simulated situation, quite another to do so in real life. The fabricators lifted the mech up on a forklift and carried it out a rear door. They deposited the mech onto a broad curtain of cement on the eastern side of the hangar. One of the Fabs worked with me to “chair drive” the mech, essentially going through every detail of operations, especially the stuff that could trip me up. Pre-operation planning was the key to a successful mission, the Fab said.
Once that was done, I shrugged on my operating suit which was made of black Nomex material and lined with a series of rubber bladders that would be hooked to a hose and a valve and which would theoretically protect me from injury and prevent the blood in my body from pooling in the lower extremities. The bladders were woven into the suit which covered my torso and legs and zipped up with large-tooth sturdy plastic zippers. A small hose connected the suit to the mech through a valve on the dashboard that could open and close as necessary.
I climbed up the ladder and into the cockpit and sat down on the mech’s ejection seat, which could be activated by a small red D-ring on the side of the seat. If the machine was in serious trouble, I could pull the D-ring and blast myself through the cockpit to safety. I sat down on the seat and secured myself in place with the five-point harness that attached to the seat. I flipped several switches on the dashboard and felt the mech’s refurbished engine cough, sputter, and then grumble to life.
I closed my eyes and said a prayer, and then I gripped and angled my right joystick. A pulse of energy swept over me as the mech thrummed and took a halting step forward. I could see in my viewfinder that the other Fabs had gathered behind me and were raising their fists triumphantly. Another step was taken, then another, my mech plodding around the grass that lay beyond the section of cement.
I thumbed my left joystick, and my arms spun and rose. This went on and on for several minutes as I fought to get my bearings, realizing for the first time, that I didn’t really have a plan. I felt like an idiot because I’d failed to discuss with Jennings exactly what I should be training for. Vowing that I’d discuss the matter with him and Vidmark soon, I continued to stroll around the grass, dropping into crouches, jumping into the air, trying to get a feel for the machine. As I was nearing the end of this, I did catch sight of one interesting thing in my viewfinder: a shot of Jezzy and Richter, clearly visible, watching me through a window on the hangar.
Swiveling my mech around, I fumbled with the controls, and my machine pitched to the left, slamming to the ground. My suit instantly inflated, the bladders cushioning me from the blow, but I was totally embarrassed. Managing to right the machine, I looked up to see Simeon and the other operators staring at me from the other end of the hangar. They’d seen the entire thing and were pointing and laughing their asses off. Dru and Billy had their hands on their own throats, making choking gestures. I thought back on something my dad had told me, about how successful people are like relief pitchers in baseball. “Winners are like closers,” my old man used to say. “They’re senile, they’ve got super short memories.” I did my best to block out Simeon and the others and focused on learning how to operate my machine.
Twenty minutes later, my mech test drive was over. I walked the machine back into the hangar and secured it in the Mech Recovery Room. Neither Richter nor Jezzy was around, so I searched for Jennings, but he was nowhere to be found.
Exiting the hangar, I made my way down the gravel path and grabbed a bite to eat at the mess hall. Some of the other workers who’d read about me winning the tryout waved or gave me appreciative looks. I snagged some grub and found Dexter, plopping down next to him. “All hail Daniel Deus, the conquering hero,” Dexter said with a smile.
“Wannabe conquering hero,” I replied, correcting him.
“You get your ride up and running at least?”
“I nodded. It’s looking pretty sweet.”
“Good, cause you’re gonna need it,” he said. I looked up to see Simeon and the other operators casting looks in my direction. “I’ve been doing a little spying for you, m’man. Sim and his peoples have been practicing extra hard.”
“What the hell’s wrong with that guy?” I asked. “Why’s he got a problem with me?”
“It’s probably what you represent,” Dexter said.
“What’s that?”
“Definitely not what’s left of the one-percent.”
Dexter could obviously tell by the look on my face that I wasn’t following. “Don’t you know who he is?” he asked. “Simeon, I mean.”
“A real asshole.”
“He’s definitely that,” Dexter replied, “but he’s also the son of Fabrice Mezzanati.”
“Who’s that?”
“You mean who was he. Fabrice helped start up Scienta with Vidmark. He was one of ‘The Trinity,’ one of the original three founders. Baila’s mother was a tech guru too, so was the father of Dru and Billy.”
“What about Sato and Ren?”
“They’re just straight up killers, man,” Dexter answered with a smile. “Those chicks are crazy.”
“What does any of that have to do with me?” I asked.
“You’re not like them, Danny. You may not know it, but since the occupation has ended, folks have started looking around, doing some soul searching. They’re wondering how it all happened, the invasion, the occupation. Lots of people feel the politicians and military let us down. They started looking to what’s left of the tech community for salvation and guidance.”
“That where you came from? The tech community?”
Dexter nodded. “I was a programmer in the days before. I worked in a Scienta office in downtown D.C. over on Pennsylvania Avenue doing grunt work. One of Vidmark’s people spotted my name on the survivor logs and brought me in. The bottom line is, you don’t fit the mold or the story they’re trying to create. You’re not a tech guy.”
“I was a thief.”
Dexter burst out into laughter. “A thief who came in and stole the goddamn tryouts!”
We shared a smile and bumped fists and ate the rest of our food in silence.

I FINALLY CAUGHT up to Jennings later that day but was shocked to find out that because I’d decided to use my own mech, I wouldn’t be allowed to utilize the formal training protocol, a computer-based system that would work only with the other mechs. That meant I had to find a way to train on my own over the next three days. Jennings mentioned that there was a target range at the back of The Hermitage’s property, along with some non-lethal ammunition, and a kind of obstacle course that I was free to use. In other words, I’d screwed the pooch when I’d decided to build my own mech and would be on my own when it came to training. I kicked myself again for making yet another crappy decision.
That night I spent some time alone with Spence mech, rearranging things in the cockpit, getting myself better acclimated to the controls, and studying how to load the cannons and rocket pods. I thought about Simeon and the other operators. I wondered whether they were somewhere in the hangar or out beyond the fence planning and preparing to kick the crap out of me. I probably wouldn’t have a chance against them, but I wasn’t going to go down without a fight.
I also thought about Vidmark, wondering why he would’ve brought me to The Hermitage if I didn’t stand a chance of becoming an operator. But then I realized I still didn’t really have a clue as to what role he played in the whole thing. I’d been too worried to ask him any specific questions, particularly since he had a habit of never answering them. And what about The Mech Command itself? Was Vidmark in charge of the whole thing? Where was it located and what did it precisely do? I dismissed these questions, realizing I didn’t have answers to any of them. Besides, unless I passed the final test, none of it would matter. If I lost, I’d be kicked out of the place and then where would I be? Back in prison? Back out on the streets, looking for a job in a world that didn’t have any? I’d be Danny Deus, a former crook with a reconstructed spine and a very shitty resume.
Before the sun rose, I climbed into Spence and powered off around the hangar, searching for the target range and obstacle course that Jennings had mentioned. I figured I’d try and get some training before everyone else got up.
I piloted the Spence mech haltingly along a depression that lay on the other side of a series of outbuildings that contained supplies for the compound. Creeping up over a ridge, I descended the backside, easing down into a field that was littered with various objects, cars, rusted machines, oversized tires, and various barricades and platforms made of plywood and building scraps.
There were four fifty-gallon drums stenciled “ammo” on the outside that appeared to be filled with color-coded bullets, sabets, and rockets. I lowered the mech into a crouch and then exited it and gathered up some of the ammunition. Thirty-millimeter soft-polymer rounds were slotted into the cannons and dozens of seventy-millimeter, three-inch flash-bang rockets gingerly placed into the pods. Then I reentered the mech and took aim at an old washing machine that was probably seventy yards away.
I squeezed off a rocket, but it flew wide and slammed into the ground, sending up geysers of dirt. I fired another rocket, and this one screeched to the left. Figuring it might be easier to fire the cannons, I sent a few rounds downrange that peppered the ground around the washing machine but failed to notch a direct hit. Annoyed, I closed my eyes and waited for several seconds, trying to imagine the field before me. My eyes flashed open, and I instinctively fired two rockets that struck the washing machine dead center.
From then on, things got easier. I began moving forward, to the sides, pulling up and crabbing back. I fired while on the run and while standing still, in kneeling positions, and after vaulting into the air. My aim continued to improve as I battered the target range.
Pausing, I noticed that one of the rockets, though non-lethal, had ripped a hole in the fence that was visible through the treeline at the back of the range. I maneuvered the mech forward and looked outside to see the fractured remains of what had once been a section of Anacostia. Lines of rowhouses lay partially demolished alongside three and four-story apartment complexes that had been leveled or almost entirely burned to the ground. Most of the trees that had once stood either were dead or dying, and there were weeds everywhere, poking up through the cement, asphalt, and the various place were sewer, and water pipes had ruptured.
Peering closer, I noticed targets placed strategically on various machines, cars, buses, large industrial equipment. There were also clear paths that had been cut through the jumbled ruins of the neighborhood. The paths appeared to have been created with the use of a bulldozer or other large, debris-moving machine and were wide enough for even the largest mech to stroll down. This is it, I thought. This is part of the area where the operators trained.
Looking in both directions, I drove my mech forward, sliding down a small hill of refuse until I was in the middle of one of the paths. I walked the mech down and around a bend, glancing at the artifacts of the world before the aliens came. The bodies of the fallen had long since dissolved, but their belongings still lay in every direction. There were piles of electronics, broken phones, ruined tablets, and all the other useless crap that was discarded when the aliens first attacked. The casualty rate in the area had topped eighty-percent from what I’d heard, and those that survived had moved away. From what I could see, the only things that had returned to the area were animals. I saw several foxes and some rabbits and even a few wary deer that turned their heads in my direction. I waved at the deer who suddenly spooked as an alarm sounded in my mech and—
WHAM!
I was jackhammered by a silver blur that rammed into me, sending my mech flying through the air.
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My mech traveled at least fifteen feet through the air.
I hit the ground and rolled over like a quarter in a washing machine. Disoriented, I checked my viewscreen to see forms standing behind me. If that wasn’t sufficiently alarming, my mech’s engine was roaring like a furnace, the pistons that supported the turret popping and straining. I was worried the whole thing might overheat or break down, but I was able to coax everything back into line. I forced the machine into a standing position.
And then I swung my mech around and saw them.
The mech operators.
Simeon, Baila, Dru, Billy, and Ren and Sato.
They were seated in four fighting machines (Billy and Dru and Ren and Sato shared mechs) staring at me. I could tell from the fact that Simeon was out in front of the others that he’d probably been the one who sucker punched me. Anger flared inside me, and I cued the megaphone bolted to the underside of the turret. “WHAT THE HELL’S THE MATTER WITH YOU?!” I shouted.
Simeon’s mech strode toward me. I could see the bastard smiling. “IF YOU MESS WITH THE BULL, YOU GET THE HORNS!” he screamed back. “THIS IS OUR ‘HOOD NOOB! YOU’RE TRESPASSING AGAIN!”
Fine, I thought. If the operators wanted me to leave, that’s what I’d do. I was outgunned and outnumbered, so I thumbed my controls and tried to pass Simeon whose mech matched our every move, blocking me from getting past him. “IF YOU WANT TO PASS, YOU’VE GOT TO FIGHT YOUR WAY OUT!” Simeon said.
“SCREW YOU!” I yelled in reply.
I feigned movement to the right and then thrust my mech to the left. Simeon reacted and slammed down a leg that tripped my mech. I somersaulted forward in the machine, crashing to the ground again. I could see machine oil spurting from a hose on my right, front leg, which had been severed during the fall. I was pissed and saw red. Without thinking, I levered my mech up and brought back a fist and threw a punch at Simeon—
Who dropped his mech to the ground.
My fist missed his machine’s turret, the movement carrying me forward. I saw Simeon rise up behind me, his machine a good five feet taller than mine. He crouched and then kicked my mech in the back.
I toppled forward into the dust and debris and could hear him cackling from behind. “GET UP, BITCH!” he shouted.
I did, muscling the Spence mech up before running to the right. Dru and Billy blocked my way. I could see Baila urging Simeon to ease up, to let me pass, but he no intention of doing that. Realizing I was about to get my ass handed to me, I lowered my mech to the ground and grabbed a cement block.
Simeon charged, and I hurled the cement at him like a fastball.
The cement didn’t crack his cockpit, but it surprised him. His machine’s feet locked for an instant and I blitzed forward like a linebacker, lowering my mechanical shoulder. I jackhammered into his turret and knocked him back.
The smile vanished from his face, replaced by something that resembled fear, and that was victory enough for me. He quickly recovered and dropkicked my machine so hard in the turret that I thought my ribs were going to break. The impact sent me fumbling back over a fire hydrant. I flopped on the ground and looked up to see Simeon descending on me, both fists raised when—
BAM!
A gunshot echoed.
I looked over to see Richter holding a pistol. “CEASE FIRE!” he bellowed. I was able to right my mech as Richter walked between us.
“The competition isn’t for two days!” he shouted.
Simeon pointed at me. “This is our turf! He trespassed!”
Richter glared at him. “This is everybody’s turf. We’re a team.”
“He’s not on our team!” Simeon shouted as Dru and Billy mouthed off, agreeing with him.
“I’m not debating you,” Richter said, gesturing to Simeon and the other mech operators. “Get going. All of you!”
“And if we don’t?” Simeon asked.
Richter squared up on Simeon, and even though the mech was more than ten feet taller than him, I swear he seemed to dwarf it in size and attitude. “I’ve got friends in high places, kid.” Richter snarled. “If you wanna try your luck with me, have at it, but I don’t think it will end well for you.”
Simeon hesitated, then iced Richter with a final nasty look before bashing me with something similar. Even though I was fifteen feet away from him, I could clearly see Simeon mouth the words “you are dead meat,” to me before signaling the other operators to leave. I watched the operators march back up the path and disappear from sight. My eyes hopped to Richter.
“I’m gonna state the obvious here, dipshit,” Richter said.
“I was holding my own, right?” I asked, my voice echoing over the megaphone.
Richter shook his head. “Nope.”
“I got my ass kicked?”
Richter snapped his fingers. “That’s the one.”
Richter spun on his heels and started heading back up toward the target range.
“Hey!” I shouted. “Wait! You – where are you going?!”
Richter looked back. “Back to my office.”
“What? You just come down here and shoot off a gun and then you leave?”
“Pretty much, yeah,” Richter replied.
“You’re just gonna leave me here?”
“What else am I supposed to do?”
“Show me how to beat those guys.”
“Are you nuts, kid?”
“Absolutely, certifiably,” I replied. “Ask anyone.”
“So, you want … what? Me to … coach you?”
I moved my turret up and down to mimic a nod.
“Why the hell would I do that?” Richter asked.
“Because you see something promising in me.”
Richter shook his head. Crap. Strike one. “Because you’re an honorable man and don’t want to see me get hurt?”
Richter was silent. Shit! Strike two.
“Because Simeon’s a dick and you don’t like him.”
At this, the faintest of smiles gripped Richter’s face. He took a step toward me. “That kid breathes rarified air if you know what I mean,” Richter said. I had absolutely no idea what that meant, but I thought it was a good sign that Richter hadn’t bolted and was chatting with me.
“I don’t know what kind of air he breathes, Mister Richter, but he’s a badass,” I said.
“I told you to call me Jack,” Richter said. “And every bully thinks they’re a badass before they get smacked in the mouth.”
“So how do I do that? I mean … I’m not strong enough to beat those guys.”
Richter pursed his lips. “Strength is overrated in combat. Speed is what helps you win battles.”
“I’m not fast either.”
“It’s all in your legs,” Richter said, gesturing at me.
He walked up and slapped a hand against my machine’s front legs. “They’re too big and bulky,” Richter said.
“So, what do I do?”
Richter smiled. “The same thing you do with anything that spites you. You cut it off.”

WE PATCHED up the busted hose on my right, front leg and then I followed Richter down through the broken city, following a path only he could see. He wended around blown up buildings and over cratered and buckled streets. In the shadow of a library that had been partially gutted by fire, he stopped.
“Gimme a hand over here, dingleberry,” Richter said.
I waddled my mech forward and saw the edge of something, some vessel that had crashed behind the building. Most of it was covered by rubble, but a wing was sticking out. I recognized the craft as a glider that I’d seen the aliens using during the occupation.
“You think you can help me pry that out?” he asked.
I answered in the affirmative and hopped over an embankment. Spence mech’s metal arms telescoped out and latched onto the edge of the glider. The gears and pistons in my mech complained as I pulled back hard on the glider which eventually tugged free.
I was able to tow the alien machine back out onto the road. Richter circled the vessel, gesturing at two long, alien-alloyed panels, gunmetal gray in color, that ran the length of the glider.
“See if you can pull those free,” Richter said, pointing at the panels.
I lowered my mech and grabbed the back of the first panel and rotated my arms back. Whatever fasteners the aliens had used to construct the glider were incredibly strong, but eventually, they gave, and the panel popped free.
The cool thing about the rigid panels is that even though they were only five or six inches thick, they were incredibly strong. I was able to place one of them on the ground in a vertical position and balance the weight of my mech on it. Richter nodded and whistled. “Bring those back.”
“To where?” I asked.
“The hangar, dipshit,” Richter replied with a frown. “Where else?”
I stood there, clutching the panels, watching Richter walk back up the path toward the target range.
I didn’t know much at that point, but I knew one thing.
I was facing impossible odds, but at least I thought I might have found him.
My own personal Mister Miyagi.
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 Jezzy was back at the hangar when we arrived. She was busily sorting through stacks of materials that had been brought in by the outside scavenging teams. I parked the Spence mech and climbed down the ladder. My hair was still sweaty and plastered to my forehead.
“You look like hell,” she said.
“I feel twice as bad,” I replied.
“Young Deus over there just got his ass whupped,” Richter said.
Jezzy snorted. “Lemme guess … Simeon?”
“I don’t want to talk about it,” I replied, moving past her.
She grabbed my arm. “I’ll bet it was over that girl, wasn’t it? The snooty one with the good hair. What’s her name? Baila? Yeah, I saw you checking her out before.”
“Aren’t you the one that didn’t want to talk about any of this?” I replied.
She grinned, then placed her hands over her mouth. “God, it’s true, isn’t it? You’ve got the hots for Simeon’s girl.”
I swatted at her. “Shut up, Jezzy.”
“You are so busted,” she snickered as I moved over to Richter who was on his haunches, perusing the two alien-alloyed panels I’d taken from the downed glider.
I ran a finger down the smooth panels. “What are you thinking? That we use these things as armor around the turret?”
Richter looked up at me. “Did you hear anything I said back there?”
I nodded.
“You need to be faster.”
“A new engine then?” I asked.
“Nope. You need yourself a new design for the legs,” Richter said.
Richter pointed to Jezzy who was moving away from him. He jabbed a finger in the air, gesturing at her prosthetic leg. “That’s what you need.”

RICHTER and I spent the better part of the next day convincing the Fabs that we needed to rework the legs on the Spence mech. Some of the Fabs, particularly Jim Castle and the ones who’d been engineers in the days before the invasion, were suspicious. Richter took his time to explain all the various reasons why the material from the alien glider could be repurposed for what he called “Razor Legs,” that would allow my mech to run faster and jump higher. I listened but chose not to ask Richter how he knew all of this.
The Fabs then analyzed the material we retrieved from the alien glider and discovered that not only did it have an exceptionally high strength-to-weight ratio, but that it also would also reduce the energy loss in my mech, help me maintain better spring and running mechanics, and that the positive work (or returned energy) would be five to six times greater than the legs I’d used before. Basically, I’d be able to run faster and with more agility which sounded great to me.
Armed with this knowledge, the Fabs agreed to help. They commenced work on my mech, first using cutting torches to sever the machine’s original, bulkier legs. Once the original legs were removed, sockets were bolted in place that would receive the new legs that needed to be built. After the sockets were secure, I watched the Fabs use an industrial autoclave to heat the panels from the glider and separate what we came to discover were the twenty-four layers that the alloy was composed of.
Once this was done, the Fabs sandwiched sheets of military-strength, ballistic carbon-fiber between the layers of the alien alloy. They continued to alternate the layers, impregnating the alloy with the carbon fiber, reinforcing everything. The final product was then autoclaved again to fuse everything into solid plates, what the Fabs called “strands,” that were then formed into shapes that roughly resembled Jezzy’s prosthetic leg, just on a significantly larger scale.
The finished products, the mech’s new “Razor Legs,” were then cooled and polished and slotted onto the sockets. The sockets were connected to a series of pistons and pneumatic gears and micromotors that were tethered to the engine and the electronic innards that would help propel the machine forward. After the legs were secured, the Fabs tested, then retested everything. Some slight modifications had to be made, but after thirty minutes, the legs were moving smoothly.
I climbed back up into the machine well after midnight to give it a test ride, and it felt like I was riding on a cloud. The awkwardness I’d sometimes experienced with the bulkier legs was gone, and after several seconds, it almost felt as if I was just walking on my own two legs. I stole a glance at Richter who was standing near the Fabs, grinning like a proud papa, arms crossed over his chest. Eventually, I powered off the mech and climbed down the ladder where Richter was still admiring the new legs.
“This is a piece of mechanical divinity, Danny,” he said, tracing the outline of the legs.
“Hey,” I replied. “We just had a breakthrough.”
Richter looked over. “How’s that?”
“You didn’t call me ‘kid’ or ‘dipshit.’”
He smirked. “Pretty sure I meant to.”
But he hadn’t, and that meant a lot to me. I looked from him to the mech. “Can I do this, Jack? Can I beat these guys?”
“Only you can answer that question. The most difficult terrain in the world is the six inches between your ears. You’ve got the right machine, now all you need is the right mindset.”
“How do I get that?”
“Be out back near the target range at dawn, and I’ll show you,” Richter replied before walking off.
I nodded, excited, but concerned that I was running out of time. I had less than two days to prepare to fight the operators.

I WAS TOO AMPED from the day’s events to sleep that night, so I headed down to the Darth Vader buildings a little after nightfall. Dexter was outside taking a smoke break.
“Those things’ll kill you,” I said, spooking him, pointing to the cigarette.
He lifted an eyebrow. “Dude, your boy Dexter survived a full-on alien invasion and subsequent occupation. I’m pretty sure I’m superhuman now.”
I smiled, and he dapped my fist. “You feeling strong?” he asked.
I nodded. “I fixed up my mech.”
Dexter ashed his smoke. “Something about getting new legs, right?”
“Word travels fast.”
Dexter nodded, flicking the cigarette away. “You’ve got new wheels, but you haven’t started watching any game tape yet.”
I had no idea what he was talking about. Dexter read my expression and pointed to the ground. “Follow me, follow fast, and if we get caught, I’ll deny I ever let you into the building. Comprende?”
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Dexter ushered me into his building and down into the basement that Jezzy and I had snuck into with the stolen security pass. This time, he guided me through an interior door I hadn’t even seen before. We avoided several guards and other workers, ghosting through rear doorways and forgotten alcoves. Thankfully, the lower portion of the building was completely deserted.
The interior door led through a cocoonlike hallway that was covered on all sides by what looked like acoustical tiles. The hallway ended at an airlock. I stepped through, my body getting misted by what smelled like rubbing alcohol that was quickly suctioned off by machines that pulsed me with pressurized air.
On the other side of the airlock was a semi-darkened room filled with cubicles. Each of the cubicles had what looked like nap pods that were positioned under enormous flat screens.
“What is this place?” I asked.
“We call it the ‘Looking Glass,’” Dexter replied. “This is the area where all of the raw footage from the training sessions, from ‘Distant Windows,’ is stored.”
Dexter gestured for me to follow and I did. He led me over to one of the pods. He pulled back the giant eggshell on the top of the pod to reveal a visor that was connected to the flat screens.
“You can lie here and watch highlights of each of the other mech operators in action. If you’re smart, you’ll make a mental list of how they move, what they’re good at, what they’re not, where their weaknesses are. Like I said, it’s like a quarterback watching film on an opponent right before the big game.”
“You used to play ball?” I asked.
He nodded. “Wide receiver. Fast as gossip and twice as nasty.”
“Is that how you escaped the aliens?”
“Hell, no. Like I said before, by the time the bugs arrived I’d left Scienta’s main office to do some remote programming while living in my mom’s basement. I was down there on the day of the invasion. Being a geek saved my life!”
I smiled, realizing whatever information Dexter had might be the difference between winning and getting my ass handed to me. I moved to lie down on the pod’s bench and flung a final look at Dexter.
“Why are you doing this for me?”
“That’s kinda a dumb question to ask, Danny.”
“How come?”
“Why does anybody do anything for anyone?”
“Because they want something in return.”
He barked out a laugh. “Is that how friendship works in your world?”
I paused. A moment passed between us. “Are we friends?” I asked.
“Why wouldn’t we be?”
“Because after the invasion there weren’t any friends anymore. Just … allies and enemies.”
“Well the times, they are a changing, dawg,” Dexter said with a smile. “Now lemme show you how this stuff works. You’ve got forty-five minutes, and then I have to kick you out.”
Over the next forty-five minutes, I watched footage that was almost too incredible to believe. I saw Simeon, Baila, and the other operators engaging in what appeared to be very real combat in a variety of settings. There were scenes of the operators battling ancient warriors with bows and arrows and lances, or fighting against primitive tanks and other battle machines, or engaged in duels with what looked like alien soldiers that didn’t resemble any of the aliens I’d ever seen during the invasion and occupation. I saw the operators mow down hundreds, maybe thousands of enemy fighters, emptying out their cannons and rocket pods. Sometimes the number of attackers was so numerous that they forced the operators back, and other times, some of the primitive weapons appeared to be reasonably effective. I watched an ancient warrior on a horse, for instance, unleash a large rock from a sling that bounced off the cockpit glass on one of the mechs at just the right angle to jar the machine.
Sometimes the operators fought individually, and other times they battled as teams or in roving packs. The images were similar to the ones I’d spied the last time I snuck into the building’s basement, but this time, I was able to manipulate everything. I could fast-forward, pause, rewind, zoom in on certain things, or pull back until I had a drone’s eye view of whatever I thought might be important.
I studied Simeon, who always seemed to be out in front of the others, leading them into battle. I noticed the angles he took when he attacked, how he seemed to favor his right side, moving out and then sweeping left while firing his cannons.
I saw that Dru and Billy were wild men, often dashing out ahead of the others in the heat of battle, preferring to vault into the air to get better firing angles at their enemies. Ren and Sato were more methodical, preferring to stay low for most of the fighting, only to churn forward, guns blazing at the last moment in an effort to surprise and overwhelm their attackers. Lastly, I observed Baila always seeming to stay in Simeon’s shadow. She was very strategic, very precise with her movements, often hesitating when it was clear that she had the ability to finish off whatever forces were attacking her.
I made mental notes of everything, at least as much as I could in forty-five minutes. I also noticed in one piece of footage, what looked like another mech, visible only for an instant. I replayed the footage and committed the mech to memory. By the time Dexter tapped me on the shoulder to say it was time to go, I had a righteous headache. I sat up and closed my eyes, hoping that my temple would stop throbbing.
“Some folks get cluster headaches after putting on the visor,” Dexter said.
“Now you tell me.”
I opened my eyes, and he handed me two white pills which I quickly swallowed.
“Tell me what you saw,” Dexter said.
“How long do you have?”
“You need to focus on a few things,” Dexter said. “That’s the secret to beating the other operators.”
I ran a hand through my hair. I was overwhelmed by the sheer volume of images and information that I’d just absorbed.
Dexter tapped a finger against his forehead. “If you take away one thing from what you’ve seen it’s anticipation.”
“What does that mean?”
“It means jumping the route, Danny. Just like a defensive back would do against a receiver in a football game. You gotta keep your eyes on the quarterback, you hear me? He’s gonna tip his hand, and when he does, you jump that route.”
I had a vague understanding of what Dexter was talking about and wanted to talk more, but I was out of time. I thanked him for everything he’d done, and then I moved back to the airlock, before pausing.
“How come there was another mech?” I asked.
Dexter froze. “Say what?”
“I saw another one,” I replied. “It was black.”
“Maybe it was a reflection,” Dexter said with a ghost of a smile.
I didn’t respond, and Dexter’s smile slipped away. “Okay, so maybe, hypothetically, there are other teams out there.”
“Other … mech teams?”
“I’m just speaking in very vague terms, Danny.”
I nodded. “So, let’s assume these other teams are out there. Who are they?”
Dexter shrugged. “Maybe they’re teams from other countries.”
My jaw dropped. I’d never considered the possibility that other countries might have their own mech teams, even though it made perfect sense. Dexter looked around, and then he leaned close.
“Look, man, you wanted to know what ‘Distant Windows’ was, right?”
I nodded.
“They’ve got a machine over in the hangar that lets them travel through time.”
I laughed, but Dexter wasn’t smiling. “I’m serious, Danny. They can’t go back or forward in time, but they can sorta go sideways I guess you could say. They can slip back and forth between parallel time loops.”
“How is that possible?”
“The aliens left the machine behind. You’re probably not gonna believe this, but it was part of a time ship that crashed around nearby from what I hear. Apparently, the aliens were using the ship to resupply themselves and change the outcome of events they didn’t like.”
“Then why doesn’t somebody just use the machine to change everything? To go back in time before the aliens ever got here?”
“From what I hear, they’ve tried, okay? They’ve messed around with the loops in all kinds of ways, but the machine only works in a limited way. It was partially destroyed in the crash, but still has enough exotic material, quark plasma somebody said it’s called, to let people move laterally through the alternate loops … the ‘tangent worlds’ one of Vidmark’s people called it.”
“For what purpose?”
“Training. Apparently, nothing that happens in the loops affects the future, so they can do whatever they want and then everything just … resets in a way. What happens in there is better than any simulation. It’s like the galaxy’s greatest video game.”
“Do you know how crazy that sounds?” I said.
“Is it any crazier than living through an alien occupation?”
Good point. After you’ve experienced an alien invasion and occupation, nothing is unbelievable anymore. “I saw one of the mechs before,” I said. “I was spying on them, and I saw it come out, and it had arrows in it.”
“Just because it doesn’t affect the future, doesn’t mean that it ain’t real. People have been injured in the training, and if the rumors are true, more than a few of ‘em have died.”
I had more questions to ask, but Dexter caught sight of something in a security camera and motioned for me to leave. I took a step to exit and Dexter grabbed my arm. “If you ever have questions you don’t want anyone else to know about, hit me up on the instant message function on your neural glasses, okay? There’s an icon with a little ghost in a white sheet. It’s an ephemeral application so the messages are private and only exist for nine seconds once you open them.”
I nodded and thanked him again, then slipped through the airlock, sprinting up one of the building’s rear staircases.
I snuck out the back of the building, my mind racing. I still had no idea how I’d be able to beat the other operators, but at the very least, I had some useful information now. I had something … I had a chance.
Exiting the building, I strolled into the cool of the evening. I spotted a set of lights in the sky, far off in the distance. At first, I thought it might be a helicopter or a plane, but the lights were moving too erratically for that. Setting off across the lawn, I moved up toward a spit of high ground, an area that provided a peekaboo view of the surrounding cityscape. I watched the lights from that position. They seemed to circle over Washington, D.C., and then flash backward so quickly I almost lost sight of them. The only thing I’d seen more that quickly, was an alien glider. I squinted and noted other sets of lights, six in all. They circled slowly over D.C. and then vanished from sight. I convinced myself that they were some new kind of glider or jet, something the military was using to protect the cities, even as dark thoughts sprang from the caverns of my mind. I wondered whether there was something else out there, spying on us, watching, waiting for the right opportunity to attack.
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If I thought Richter was going to go easy on me during training the next morning, I was seriously mistaken. I showed up at the target range a little after dawn, and there he was, clad in a camouflage outfit, standing aside an old-fashioned exosuit, holding what looked like an oversized paint gun. Exosuits had been used commercially in the days before the invasion, mostly to help workers lift more and heavier objects in warehouses and the like.
Richter’s exosuit was a rust-colored cage, little more than a seat in a metal-skinned frame, that fitted around his torso and head. It was supported by two absurdly thin legs that looked like javelins and powered by an energy pack that was attached to the back of the suit. He climbed into the contraption and walked toward me. With his spindly legs ticking and clicking, I thought he looked like an oversized praying mantis.
“What’s the plan?” I asked.
“It’s very simple, Danny. We try to kill each other.”
I smiled. Richter did not. Instead, he drifted back and then ran down through the firing range. I had no idea what to expect, but then my mech started getting pelted with paint pellets.
WHACK!
A red pellet smashed into my cockpit, smearing amber paint all over the glass. I powered up my mech in full and commenced the search for Richter who’d taken shelter in the range.
With my new legs, I was able to move briskly, gliding past obstacles, my metal arms chopping the air.
My eyes were everywhere.
On the range.
On the viewscreen.
Richter was a wraith, a blur; he was moving so quickly.
I fired rockets and cannon rounds at him, but he was always two steps in front of everything, and then it happened.
One of my rockets wedged into a wooden barricade and started a fire. Smoke filled the air, and I lost track of Richter.
My turret rotated, and I ran laterally, searching the viewscreen, but nothing … he was nowhere in sight. And to make matters worse, the modifications to my mech, while improving the machine’s capabilities, had made its operations more difficult. That is, I now had to pay special attention to the location and operation of my mech because of its enhanced maneuverability. In short, I was having trouble piloting the thing, while searching for targets.
I looked up and startled.
Richter had appeared out of a hole in the ground.
He paused and then sprang forward through the banners of smoke.
The bastard was running right at me!
I wheeled around, but he was zigzagging toward me, darting forward with the practiced grace of a dancer.
He hit the edge of a wrecked van and somersaulted into the air.
I fired at him, but my rounds flew wide and then—
WHACK!
I felt something, Richter, land on my turret.
I craned my head and glanced at the viewscreen and spotted him holding on for dear life. I took off on a ragged run, trying to shake Richter. I ran full speed and mounted a wooden barricade, before jumping into the air.
I landed, my hands white-knuckling the joysticks. I whipped the turret around and waved my arms, trying to dislodge him. I could see him in the viewscreen, bringing his paint gun around and then he shot me blank in the turret.
“YOU’RE DEAD, DEUS!” I heard him shout.
I dropped my mech into a crouch and opened the exit hatch on the back of the turret to face Richter who was holding onto the turret’s ladder. Richter climbed down the ladder, hopped onto the ground, and glared at me.
“You’re late on almost everything,” Richter said.
“That’s because you’re too fast.”
Richter shook his head. “You’re task-saturated.”
“I don’t know what that means,” I said.
“It means I was able to attack close and get inside your turn circle. Cross-checking is not second nature to you yet.”
“Translate,” I replied.
“You’re great at piloting, but shitty at targeting and SA – battlefield situational awareness.”
“How can I get better in a day?”
“Only you can answer that. You either improve rapidly or find somebody to ride shotgun with you.”
I took this in and then Richter stared at me. “Let’s do this again. Recage your eyes and your brain. Get your shit squared this time and your head on a swivel. This is all about operational and targeting discipline.”
I nodded, and Richter reached into his pocket and pulled out what looked like a crayon. He moved over and wrote something on one my mech’s legs.
“This is something we did back in the day,” Richter said. “In my old unit, we gave each plane a number. When it went down or was taken out, we retired that number. You’re number one, Danny. Don’t bust your ride. Don’t become a ghost.”
I nodded again, and he struck off across the range. I closed the exit hatch and dropped behind the controls, and we went at it again. I throttled my mech until the engine was humming like a furnace and then I blasted off across the range, hunting for Richter. Just as before he scooted behind several obstacles, diving over a rocky outcropping. I just missed him with my cannons, and he returned fire, lobbing a flurry of paint pellets that hit my turret.
I never lost focus though. I kept the nose of my mech up, angling the turret around. I spotted him back toward the rear of the range. I didn’t fire this time, just began maneuvering toward him.
He dodged left, and I fired out in front of him, leading him with my cannons. He tried to double back, but I blasted the ground in front of him with rocket fire. He paused, and I realized I had him trapped!
Richter dropped low, and I charged, moving in for the kill. That’s when he did it again. He took off on a ragged run toward me, but I’d seen this before. I knew he was going to slide under me, so I pushed my cannons down. But then he did something unexpected. He planted his spindly robotic legs in the ground and harnessed his momentum to—
Sail directly over me!
I looked up, catching sight of Richter who flew over my mech. By the time I’d moved my machine around he was already firing a kill shot into the back of my turret. I cursed, slamming my hands against the controls.
Richter began barking things at me again, but I was too disgusted with myself to listen. There was no way in hell I’d ever be able to beat the other operators. I just wasn’t good enough. Pissed, I turned my mech around and trudged back toward the hangar, to the Mech Recovery Room. When I got there, Jezzy was visible, pushing a cart that was heavy with machine parts.
I powered off the mech and climbed down the ladder.
“Um, shouldn’t you be training?” she asked.
“What good would it do?”
She did a double-take. “What’s your problem, Danny?”
“I’m not good enough to do this.”
“Since when?”
“Since I just got my ass kicked by Richter.”
“And?”
“And I suck,” I said, kicking at the ground.
“So, you’re just giving up?”
“That’s generally what one does when they suck.”
She shrugged. “So, go ahead and give up then. There’s nothing wrong with that. I mean, if we didn’t have cowards around, it’d be awfully difficult to tell who the heroes are.”
“Wow. Is that your version of reverse psychology?” She stared at me. “Cause I’m not a coward, Jezzy.”
She tapped her foot on the ground. “You know what your problem is, Danny?”
“Oh, I’m sure you’re gonna say lots of things…”
“You’re a man.”
“That’s what they tell me,” I quipped.
“And like all men, you can’t multitask.”
“I beg your pardon.”
“Beg all you want, but you’re having issues operating the mech while trying to look for bogies. Same problem you had with the hoversurf.”
“Yeah, at least with the ‘surf I never had to really worry about that.”
“Cause you had me,” she said, smiling. “I bailed your ass out.”
“Eight times—”
“Twelve,” she said. “But who’s keeping track?”
We traded a long look. I saw recognition in her eyes. She shook her head. “Nope – do not go there, Daniel Deus. Don’t even think about it,” she said.
“I need you, Jezz,” I blurted out. “There’s no way I can do this without somebody else. You’re the best co-pilot I ever had.”
“The only one. And I already told you, I’m not climbing back into that saddle.”
She turned her back and I knew I only had one card left to play. “Hey, no problemo,” I called out. “I’ll just go back and tell Richter that it looks like he was right after all.”
Jezzy paused and looked back. “Right about what?”
“That women probably shouldn’t be a part of the mech program.”
She looked at me, open-mouthed with wonder. “What did you just say?”
“You heard me. Only I think he used the word ‘chicks’ or ‘skirts’ or maybe it was ‘broads’ instead of ‘women.’”
“Are you lying, Danny?”
“Have I ever lied to you?”
“Constantly.”
“Well not this time,” I said, mentally crossing my fingers.
She muttered something under her breath and tapped her prosthetic leg on the ground.
“Hey, I get it,” I added after she wasn’t quick to respond. “Nothing wrong with giving up and feeling sorry for yourself. It’s like you said, if people didn’t give up, if there weren’t any cowards around, it’d be awfully difficult to tell who the heroes are.”
She glared at me, but I could see that my words were taking effect. Instead of talking, I felt the need to remain quiet and let Jezzy process everything. She was brutally silent for several seconds, tapping her prosthetic leg on the ground, then she said, “If I help, and I’m not saying I will, will you listen to me? I mean, really listen to me for once?”
I perked up and nodded.
“Will you stop being such a jackass?” she asked.
“I’ll do my best,” I replied.
“I know that’s a genetic thing for you, but still...”
I smiled. “You’re in charge. You’re running the point,” I said. “I’m just driving.”
She took this in and nodded. “Alright. I can’t believe I’m saying this, but let’s do it, Deus. Let’s go kick Richter’s sexist butt.”
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It was the first time that Jezzy had inspect the mech up close and she smiled upon seeing the word “Spence” stenciled on the bottom of the mech’s turret. Then she climbed up into it after me and plopped down on the bench that was slightly elevated, behind and above me. She checked everything out, including her own viewscreen that could be lowered down until it hung in front of her eyes like a visor. I was relieved when she said it reminded her quite a bit of the hoversurf.
I separated the joystick controls and maneuvered the one that controlled the weapons system back so that she could operate it. I would now be able to focus solely on piloting the mech, rather than worrying about piloting and spotting and taking down targets.
“So, what do you think?” I asked.
“Pretty sweet,” she said, admiring the CD player.
I powered up the mech and caught her look in a reflection on the cockpit glass. “I wanted … well, I just wanted to say that I’m happy you’re here,” I said.
She smiled. “Somebody has to save you from yourself.”
I leaned a hand back, and she took and squeezed it. Even though the controls were similar to a hoversurfs, I gave her a quick tutorial on how to operate the mech’s arms and weapons systems, and then we were off.
We found Richter working on the range. He’d stepped out of his exosuit and was moving some of the targets around. He turned and snorted when he saw the two of us. “What happened, Deus? You needed a lady to help pull up your big boy pants?”
“No, sir. I just brought back … my partner.”
“To do what?” Richter asked.
“Finish the training.”
“Training’s over, kid. You had your chance. You blew it.”
“We’ll leave if you’re scared, Mister Richter,” Jezzy said.
Richter looked up. “What would I be scared about?”
“Getting beaten by a girl.”
“Well, now, that’s impossible,” Richter huffed, smirking.
“Care to prove it?” Jezzy asked.
Richter’s jaw locked. He marched over and climbed inside his exosuit. “Y’know, I’m actually glad she came along,” Richter said, flinging me a look. “At least now you’ve got a shoulder to cry on when I spank you.”
I looked back at Jezzy. “Better call the cops,” she said. “Cause after what we’re about to do to Richter, we might get busted for elder abuse.”

RICHTER GAVE us precisely two minutes to prepare. He jogged out across the range and we lost sight of him while giving our weapons and control systems a final once over. When I turned back to my viewscreen, Richter was nowhere to be seen.
I pushed the mech into a run, willing it forward across the range. Jezzy was barking out what she was seeing as I kept my eyes on the terrain ahead.
“I’ve got movement off to our left!” she shouted. “Hard right!”
I pressed my joystick down, listening to the mech’s engine whine. Peripherally I spotted Richter running across the range, using a series of mashed cars for cover. I heard the thump of the mech’s rocket pods, felt the rattle of the cannons as Jezzy fired.
“Wow! Score one for the old dude!” she shouted. “He’s got game!”
“Told you!” I replied, fighting not to look in the direction in which she was firing.
“Take cover near the fenceline!” she said.
I pushed the mech into a combat run. The machine muscled itself over a hillock and hurtled a ditch. The fence came up fast, and I swiveled the mech to see Richter popping up from behind the hillock.
Jezzy fired at him, but he ducked, and the rounds went wide.
“Creep down along the fence, Danny.”
“Yes, ma’am,” I replied, tapping my controls, orchestrating a slow stroll along the fence.
“Stop!” Jezzy said.
The mech screeched to a stop. We waited.
“Remember what we did that time up in Philadelphia with that alien storage vault?” she asked.
“Get really scared and run away?”
“No, you idiot. The other time. We went on the offensive. We hovered over the roof and went down through a skylight.”
I nodded. “I think we need to sit tight and let Richter flush himself out,” I said.
“Is that what your gut tells you?”
I nodded.
“Then we’re gonna do the opposite of that,” she said.
We waited and then Richter was on the move again. My instinct was to chase after him, but Jezzy grabbed my shoulder. “Hold tight,” she whispered. “Do you know what a ‘Z Move’ is?”
I shook my head.
“Head left, then stick a landing and immediately run up and to the right. Can you do that on my signal?”
I nodded again while watching Richter vanish from sight.
“On three,” Jezzy said. “One … two … three!”
We swung to the left and then violently came to a stop. I sucked in a breath and powered the mech forward, and then we veered to the right as Richter appeared again. It looked like we’d caught him off guard. He hesitated, and then he moved in for the kill.
He ran directly toward us, and I froze.
I’d seen him go between the mech’s legs and directly over it, and both times he’d beaten me.
“He’s coming!” I shouted.
“I see him!” she shouted back.
A dozen or so feet separated Richter from us, but I caught a glimpse of his eyes for a moment. I immediately thought about what Dexter had told me about jumping a route. Instinctively, I knew where Richter was going to go next, but I still didn’t fully trust my gut and froze. Jezzy didn’t, raising the mech’s arms, firing a volley of rockets into the air.
“DROP IT!” she screamed.
I jammed the controls down.
The mech lurched to the ground. Richter was unable to go airborne because of the rockets and was surprised that we were blocking the way forward like a catcher might do with home plate when confronted by an advancing runner. Richter couldn’t stop though; he was moving too fast.
I watched him try to veer off, but Jezzy was all over him.
The mech’s arms shot out, and Jezzy unloaded on Richter, the non-lethal rounds from the mech’s cannons pounding his exosuit and then Jezzy grabbed the controls and threw a punch with the mech’s right hand that—
WHAM!
—hammered Richter, sending him flapping through the air like a wounded bird. He fell to the ground in a gut-twisting spin and rolled over. Jezzy let loose with a wild cheer, but I gulped, praying that we hadn’t done Richter any serious harm.
The mech rose and rumbled forward until we were peering down at Richter who was lying on his back like a beetle that’s been flipped over. I was grateful to see that he was breathing.
I lowered the mech’s hand and grabbed the edge of his suit and hoisted Richter up to his feet. There was a somber expression on his face, and then his mouth pulled wide in a smile.
“You got a mean right cross there, young lady,” he said, slapping our mech on the leg.
“Is that an apology?” Jezzy asked.
“Nope, that’s just cold, unvarnished truth.”
And with that, Richter set off on a walk, moving back toward the campus.
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It was dusk by the time we got back to the hangar. I powered off the mech, and then Jezzy and I climbed down from the cockpit and took the time to inspect and clean it. She was exhausted, so I waved goodbye to her and headed back to the Mech Recovery Room. I wanted to see if any new scrap or other parts had been brought or collected by the Fabs that might be useful for any last minute mech modifications.
The hangar corridor was darkened as I moved through, processing the day’s events. I was worried that I still wasn’t good enough to compete with the operators, even though I was relieved and grateful that Jezzy had signed up to help me. Without her, I knew I wouldn’t stand a chance, even with all the sparring we’d done with Richter.
I stopped halfway down the corridor and closed my eyes. I heard the echo of musical notes coming from somewhere overhead. Following the sound of the music, I discovered a rear stairwell, partially concealed by a pushcart, that I hadn’t noticed before. Mounting the steps, I pushed up until I was on a landing that led to a catwalk that was connected to a semi-darkened room with a black door that was partially ajar. The music was coming from inside that room.
Tiptoeing down over the catwalk, I was soon just outside of the black door. I stood there, listening to the same kind of music, jazz, that I remembered a neighbor enjoyed back when I was just a kid in Maryland. Nervous, I turned to exit when a man’s voice called out: “Don’t turn your back on Billy Cobham.”
I recognized the voice as Richter’s and peered through the door to see him slumped on a couch, bare-chested, longneck bottle of beer between his legs, expertly air-drumming along to the beat that was echoing from an old boombox.
Stepping over the threshold, I entered a space that was the size of a shipping container. There was a cot at the back of the room along with a series of metal footlockers, refrigerator, and wet bar, over which hung an old plasma TV. The room was lit by a series of small lights that dangled from a copper cable that had been fixed at the edges of the ceiling. The walls were shingled with newspaper clippings, what looked like military insignias above the words MURICA (hand painted in red, white, and blue), and a tattered poster of some guy wailing away on a drum kit.
I waved at Richter and smiled sheepishly. “So, who’s Billy Cobham?” I asked.
Richter pointed to a boombox, continuing to air drum along to the tunes. “He’s the cat on that record hitting the skins … the drums.”
“You like drumming?” I asked.
He nodded. “Know why?”
I shook my head.
“Drummers are in the background and most of the time you don’t notice them, but they’re always the ones striking the right notes and staying behind the beat.”
“They sorta sneak up on you, huh?” I said.
Richter smiled and nodded and I noticed for the first time that he had a gold key on a chain around his neck. Then he eased his head back, as if deep in contemplation. “Ever heard of Sun Tzu?” he asked.
“Is that the Chinese restaurant?”
“The philosopher. He said that all warfare is based on deception. The key is to attack an enemy’s strategy. Does that make any sense at all?
“Yes, sir.”
“You need to be like that tomorrow,” Richter said, taking a long pull from his beer. “You need to be like a drummer. Keep cool and wait for the right moment to strike.”
Richter stood, the gold key swinging wildly from his neck. My eyes fixed on the flesh between his shoulder blades which was welted and horribly scarred. It looked as if his back had been set on fire and then put out with a meat cleaver. He moved to one of the lockers that was secured with a massive padlock. I assumed the golden key probably unlocked the locker.
“What’s in the vault?” I asked.
“My past,” he cryptically replied.
He reached to a shelf near the locker and grabbed a T-shirt that he shrugged on. Then he lifted another beer, twisted off the cap and tossed it to me.
“You did good out there today,” he said. “And Jezzy? I’ll never admit it, but I was wrong about her. She’s got some bandwidth. She’s a killer. You guys make a good team.”
“We always did,” I replied.
“Every minute you’re in that mech you’re gonna get better.”
“I wish I had more minutes.”
Richter smirked. “That’s what Jack Harkins said once upon a time.”
I looked up. The name was somehow familiar. “Harkins was … I remember him from the days before.”
Richter nodded. “You should. He was Secretary of the Air Force once upon a time. After the aliens took out the White House and Capitol Hill he was the last one calling the shots.”
“I remember seeing him on TV.”
“He was the one who gave the order to attack,” Richter replied. “Seven hours after the first contact, we were in the air. Largest aerial strike force the world has ever seen. Eight-thousand planes from around the world, including what was left of America’s Air Combat Command.”
I caught sight of a patch on the far wall, an emblem of a sword plunging through a pair of golden wings. My eyes hopped back to Richter. “You knew him? You knew Harkins?”
“Knew him? Hell, I served with him.”
“But … he’s dead.”
Richter’s face fell. “We started with what was left of the Eightieth and Twentieth Air Forces out of Barksdale, an air base down in Louisiana. I was on CAP, combat air patrol, when we attacked at a little over fifteen-hundred hours with four-hundred and seventy F-35s. Forty minutes later there were only nine of us left.”
Gulping at my beer, I looked up and noticed that the walls contained dozens, maybe hundreds of sequences of letters and numbers that appeared to have been scrawled in white paint. Richter read my look at gestured at the sequences. “Those are the numbers of every plane we lost,” he said. “All of my tribe. Everyone I served with.”
“There are … so many.”
“Sometimes it feels like I’m living in a cemetery I’m surrounded by so many ghosts,” he said, his voice barely above a whisper.
“The aliens were everywhere,” I muttered, staring at the sequences, remembering how the skies filled with the Syndicate gliders and attack craft before the bombing began.
“We didn’t have enough ammo or fuel, and by the end, there was nowhere to go back to,” Richter said. “All of the bases were destroyed.”
“What did you do?” I asked.
“The only thing I could. I looked around realized I was the last man standing. I said a quick prayer for a short death, and then I flew my hundred-million-dollar plane into the side of the biggest friggin’ alien ship I could find. I sliced that sucker in half and bailed out. I was two hundred feet over New Orleans when the bastards set my parachute on fire.”
I pictured Richter’s disfigured back and shuddered.
“How’d you end up here?” I asked.
“Vidmark recruited me from the resistance’s southern command. He needed a face man. Someone with street cred to act as a go-between with the government and the military and train up some of the operators every now and again.”
“I thought he was in charge of the Mech Command.”
Richter smirked. “Vidmark’s a salesman, Danny. Don’t ever forget that. He was given a blank check and a short lease after he promised the honchos a new kind of mechanized fighting force.”
“The Icarus Project?”
Richter nodded. “Everything he has is riding on what happens here. He needs to show that he can build a unique kind of team, small, irregular, nimble, that can defend the Earth.”
“From what?”
Richter peered at me, his eyes eerily backlit by the overhead lights. “There’s always someone or something worse than the worst person or thing you know. And usually, there’s another person behind that thing egging it on.”
“I don’t understand.”
Richter stared at the ceiling, deep in contemplation. “All I’m saying is wherever there’s conflict there are powerful forces fanning the flames, pitting peoples, even worlds against each other.”
“Why?”
He smiled. “By the time you figure out the real reasons for that, Danny, it’s too late.”
“Is there something coming I should know about? Something that’s … worse than the invasion?”
Richter peered down into his beer. “I guess you could say there’s blood in the water. Our planet’s weak right now, and there are galactic bullies out there that want to take advantage.”
“What kind of bullies?”
“The kind that even the Syndicate was scared of.”
“When are they coming?”
He nursed his beer. “That’s above my pay grade.”
“Because I saw something, Mister Richter,” I continued. “I saw lights in the sky. Lots of them. Circling over the city.”
His jaw locked. He glanced at me. “The only thing you need to do is focus on tomorrow, you hear me? Keep your eyes on the prize, because the country is likely gonna need people like you sooner rather than later.”
I turned away. “I was a thief by the way,” I blurted out, embarrassed to be sitting in the presence of a guy like Richter who’d actually battled the invaders. “You asked me about the invasion and occupation, and that’s what I did. I wasn’t like you. I didn’t have the balls to fight back. I was ... a coward.”
“Bullshit,” Richter said with a flick of the wrist. “All the cowards are dead, Deus.”
“Then what am I?”
He looked at me. “The kind of person that occupies the ground between a hero and a coward. You’re a legacy …. a survivor. And survivors are important because they’re the ones who are left behind to pick up the pieces and build again.”
I took this in, squeezing my bottle of suds so hard I thought the glass might shatter. Then I looked up. “I’m not like the operators. I don’t have all the fancy equipment or training.”
“Do you know who John Lennon and Paul McCartney were? And if you say no, I’m probably not going to be able to talk to you anymore.”
“Sure, I remember those guys,” I lied.
“Well, they pretty much altered the course of modern music. But both of them disliked formal education and training. Know why?”
I shook my head.
“They thought that technical knowledge zapped their spontaneity, that it took their edge off.”
“So, you’re saying I’ve got a chance then.”
“I’m saying sometimes being raw gives you an advantage. It helps you to mess with your opponent’s decision cycle.”
“I don’t understand.”
“Anytime you’re in combat, you’re faced with a decision-making cycle: observe, orient, decide, act. Doesn’t matter if you’re human or alien, you run through that every time you’re faced with a difficult situation. The way you defeat an enemy is by disrupting that cycle.”
“How do I do that?”
“By not being a professional soldier. Don’t tell anybody I told you this, but I’m pretty sure that’s one of the reasons Vidmark brought you here. You don’t know what you don’t know and that makes you strangely effective in combat. That’s particularly true when your enemy is anticipating that you’ll maneuver like they might, like a seasoned professional, and when you don’t it causes them to over or under-react and that’s often fatal.”
“So what’s the takeaway?” I asked.
“Your stupidity just might be your greatest asset.”
I took this in, realizing Richter was right. Even though I’d flown a hoversurf under heavy fire before and risked my neck on multiple occasions, I was still green. I was a wild card. The operators wouldn’t have any idea what to expect from me when I faced off against them.
“I’m gonna do this, Jack,” I said firmly. “I’m gonna beat them tomorrow.”
Richter nodded. Then he rose one more time and reached into a cabinet above the wet bar and pulled out what looked like an old compact disc, the kind I’d seen my mother listening to back in the day. The kind used to store and play sound recordings.
He moved over and handed me the CD. “I want you to have this,” Richter said.
“What is it?” I asked.
“A soundtrack we used to use in the days before the invasion. Guaranteed to get your blood pumping. Put it on before you give Simeon a beat down.”

THINKING IT MIGHT JINX ME, I returned to my room that night but didn’t listen to Richter’s CD. Instead, I checked the intranet messages on my neural glasses and read several emails sent from Jennings about the next day’s competition. Strangely, the outside internet was down, and I wondered whether it had anything to do with the strange lights I’d seen in the sky. I remembered how there’d been an electrical storm or some kind of weird disturbance in the hours before the aliens attacked. I was worried that the same thing might be happening but knew there was nothing I could do about it at the moment.
I turned my attention back to Jennings’s emails. They said we were to report to the hangar’s central chamber at precisely eight a.m., at which time we would be given further instructions. My palms were sweaty, and my heart raced as I reread the emails from Jennings. Everything I’d gone through since the invasion seemed like some kind of sick endurance test designed to lead to that moment. I had a chance the next day to make up for everything I’d done before. I had a chance to set things right.
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I woke at six in the morning and checked my neural glasses. There was a chirp and an icon of a ghost in a white sheet appeared in the right lens. Using the trackball, I clicked on the ghost which opened the instant message function Dexter had mentioned earlier. There was a message from Dexter, “THE PAIN YOU FEEL TODAY IS THE STRENGTH YOU FEEL TOMORROW! TAKE NAMES AND KICK ASS!” along with an image of a cartoon character with exaggerated teeth holding two thumbs up. I smiled and watched the message dissolve like sand in an hourglass.
I headed over to the Mech Recovery Room (with Richter’s CD in hand) to find that Jezzy was already awake and waiting for me. Her hair was slicked back, and she was clad in a black singlet that looked painted on. There was no need to say anything, we just went to work, inspecting the mech (like we’d always done with the hoversurf), making sure everything was in working order and ready to go. My hands were shaking as I climbed up into the mech. I helped Jezzy in and then took a seat behind the controls. Flipping switches, I powered up the mech, listening to the engine gurgle and growl. Jezzy and I sat in silence and then I looked back.
“I’m gonna state the obvious here,” I said.
“That you’re a jackass?”
We shared a smile. “You didn’t have to do this, Jezz. You didn’t have to help me out, but you did.”
She shrugged. “It’s in my DNA. Even when I was a kid I was constantly taking in stray animals.”
“Yeah, well, it’s been a long time since anybody did anything for me.”
“Well, how about I do one more thing,” she said. Smiling, she reached behind her back. “I’ve got a surprise for you. Close your eyes.”
“The last time I did that you punched me in the jaw.”
“Close ‘em, Deus.”
I did.
“Okay, now you can open them.”
I did and saw that Jezzy was holding a green bundle in her hands. I was shocked to see that it was my old teddy bear, Mr. Berenstain. He was frayed and singed around the edges, but otherwise in pretty good shape. I picked him up and smiled.
“Holy – where’d you get it?” I asked.
“Before I blacked out, I pulled him out of the crash.”
I manipulated the bear’s tiny arms and mimed a bear voice. “Thank you, Ms. Jezmyn,” I said.
Jezzy smiled hugely at this, and it warmed my heart. “You’re welcome, Mr. Berenstain,” she said.
“Have I told you how happy I am that you agreed to do this with me?” I asked.
She nodded and to my surprise, blushed. I placed a hand on her wrist at something unspoken passed between us.
I turned back and thumbed the controls and began walking the Spence mech down through the corridor. We dropped into a crouch and waddled under a doorway and then we were moving toward the hangar’s central chamber. I spotted Richter off to my right. He was holding a balled fist up, and we waved back to him. I was feeling pretty pumped until we turned a corner and spotted them.
The other operators.
They were situated in a row in front of the pyramid-shaped structure, trying to look as intimidating as possible in their oversized mechs which were polished to a high sheen.
“We’re gonna need a bigger boat,” I said, remembering a line from an old movie I’d watched on my dad’s Scienta account.
“What?” Jezzy asked.
“Never mind. Check ‘em out.”
Jezzy looked through the cockpit, seemingly nonplussed. “The bigger they are, the harder they fall.”
I nodded and we moved forward as our commlink hummed. Baila’s voice was audible over the link. “Welcome to the last stage of testing, Danny,” she said.
“Glad to be here,” I said, my bravado betrayed by my quaking voice. I looked around at the other four mechs. “Very cool machines,” I said, because frankly I had no idea what else to say.
“Our mech is called ‘Twinshock,’” Sato said over the commlink, referencing the mech she shared with Ren whose exterior was covered in various Anime-style images of girls and swords and mechs.
“‘Boomstick,’” Simeon said of his mech which had a section of grating mounted below the turret to give the machine the appearance of having teeth.
“‘Reason,” Baila said of her mech which had a peace symbol next to an image of a candle scrawled on the side of the turret, “because everyone listens to reason.”
“‘Western Sizzla,’” Dru offered, manipulating his mech’s arms (which were extra long, sleeved with what looked like tattoos, and studded with spikes) to do some kind of karate move.
“What’s yours called?” Baila asked.
I paused, staring at our perfectly ordinary looking mech, then croaked, “Um … uh … Spencer … ‘Spence’ for short.”
There was silence over the commlink for several seconds. “Yeah, that’s uh … a super cute name,” Baila said.
I could hear the other operators snickering as Jennings, several assistants, and Vidmark appeared. Vidmark was standing atop a small, two-wheel, self-balancing scooter that I’d occasionally seem him use around campus.
I powered open a section of the cockpit and dropped our mech into a semi-crouch so that we could hear Vidmark, Jennings, and the others. Vidmark whirred forward in his scooter, stopping directly between the other operators and us.
“And so, it’s come to this,” Vidmark said, raising his hands. “As you know, Mister Stoneburner is recovering from his injuries, but has nonetheless washed out of the program. That means another spot has opened, another opportunity to make the team,” he added. “We wish Mister Deus and all of you Godspeed and the best of luck as we move through the final stage of training.” He peered at us and nodded and then turned things over to Jennings who strode forward.
“There’s been a mission evolution,” Jennings said, a crooked grin on his face.
I looked back at Jezzy who shrugged. Neither of us had any idea what that meant.
“The final training exercise will not be taking place outside the wire as is normally the case,” Jennings said, referencing the fence that surrounded The Hermitage. “We’re going in another direction this time. Literally.”
He raised his hand, and the doors on the pyramidal structure slowly opened.
“What’s going on, Danny?” Jezzy asked.
I didn’t have an answer, but I had a sneaking suspicion that I was finally going to get a look at whatever the Distant Windows device was. I hoped like hell that Dexter had been wrong about all the time travel stuff he’d told me about, but I was beginning to realize that everything he’d told me was probably true.
“Each of you will proceed through the doors and into the ‘Silent Circle’ one at a time,” Jennings said. “Once inside, you will be transported down to the operations center.”
“There’s another level in the hangar,” I said to Jezzy. “Did you know that?”
She shook her head, and my stomach knotted. This was definitely not going as planned. I looked up and spotted Simeon, grinning from inside the cockpit of his mech, drawing a finger across his throat.
A klaxon sounded, and the first operator maneuvered his mech through the doors and into the darkness on the other side. The machine vanished from sight, and this mech was followed by another and then another, and finally, it was our turn.
“Ready or not, here we come,” Jezzy whispered as we plodded forward.
I pushed the mech through the doors and into a space on the other side that was so profoundly dark that I cued the machine’s two exterior lights. There was, fifteen feet in front of us, a kind of circular platform that was fitted onto a lift. There was nothing on the other side of the circle which I reckoned was going to transport us down to whatever awaited in the building’s lower level.
“Last chance to back out,” I said.
Jezzy pointed, and we moved forward until we were standing on the circular platform. Lights hissed to life on the outer edges of the platform that thrummed and began descending. We dropped for several minutes and then came to a rest in a semi-darkened area. My eyes adjusted to the gloom and I could see shapes toiling out in the murk. What looked like the outlines of the operators and their mechs and then—
WONK!
Bonfire-bright lights flashed on.
Simeon’s mech was only a few feet from us. I flinched, and he laughed inside his cockpit. Then he trudged off, and I looked to see the other operators standing on another triangular platform that faced what looked like a tunnel carved into the ground.
“What the hell is going on?” Jezzy asked.
“I … I don’t know,” I answered.
More lights flickered to life, rows of blue ones on the walls and the platform. I could see that the underground space was immense and that the walls were covered by giant screens that seemed fluid, as if they were constructed with some kind of liquid or gel.
The screens were tethered to banks of computer equipment that was being monitored by a small delegation of workers in white smocks with headsets in isolation chambers. Beyond the workers were glass-enclosed alcoves that looked like the owners’ boxes at a sporting event. Vidmark and dozens of people I didn’t recognize were seated inside these glass cubes. Sweat roped the back of my neck as I drove our mech forward onto the edge of the platform. Jennings’s disembodied voice echoed all around.
“We gather for ‘The Harrowing,’” Jennings said. “The end of the training protocol. The rules are simple and are downloadable. Kindly power up your viewscreens and processors.”
Jezzy and I flipped on our viewscreens and could see that reams of data were being downloaded into our mech.
“You have been provided maps and access to real-time battlefield conditions,” Jennings said.
“Did he just say ‘battlefield conditions’?” Jezzy asked, and I nodded.
I brought down the mech’s wraparound visor so I could get a better look at the maps of the area that the final stage of training was to take place on. The maps were three-dimensional and incredibly detailed. Just by focusing on certain sections, I could zoom down and pullback, able to explore every hill, valley, and the general contours of the land. That was all good. What wasn’t good was that the land was covered with people. Warriors would probably be a better description. From what I could see, there appeared to be two opposing armies. On the left side were tens of thousands of men and women who marched in ragged rows of twos and threes. Most of them were half-naked, and they carried clubs and swords, their faces smeared red and blue and yellow. On the right side were tens of thousands of men dressed in tunics and light armor. They carried swords and lances and strode behind wooden battle machines that were towed by teams of horses. They marched in an orderly fashion in rows of twos and carried banners on the end of golden rods. Both armies marched down over paths of dirt and flattened grass, a section of dark woods the only thing separating them.
“Are you seeing this?” Jezzy asked.
I nodded.
“Do you know who that is?” Jezzy asked.
“Hopefully not the welcoming committee,” I replied.
“Those look like … Roman soldiers,” she said.
“Who are the other guys?”
She didn’t respond.
“The simulations have been run,” Jennings said. “The loops have been cast, and the void will be opened in three minutes. You have been randomly selected to compete in the Battle of Teutoburg Forest. The year is 9 A.D. The area is at or around the present-day District of Osnabruck, the Lower Saxony area of Germany. Your enemy will be an alliance of Germanic tribes led by the warrior Arminius, and three Roman legions and auxiliaries led by Publius Quinctilius Varus.”
My hands were shaking. I had no friggin’ idea what Jennings was talking about, but it sounded like the final competition would be taking place in the middle of a battle that was fought thousands of years ago!
Jezzy was reading my mind because she leaned in close to me and whispered, “Am I imagining everything he just said?”
“I wish you were,” I replied.
“Is it too late to run out of here?” she asked.
I nodded, and the images on my viewscreen changed. A highlighted map appeared, a trail in orange that led directly between the two opposing armies I’d seen before to the highest point on the map, marked “Kalkriese Hill.”
“There is a single golden flag mounted at the top of Kalkriese Hill,” Jennings said. “You will appear nine miles from that spot and be given approximately forty minutes to reach it. Whoever reaches the flag first, wins. If the competitor secures the flag first, they will have secured the last remaining slot on the operations team. While the teams are permitted to use live ammunition on third parties, any operator that strikes another operator’s machine with said live ammunition will be immediately disqualified from The Harrowing and removed permanently from the project.”
I looked back and Jezzy, and she nodded. The mention of a “competitor” was a reference to us. If we could find a way to snag that flag before the others did, we’d win a spot on the team.
“Please be aware,” Jennings said. “That the operators and/or the temporal manipulation team have a one-time ability to alter conditions for any reason.”
“Those of you who are new to this are probably wondering what that means,” a voice said as if reading my mind.
I looked down to see that Vidmark had exited his glass-enclosed box. He was on the platform with a headset. He looked up at us.
“It means that the current operators, those who have already passed this final test, have been given an advantage. They have been given the latitude to alter the training conditions if they so choose.” Vidmark smiled and continued, “In a sense, the operators have been given a one-time opportunity to call an audible.”
I only had the vaguest idea of what that meant, but I was too nervous to ask Vidmark for clarification. The bottom line was, it sounded as if we were behind the eight ball and the final competition hadn’t even begun!
Vidmark raised his hands, and more lights flashed on. Teams of workers emerged from their isolation chambers and hidden mechanical and supply bays, driving mini-forklifts and scissor-lifts that were laden with crates of what looked like ammunition. The workers rose in the scissor lifts, and I watched them feed thousands of rounds of live ammo into the mech’s cannons along with hundreds of rockets the size of lawn darts.
My mouth felt like a desert. My eyes were everywhere, on Vidmark who was watching everything, on Simeon and the operators who were glaring at us, and on Jezzy who appeared to be silently mouthing a prayer in the rear jump seat. Be careful what you wish for, Deus, a still, small voice whispered in my ear. You’d wanted this, I thought to myself. You’d wanted to compete, and now it was time to face the music.
I shook off the bad thoughts and did what Richter said I needed to do. My mind rebooted, and I thought back on everything that had led to this point. To back out, to quit at that moment, would mean that I truly was a coward. It would be another let down for Spence, and Frank, and my mother, and everybody else that had thought something of me in the days gone by. I couldn’t give up now. I wouldn’t.
I moved the mech up onto the triangular platform as the screens on the wall hummed to life, full of static. And then I could feel something, a powerful pulse of energy that rolled up through the mech. Even though I was wearing an exosuit, the hairs on my arms raised and goosebumps prickled my flesh. Something was happening … something big.
The workers returned to their isolation chambers, and a luminescent light filled the entire area. I manipulated the cameras on the outside of the mech to get a better view of the space directly under the triangular platform. I peered into my viewscreen and saw that there was something, some colossal machine directly under us.
I knew almost immediately that it was the machine Dexter had referred to.
The time mechanism.
The thing he’d referred to as “Distant Windows.”
The machine was starting up, and the windows were being opened.
We were about to be thrust sideways through time.
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I could barely make out the machine, but its parts began moving, reorganizing themselves as if they were more biological than mechanical. The construct’s pieces began locking together, firing into place, piston-like parts pumping furiously, a warm light building.
“GET READY FOR THE VOMIT COMET!” I heard one of the other operators scream.
Green orbs appeared in the air like holograms, circling the room. Jezzy was saying something to me, but I wasn’t listening. I was watching the orbs flash around the room until they formed one, continuous loop of light. I looked back at the viewscreen and the time machine was fully engaged, its interlocking mechanisms slamming together as the air became super-charged, a vibration slicing through it like a whale through the water.
What appeared to be lightning flashed overhead, and suddenly I was able to see through my hand as it started to dematerialize. I wiggled my fingers in front of my face, and they appeared to be made of dust. Time and sound slowed, and then the entire underground space disintegrated like a dandelion head blown by the wind, and our mech was lifted up off the ground.
We were pulled forward down into the darkened tunnel along with the others, riding a burst of pure energy into the bowels of the Earth. We picked up speed, and the walls fell away, and in seconds we were rollercoastering down into the blackness.
My mouth pulled back in a silent scream as we pitched into a roiling vortex that resembled a tornado turned on its side. My stomach plunged as we flew through the twister, skysurfing through the murkiness at an incredible rate in a manner not unlike a skier sluicing down over the edge of a cliff.
We were assaulted by black stars, blue vortexes, all the secrets of the universe seemingly revealing themselves at once. For what seemed like an eternity, we plunged straight down into the darkest space I’d ever seen before. Everything appeared to be expanding and contracting and rising and falling all at once. A wall of blue light suddenly appeared, and we were shotgunned toward it—
Fired through a hole in the universe.
I looked through the hole and darkness upon darkness peered back. We bombed down into the nothingness until my field of vision compressed into a tiny, obsidian bead. This was followed by a sudden, violent burst of angelic light and then—
WONK!
Everything was perfectly silent and perfectly white.
I blinked and then I saw it.
Saw daylight.
We were out of the darkness and standing at the edge of a field.
I blinked away tears and gulped like a drowning man for air.
“Pardon my French, but what the fuck just happened?!” Jezzy asked.
“I … we … we’re back,” I mumbled. “We went back … sideways … somewhere.”
“You okay?” she asked.
“Yeah, I’m cool … I’m real good,” I answered. My stomach suddenly soured and I vomited a bit on my boots.
“Jesus, Danny.”
“Sorry.”
“Ew. It’s gonna stink the place up,” Jezzy said.
“I’m pretty sure we won’t even notice the smell. We’ll be too busy trying not to get killed.”
I wiped the vomit from my mouth and looked outside, realizing we were indeed in another time, another place. We may not have technically slipped back into time, but I was pretty damned sure we’d glided through it. I checked my viewscreen and the map and saw the locations of what I assumed were the other armies and the operators (who were represented by blinking, red dots). They were heading through a forest toward each other. Each of us had been placed in a spot that was the same distance from the golden flag. A timer at the top of my head-up display blinked 40:00 and then immediately began counting down. The game was on.
“We need to get moving, Danny.”
I nodded, firing up the mech, praying that I didn’t barf again. I checked the map for the best path forward and seeing only an indistinct one leading through the faraway woods, I pushed the mech into a ragged run. We crossed an expanse of lowlands, cruising through heather and bracken.
The mech bashed its way through wild hedges and over a rocky outcropping upward onto a slope that led to the edge of the woods. We stopped at the treeline and marveled at the timber that looked as tall as skyscrapers. The ground underfoot was the color of coffee grounds, and enormous birds and giant beasts moved through the ancient woods.
Even though we were in the mech, I felt small and insignificant as we slalomed between the mighty trees. I cued the mech’s sound amplifiers, and we could hear all the sights and sounds of the wood, including a drumming sound that seemed to be coming from all around. We were close to the two opposing armies, the tribes, and the Roman soldiers, and I hoped like hell that we’d be able to slip past them.
“Apparently, we’re about to be involved in one of the most important battles in history,” Jezzy said. I glanced up and saw information on our viewscreens, an overview of the upcoming battle.
“The Romans were defeated by the Germanic tribes and their quest to conquer Germany was over.”
“I never really gave a damn about history,” I remarked.
“Well, we’re about to make some aren’t we?”
“Not if I can help it,” I replied.
I throttled the engine, intent on making sure we ran past the barbarian and the Romans before they could spot us. The mech churned through the woods, hurtling streams and clusters of rocks, zipping between the titanic trees.
“I see them!” Jezzy shouted.
I glanced at the viewscreen and caught sight of them … both of them. The barbarians on my left side and the Romans on my right. The barbarians were fanning out through the woods, ready to ambush the unsuspecting Romans.
“We need to move now!” Jezzy yelled.
I leaned on the controls, and the engine grumbled, and we dropped into a run. My gaze was fixed on the trees as I angled the mech left, then right, managing to slalom between them and then it happened—
We hit a naked slab of rock and lost our footing. One of the mech legs slid out, and we tumbled back—
WHAM!
Dropping hard onto the rock and then we started sliding, rolling down and over the hillside until we were rocketing down a short decline. I saw the ground coming up fast, and I repositioned the mech’s legs.
WHUNK!
We crashed, feet first, into a tree whose circumference was greater than that of the mechs. The impact jarred us, but we were protected in our suits. Still, it took me several seconds to gather myself together.
“You okay?” I asked.
Jezzy cursed under her breath and nodded.
“Up, Danny. We need to get up!”
I thumbed the joysticks, planting the mech’s mighty arms down, pushing the machine up to its full height. That’s when I spotted it.
Spotted him.
A bearded barbarian brute who gazed at us from the middle of a fallen tree. The barbarian was naked from the chest up and was holding what looked like a javelin.
“Maybe he doesn’t see us,” I whispered.
The barbarian pulled his clothes down and mooned us.
“Pretty sure he does,” Jezzy replied.
“Is that any way to greet people from the future?” I asked.
The barbarian pulled his clothes up and hurled his javelin at our turret, the crude weapon bouncing off.
I whipped the mech sideways only to see that the ground was swarming with barbarians. They looked absolutely baffled by the sight of us for a few seconds, and then a man I assumed was their leader, a muscular giant on a horse with an oversized war hammer, pointed and screamed at us.
The air filled with rocks from slings, and javelins, along with a flurry of short spears.
My senses were in overdrive as the objects sailed toward us.
I was able to use what I’d learned with Stryker and during the other simulated mech sessions to dodge and avoid most of the weaponry.
“Hey, Danny?”
I looked back at Jezzy. “I forget to ask, but … what happens if we die here?” she asked. “I mean, I know we can’t affect things in the future, but this seems pretty friggin’ real to me so … what if?”
“I’m not finding out.”
I reached down and grabbed the CD Richter had given me.
“What is that?” Jezzy asked.
“Richter’s ultimate mix tape. Guaranteed to get us pumped up!”
Jezzy grinned. “Yes!”
I slammed the CD in and hit play, and the music began pumping.
Only it wasn’t what I expected, a chorus echoing: “The wheels on the bus go round and round, round and round, round and round…”
“What. The. Hell. Is. That?” Jezzy asked.
I fumbled with the CD player as rocks and javelins peppered the turret. I hopped to the next song on the CD, and the real music began booming. I recognized the tune as one my mom had liked back in the day. Metallica’s “Whisky in The Jar.”
“That’s what I’m talking about!” Jezzy shouted. I watched her bring her visor down and unload on the barbarians. I piloted while she fired, strafing the hordes with cannon and—
BOOM! BOOM! BOOM!
Rocket fire that churned the ground and turned trees into matchsticks. The shockwaves from the small explosions whipsawed dozens of barbarians back through the air as a counter on our head-up display began spinning, tallying the number of attackers that we’d put down.
The mech ran forward as Jezzy continued to fire, punching holes through the barbarian forces. Hundreds fell, cut down in great gory heaps, but they were soon replaced by hundreds more. And the worst part was that I could see the Romans now. The legions had obviously heard the commotion and were galloping through the woods to greet us, their mushroom-white tunics flapping in the air.
“JEZZY!” I shouted.
“I SEE THEM!”
She had both of the mech arms up and horizontal. One was aimed at the barbarians, the other at the Romans.
I could see that there was a faint window directly ahead of us, fifty feet, maybe less, of the unobstructed path. If we could just reach it, we’d be able to slip right past the—
WHAM!
The mech was jolted to the left.
Something large hammered into our right side.
The rubber bladders on my operating suit inflated. The machine’s pistons and gears screeched as the machine lurched to the left. The only reason we didn’t topple over is that we slammed into the trunk of a tree.
That immediately began crashing to the ground.
I screamed and pulled back on the controls as the tree dropped down through the air—
CRACK-BOOM!
Landing with a concussive thud that took out fifty Roman soldiers. But behind them were thousands more, including a team of horses that were rearming what looked like the world’s largest crossbow, a contraption that was positioned across a carriage. The Roman soldiers hefted an enormous arrow with an arrowhead the size of a construction ladder.
“That’s what they hit us with!” I shouted.
“It’s called a ‘ballista,’” Jezzy said, scanning the information on her viewscreen.
The ballista floated in the crosshairs of our targeting reticle. The Spence mech’s arm lifted and Jezzy fired a rocket that vaporized the carriage and the wooden weapon. This served only to enrage the Romans who ran headlong toward us. Jezzy swept the mech’s cannons, obliterating the attackers, painting the trees and the forest floor a deep, angry red.
More Roman soldiers appeared, and soon the barbarians were everywhere. The fighters attacked each other and us. Jezzy’s cannons spun like dervishes, eviscerating the attackers, separating heads and limbs from bodies.
We retreated, drifting down the path. I glanced at the viewscreen to see that portions of the barbarians and Romans were continuing to attack each other, while others were in hot pursuit of us. In addition, I could see the other mechs now. They were several thousand yards away, similarly being attacked by the tens of thousands of Romans and barbarians. We’d been dropped down into the middle of the fight, and it was every person for themselves.
I swerved our mech down through the woods and rounded a bend only to see a small herd of barbarians hanging from the trees.
“Those guys are incredibly persistent,” Jezzy said.
The barbarians hurled themselves down onto the mech, swarming over the turret and cockpit like fire ants.
One of them, a female warrior with bowling ball-sized shoulders, brought a stone hammer down on the cockpit, fighting to get her way inside. We windmilled the mech’s arms, trying like hell to dislodge the attackers.
The female warrior brought her hammer back, and I brought the mech to a sudden stop. The movement sent the female warrior and the other barbarians soaring into the trees where their bodies hit the thick trunks and broke apart. Those that survived were either trampled under the mech’s oversized feet or machine-gunned by our cannons.
“We got company!” Jezzy screamed.
Peripherally I saw movement through the trees. Something large and shiny was using the trunks for cover, closing in on us.
“THE OPERATORS!” she yelled.
There was a sudden burst of static. I reached up and tapped a button for our communications link, the commlink. A familiar voice echoed.
“Give up while you’re ahead, Deus,” Simeon said from the link speakers.
“At least you got my name right this time, douchebag,” I replied.
“We’ll go easy on you,” he said with a snicker. “After all, both of you are cripples.”
I looked back at Jezzy, and there was fire in her eyes. “I soooooo wanna kick this guy’s ass,” she said.
Before I could respond—
CRACK-BOOM!
An explosion struck a nearby tree. The blast severed the tree halfway up, sending the top portion of its trunk and crown crashing down. Pure reflex was the only thing that saved us. I anticipated the angle of the falling tree and slid our mech out of the way at the last second.
“What the hell?!” Jezzy yelled. “They said the operators couldn’t hit us with live ammo!”
I glanced back. “Yep. But nobody said anything about using the trees!”
The air filled with missiles and rockets and soon the trees were bursting apart and raining down all over us. We bobbed and weaved, the ground shaking as the trees crashed down to the right and left.
Our mech shot forward, jumping up onto a fallen tree, using it as a springboard. Before we could leap into the air, however, I turned to see a metallic hand punch our turret—
BOOM!
The blow sent our mech crashing down to the forest floor.
We quickly recovered, and my eyes strayed to the viewscreen. I could see Simeon behind the controls of the mech that had sucker punched us. He was pushing his machine up onto the trunk of an enormous tree. Then he reached down and pried one of the other weapons I’d seen attached to the side of the operators’ mechs, an oversized hammer with a spike protruding from the end of it.
Simeon pulled the hammer loose and swung the thing at the nearby trees like a mechanized Thor. Trunks splintered, and the trees began toppling. I powered our mech into a roll, barely avoiding the falling timber and Simeon’s machine that flew through the air and slammed to the ground out in front of us.
Our mech crabbed back and Simeon replaced the hammer with a fifteen-foot section of fallen tree that his mech held like a baseball bat.
“That is not cool!” Jezzy shouted.
Music started piping through the commlink. Not our music, but older tunes that I assumed were being programmed by Simeon. A singer’s voice echoed, and I listened to the words, to the man singing “The party’s over, it’s time to call it a day … the party’s over, the candles flicker and dim ...”
Simeon laughed as the music amped. Then he swung the tree at us, barely missing the top of the turret. We dove laterally, and shimmied up a fallen tree and then dropped twenty feet to the ground.
If it wasn’t for the alien-alloyed panels Richter had grafted onto the mech; we’d never have been able to survive the drop. The alloy helped cushion the blow as we turned to see Simeon making a beeline toward us.
“SHOOT IT DOWN!” I cried out.
“I CAN’T FIRE ON HIM!” Jezzy replied.
“THE TREES! SHOOT AT THE TREES!”
Jezzy unleashed a flurry of rockets that set several fir trees on fire. Smoke filled the forest as Simeon’s mech wheeled around. It rampaged forward, and I brought our mech down and then launched it into the air.
Simeon’s mech flew by underneath of us. We landed and darted through the smoke. Another mech appeared in front of us, and Jezzy threw an elbow that—
WHACK!
Clipped the other mech, sending it pinwheeling back into the brush. The other operators were directly behind the fallen one.
My eyes roamed up to see Baila behind the next closest mech. Even behind the cockpit, she looked breathtaking. I froze.
“I knew you had the hots for her!” Jezzy shouted.
Baila stared at me and then her face screwed up in a snarl. She threw a mech punch that hammered our turret. So much for her being the nice one of the bunch.
I monkeyed the controls, but the impact knocked us back and down over a rock ledge. The sound of metal screeching against rock echoed as we slid down an embankment. My teddy bear went flying against the cockpit as the CD player began skipping. My eyes hopped to the view screen, and I saw the other operators jumping down after us.
They fired a rocket at the trees at the bottom of the embankment.
I shoved the mech into a drift-slide, able to slip ride under the falling trees at the last second.
The mech’s turret groaned, and the engine complained as I maneuvered us back on our feet. We forged through the trees and then downhill and through a dry stream bed that was filled with boulders. Following the course of the stream bed uphill, I could see that the top was cluttered by a windfall and an immense jumble of even larger stones.
Jezzy shouted and pointed, and I looked up to see another mech dropping down in front of us. It was the machine piloted by the two Asian women, Ren and Sato. I grabbed my teddy bear and sat him on my lap and then the other mech rushed us.
Ren and Sato dropped their mech low. Suddenly, I remembered the footage Dexter had let me watch. I recalled how they liked to attack low, so I dropped our mech into a crouch and then hit the engine’s turbo. This rocketed our mech ten feet up into the air, allowing us to soar right over Ren and Sato.
We hit the ground, and I threw out a back leg that connected with the backside of their turret. This knocked them back, but they quickly recovered and began hurling boulders at us. One of the rocks pinged off our cockpit, nearly cracking it.
Jezzy shouted for me to get running, to hit the area near the windfall and I knew she was right. Ren and Sato continued to fire rocks at us as our mech picked its way up toward the immense jumble of stones.
My eyes enlarged when I saw the placement of the rocks, the angle at which they were positioned. The wheels in my mind were turning.
“I’ve got an idea,” I said.
“Already on it,” Jezzy said. This is what I loved most about working with her, the fact that she was often able to read my mind. I’d never admit it to her of course, but she was always several steps ahead of me.
Jezzy fired several rockets that blasted apart the windfall, sending a rockslide directly toward us and the other mechs that were right on our ass.
We jumped over the rockslide, and I watched the debris nearly wipe out the other operators. All of their mechs were still standing, but they’d fallen behind us.
“Good work, Jezz!”
“I learned from the best!”
“Thanks!” I said.
“I didn’t mean you!”
A nervous smile played at the edges of my lips. We careened through the forest and were soon moving through the treeline, six miles away from the golden flag. We danced over several small brooks and scrambled over a boulder-strewn field. I could see in the viewscreen that the barbarians and Romans were chasing us. It looked as if they’d teamed up against a common enemy.
There was a grassy ridgeline in front of us that we tromped up. We stopped occasionally and fired back into our pursuers. The rockets thudded into the ground, dropping Romans and barbarians by the dozens, but they still kept coming.
“Three miles away!” Jezzy shouted.
I looked up. There were twenty-eight minutes remaining on the timer. We crested the ridge, and I spotted a form up near the top of a hillock, what looked like a crude stone structure or fort. I zoomed in on the viewscreen to see the golden flag flying from top of the fort. All we had to do was cross a section of lowlands and then sprint up toward the fort, and we’d win!
There was another burst of static from the speakers tethered to the communications link.
“You think you’ve won,” Simeon growled, “but the party’s over and a new one’s just about to get started.”
There was a surge of light across the horizon, and everything began to flicker and flash, almost like a retro DVD that was skipping.
“Danny … what’s happening?” Jezzy asked.
Whatever was happening, I knew it wasn’t good. I thought about what Vidmark had said, about how the operators had been given the ability to alter the training conditions one time. That’s what Simeon was doing, I figured. He knew that we were in the lead and he was changing things up on us.
“I – I think they’re calling an audible,” I said.
Before Jezzy could respond, everything began to dematerialize. I could literally see through my hand, and the mech and then the music on the CD player began to rewind eerily. The ground opened up under us, and we were sucked down into a darkened pit.
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I couldn’t see anything for several minutes, but it appeared as if our mech was stationary and everything on the outside was rushing past. Then there was an explosion and a white light strobed. We were pulled through a funnel and emerged through a wall of gel out onto a never-ending plain of gray ash that bisected two flat bodies of water.
My ears thrummed, and stars filled my eyes. We sat in silence for several seconds. I looked at the timer on my head up display which blinked 27:22 and began counting down. Looking outside, I stared up at the sky. Black flurries fell from it, coating the cockpit. The terrain around us appeared to be made of crushed and level stone, and there was what looked like a forest at the end of the plain and beyond that, rugged peaks and what might be a volcano. For all intents and purposes, it looked like an alien world to me.
“Where are we?” I asked.
“You mean when.”
I looked back. “We’re on Earth, Danny.”
“Somehow it doesn’t look like what I remember.”
Jezzy pointed to the viewscreen which was filled with pages of information.
“That’s because you weren’t around sixty-six million years ago.”
I blinked. “Come again?”
She pointed at the viewscreen “They changed it up like Vidmark said they would,” Jezzy said. “I bet one of the other operators was scared we were gonna win, and they did something.”
“They sent us into another time loop,” I replied breathlessly.
“Back to the ‘K-T Extinction,’” Jezzy said, reading from her viewscreen.
“That doesn’t sound good at all.”
“It’s not,” she answered, reading from the viewscreen. “We are smack dab in the middle of the event, an asteroid strike that probably released the same amount of energy as billions of atomic bombs.”
“Alrighty then.”
“The strike allegedly killed seventy-five percent of all living things on the Earth with global firestorms, soot clouds that blocked out the sun, and toxic gas clouds—”
“Killed off everything as in the dinosaurs, right?”
She looked up. “Yeah. How’d you know?”
I pointed.
Just ahead of us was an enormous, terrified-looking creature that streaked past our mech.
My jaw dropped. “Was that … a friggin’ T-Rex?” I whispered.
“A very frightened T-Rex.”
“What the hell scares a T-Rex?”
Suddenly, I saw shapes toiling in the forest at the end of the gray plain. I checked the map on my viewscreen and the area all around us was filled with misshapen forms along with the red dots signifying the other operators and the golden flag. The map showed that the flag was located at the base of the volcano, seven miles away. We had roughly twenty minutes to get there before the others did.
“We’ve got echoes, Danny,” Jezzy said.
“Bad guys?” I asked.
“Yeppers.”
“How many?”
“Um … all of them,” she said.
I activated the exterior lights on the mech and bit back a scream. I knew at that moment what had terrified the T-Rex. At the other end of the plain were monstrous creatures the size of elephants. The things stood on two powerful legs, but they had tails like scorpions, spindle-thin arms that were studded with dagger-like, white quills, and narrow skulls that resembled the head on an ax. The alien beasts’ exoskeletons were black and shiny and made them appear more mechanical than biological.
“What are those?” Jezzy asked.
“I’m guessing those may be the things that actually killed off the dinosaurs.”
I noted on the map that the other operators were already on the move, so I pushed our mech into a mad dash.
“You think they’ll let us through?” I asked.
“Doubtful,” came Jezzy’s reply.
Objects began pelting the cockpit. The hatchet-faced monsters were firing the quills from their hands. I swerved left and right to avoid the quill, but there were too many of them.
“Ha! They can’t make it through the cockpit!” I shouted.
WHUNK!
One of the quills penetrated the cockpit glass, coming within a few inches of stabbing into my forehead. Holy crap!
“Let ‘em have it!” I screamed.
The cannons on the mech spit fire. A wall of lead dropped the monsters in front of me. Alien body parts filled the air along with great gouts of yellow and green blood, but as soon as the monstrous bodies hit the ground, they split open to reveal dozens of scorpion-like creatures the size of small dogs cocooned inside.
I stared at the things, absolutely shocked. “You’ve got to be kidding me.”
Leathery wings erupted from the sides of these things as they took to the air and began bombarding us. Jezzy continued to fire the cannons and rockets, carving a path through the aliens. One of the larger creatures jumped at me, and I sidestepped the beast and brought the mech’s clawed foot down on its head, splitting it open like a ripe melon.
I lowered the mech’s shoulder and Jezzy fired a rocket that shrieked into the belly of another alien, then passed through its back and continued on into eight more before exploding in an eruption of blood and bone. This pushed the hordes back, and I steamrolled into them.
I dropped the mech into a low, combat run, and Jezzy fired point-blank into the creatures, decapitating and gutting scores of them. More of the beasts came at us, monstrous things flapping their wings, their mouths open to reveal knife-like teeth.
Jezzy strafed the hordes, bullets, and rockets from the mech’s cannons exploding their bodies, turning the corpses into bone-confetti. I could hear their shrieks which sounded like pieces of metal being rubbed together, as they were swept aside by our attack. Finally, we’d carved a hole through the massing aliens and took off into the forest. We slashed past the silhouettes of dinosaurs of various shapes and sizes which were beating a hasty retreat away from the firefight.
The map revealed that the other operators were just up ahead. I looked up to see that there was indeed a volcano off in the distance.
“That volcano thingie’s erupting!” Jezzy shouted.
“How do you know?!”
“Because the air is literally filled with burning debris!”
I looked through the cockpit, and suddenly it looked like the sky was on fire. It was like something out of the Old Testament, fire, and brimstone and all that. I moved the mech evasively, but the fireballs slammed down all over the place.
The molten debris whacked against the turret and cockpit in a flash the trees on the outside began to go up in flames. Visibility, already poor, became much worse. I shoved the controls down, and the mech galloped through a wall of fire. We could see the alien beasts in the background. Some of them made it through the flames while others were on fire, running around like ambulatory torches.
“Nineteen minutes!” Jezzy said.
“How far?”
“Four and a half miles.”
I surveyed the map and amped the mech’s engine. The machine ran forward through the woods, gliding past pillars of flame, the outside world enveloped in a shroud of soot and smoke from the wildfires. We came up fast on the other mechs, and I spotted the first one through a gap in the trees.
“We need to go around,” I said.
“No time!” Jezzy shouted back.
I prayed that the legs Richter had given the mech would come through once more. I pressed the controls down and gave the mech as much juice as I could.
We rocketed out of the trees and surprised two of the other mechs, the ones piloted by Baila, and Dru and Billy. Their turrets spun, and I locked eyes with Baila. Instead of hesitating this time, I ran our mech directly at her—
WHACK!
Sideswiping Baila, sending her mech crashing to the ground.
“That’s for Mister Berenstain!” I shouted at her.
We bounded past Dru and Billy. I could see them reacting in the viewscreen, but our mech was smaller and nimbler. The legs Richter had bolted on were a definite advantage, and in several seconds, several hundred yards separated us.
Our mech blitzed forward across a reef of gravel that spooled to the edge of the volcano. With all the flaming debris crashing down and the blackened, sooty sky eerily backlit by the reds and oranges spewing from the mouth of the volcano, the entire area resembled one of the lower levels of hell.
I could barely see the other two mechs up ahead, what I assumed were Simeon and Ren and Sato. They were spidering up the side of the volcano headed for what our map said was the location of the flag.
Fourteen minutes.
That’s how long we had to cover two miles and defeat the other mechs.
“Got any bright ideas?” I asked.
“I think that given our present situation, the best course of action is to ram it down their throat,” Jezzy said.
“Warm and fuzzy like always, Jezz,” I said, catching her smile in a reflection on the cockpit glass.
Our mech’s razor legs picked up speed. I could feel every piston, every synthetic ligament holding the craft together firing all at once. We were literally a well-oiled machine, moving so quickly that it seemed like we were sailing through the air.
The other two mechs were only three-hundred feet in front of us, visible only with the aid of the enhancements on the viewscreen.
Their outlines were barely visible in the smoke and shadows.
I couldn’t believe they hadn’t spotted us yet and chalked it up to the poor visibility and confusion caused by the raging fires and the ocean of lava that was pouring down the side of the volcano.
Then I saw Simeon raise both of his mech’s mechanical arms.
“What the hell is he doing?!”
Simeon fired a flurry of rockets.
Straight up into the air.
I slammed on the mech’s brakes as the machine gouged the soft, volcanic soil. We were only ten or twelve feet from the other mechs. Our turret rotated, and now I could see the rockets Simeon fired had spiraled up into the sunless sky and were dropping back down toward us.
“RUN!” Jezzy shouted, but it was too late.
The rockets detonated in a semi-circle around our mech, creating a massive fissure in the ground. I could feel a rumbling shudder under the mech.
“What the hell’s going on?!” I shouted.
“I’m pretty sure we’re in the middle of an earthquake!” Jezzy replied.
Before I could respond, the ground opened up under us and we fell straight down.
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We plunged down into a chasm that was as black as the bottom of the ocean and then—
WHAM!
We came to a bone-shuddering stop.
I flipped on our exterior lights which lashed across the area in front of us, giving us the lay of the land.
We’d fallen into the chasm, a fissure in the earth that was eight feet wide and seemingly without a bottom. Shrugging off the shock of falling into the trench, I peered into my viewscreen and zoomed down on the imagery to see that the chasm did indeed have a floor. It was a little over a hundred feet beneath us and consisted of a bubbling ocean of red-orange molten lava that was slowly rising. The only thing that was keeping us from falling into the lava was that we’d somehow miraculously landed on a narrow ledge, thirteen feet below the rim of the chasm.
The other operators had also fallen in and were precariously positioned on the same ledge, twenty feet away from us.
The fury of the erupting volcano shook the ground, and the fiery debris continued to fall through the sky, bouncing off the top of the turret.
“We’ve nine minutes, maybe less, before that lava bubbles up,” Jezzy said.
I manipulated our arms, but the movement nearly caused us to fall from the ledge.
“The ledge isn’t gonna hold!” Jezzy shouted.
Something moved in the semi-darkness. The mech with Ren and Sato was inching down toward us. I didn’t know whether they were going to help us or hurt us, so I did the only thing I could think to do. I lowered the mech into a crouch and then I activated the jump-jets that were under the mech’s feet and—
WHUMP-BOOM!
The burst of energy from the electrically-charged nitrogen gas rocketed us into the air where—
WHACK!
I snapped out one of our mech arms, groping for purchase, the metal fingers spearing into the rocky soil. We were only a few feet below the chasm’s rim now, but the soil was giving way under the weight of our machine.
“EIGHT MINUTES!” Jezzy screamed.
I thumbed the controls and threw a fist at the other mechanical arm, punching through the soil. Then I withdrew the other fist and stabbed it into the soil and in this way, began pulling the mech up toward the hole’s rim when—
The soil broke apart, and we fell down again.
Our screams echoed in the cockpit as I punched the controls and managed to telescope our mechanical arms, stopping our descent, seven feet down from the rim’s edge.
We were now wedged between the narrowest walls of the chasm, the other two mechs directly below us.
“SEVEN MINUTES!” Jezzy shouted.
Sweat glazed my back and forehead. I searched for a way out, but nothing looked promising. Screw capturing the flag, I thought to myself. I had no idea whether we could be hurt in this training operation, but I didn’t want to find out. My number one goal was making sure we didn’t fall down into the lava.
I could see the other mechs on the ledge beneath us, the ground slowly giving way under their machines. Then it hit me. If I could reach down and grab one of the other machines, I might be able to swing it back up toward the surface and then it could, in turn, reach down and pull us up. It was a risky move, but we were out of options. I turned and explained the situation to Jezzy.
“So, let me see if I understand this. You want to save them?” she asked. I nodded. “The mechs?” Another nod from me. “The ones who were literally trying to kick the crap out of us a few minutes ago.”
“It’s the right to do,” I said.
“Since when did you ever do the right thing?”
“Since I’ve turned over a new leaf,” I replied.
She grumbled, and I cued the mech’s commlink. Static echoed, then I could hear the sound of people breathing hard on the other end.
“It’s everyone’s favorite wannabe mech operator,” I said. “If you guys can hear me, I’ve got a plan. I’ve got a way to save you.”
“We don’t need your help,” Simeon replied.
White hot rage bubbled up inside me. “Listen up, asshole,” I said. “We’ve got about a hundred and twenty seconds before we become Kentucky Fried mechs. Now either you shut the hell up and follow my lead, or I’ll leave you down here.”
Simeon cursed under his breath, but didn’t respond and so I continued. “Both of you need to swing your mechs’ arms up in the air. Now.”
They did. Then I slammed my left fist into the chasm’s rock wall and lowered my right down. The metal fingers at the end of my arm latched onto the fingers of the mech operated by Ren and Sato.
“You sure this is gonna work, Danny?”
“Hell no, I’m not,” I said.
I stabilized the mech, and then the machine’s metal fingers curled around Ren’s and Sato’s mech. Then I pulled the other mech down and off the ledge and bit back a scream. The sheer weight of the other mech nearly pulled us all down, but I was able to right the ship. Our mech’s legs dug into the rock, and then I swung the other mech down and torqued up into the air with as much power as I could.
The other mech shot up, stopping a few feet from the rim’s edge, its arms shot out, hammering into the rock. I then reached down and reluctantly grabbed Simeon’s mech’s hand as the ledge fell away under him. I could see Simeon’s eyes through our cockpit. He looked frightened like he’d just realized I had the power over whether he lived or died. I could either haul him up to safety or let him fall down into the lava.
I turned back to Ren and Sato and saw them climb up over the rim. Jezzy and I held our breath for several seconds, realizing the two could easily run off to snag the flag. I was overjoyed to see them look back down at us. They distended their mech’s hand and grabbed our hand and pulled us and Simeon’s mech up out of the chasm.
Jezzy cheered when we hit solid ground, but I was too busy scanning the viewscreen. We had less than two minutes to travel more than a mile to the flag. Without looking back, I thumped the mech’s controls, and we commenced a sprint across the base of the volcano.
Our machine long-jumped pools of lava and slashed through plumes of steam as flaming boulders and debris continued to slam down to our left and right like missiles falling from the skies.
The timer was spinning down, and I could see Simeon’s mech closing on us like a linebacker.
Glancing up, I spotted the flag, whipping in the wind caused by the volcano’s eruption. We were a few hundred yards away when—
CRACK-BOOM!
A boulder the size of a small sedan crashed down on our turret.
The impact caved the metal in and sent our machine pinwheeling forward—
Sliding across the volcanic stone to within mere feet of the flag.
I tapped my controls, and our mechanical arm reached out. I was so close the flag. I was gonna do it … and then everything began to dematerialize.
“NOOOOOOOO!” I screamed.
We’d run out of time!
We hadn’t reached the flag!
Our mech’s fingers kissed the edge of the flag which turned to dust and fell away along with the volcano and everything else. I looked back and could literally see through Jezzy’s face and then—
Everything disappeared under us, and we were falling through space and time. There was a burst of blue light that momentarily blinded me and then slipped into unconsciousness.
I woke to the sensation of Jezzy smacking my cheeks. I was dazed and disoriented, my ears hummed, and it felt like I’d peed inside of my exosuit.
“Wha – what happened?” I asked.
She pointed, and I looked through the cockpit. We were back at the bottom of the hangar at The Hermitage. My head sank because I knew we’d lost. I gaped at Jezzy who looked heartbroken.
“I’m so sorry, Danny,” she whispered.
We sat in silence for what seemed like an eternity. I was embarrassed, ashamed, and overcome with guilt. I felt like I’d let everyone down again.
Eventually, we climbed down from the mech to see the other operators standing alongside their machines. Everyone was sweat-slicked and exhausted. My gaze wandered to the right where Vidmark appeared from his glass enclosure along with a series of men and women dressed in lab smocks or suits. Some of them I’d seen before, but others were strangers. I assumed they were representatives of the government or maybe the military.
Vidmark cruised forward in his self-balancing scooter.
He stopped between the other operators and us.
The liquid-like screens on either side of us hummed to life as Vidmark dismounted the scooter. The screens flashed images of what we’d just experienced, our battles with the Germanic tribes, Romans, and aliens. Vidmark watched the screens for several seconds and then moved toward Jezzy and me, his prosthetic limbs clicking and clacking. Vidmark smiled and began clapping his hands. So, did the others behind him in the smocks and suits.
“Congratulations,” Vidmark said.
“For what?” I asked.
“For winning.”
I just stared at him. “But we didn’t reach the … we lost, Mister Vidmark.”
Vidmark shook his head. “It was never about reaching the flag, Danny.”
“But what you said before about the—”
Vidmark waved a hand. “To play’s the thing if you’ll allow me to paraphrase Shakespeare.”
“I don’t understand, sir.”
“Selfishness is unacceptable,” Vidmark replied. “It’s fatal in our line of work. What mattered during the protocol is that you and Jezmyn were willing to pay the ultimate price. You were willing to give yourself up for the others … to put the team first.”
My eyes swung to Jezzy, then back to Vidmark. “So, what you’re saying is—”
“You passed the audition, Mister Deus.”
I breathed deeply and reached out and squeezed Jezzy’s hand. The other operators were smiling as if they’d been in on the whole thing, everyone but Simeon who still glared at me. Vidmark approached Jezzy and me and placed his hands on our shoulders.
“You’re part of something much larger than yourselves now. We’re going to give people back something that’s been in short supply for a very long time. Hope,” Vidmark said. “We’re going to give them back their heroes. Welcome to the Icarus Project.”
I was overjoyed.
I was overcome with emotion.
I was shocked to see a section of the roof break off and crash to the ground.
The building swayed.
Additional sections of the ceiling tumbled to the ground. I could hear the deafening rattle of explosions and what might be small arms fire somewhere overhead.
The people in the smocks and suits dashed for cover. Vidmark didn’t move, however. He didn’t budge an inch or even react.
“What’s happening, Mister Vidmark?” I asked.
“Another test,” Vidmark replied. “This time it’s one that’s all too real.”
I watched the other mech operators move toward their machines. Vidmark climbed back onto his scooter as Jezzy and I ran toward our mech. I spotted Simeon, climbing into his battle machine. He looked back over his shoulder at me. His eyes were hard, and they seemed to bore right through me. “Welcome to the team, Deus,” he said. “Welcome to the new world disorder.”
We entered our mechs and made ready to head back up and defend The Hermitage from whatever was attacking. Our mech walked onto the lift, and we were carried up into the hangar. There was pandemonium, people scurrying in every direction, readying weapons, waving their hands. The other operators were already being rearmed and heading for the exits on the hangar, eager to get outside. I glanced back at Jezzy.
“You ready to do this for real?”
She smiled and nodded. “Somebody’s got to save the world.”
I watched her check the CD player and cue our fighting music as several hangar workers slid belts of ammunition and rockets into our mech’s cannons and pods. AC/DC’s “Thunderstruck” echoed. I grinned and engaged the mech’s controls, heading for the rear door. I could see that time had indeed stretched out during the training. It was dusk outside as we scrambled through the door. There were several seconds of silence and then flares burst overhead and the screaming started.
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BOOK 2 SAMPLE CHAPTER
The sun dropped like burning gold over the horizon as Jezzy and I barreled out of the hangar in our mech against the echo of AC/DC’s “Thunderstruck.” Twilight was near and against the backdrop of the dying sun I watched an alien glider, a long cylindrical, silver-hulled craft studded with slats and stabilizers, slice through the sky.
My view viewscreen showed the outline of drones and several dozen alien soldiers landing at various points inside The Hermitage’s fence. Now you may be wondering what I was thinking about at that moment that I spied the aliens attacking The Hermitage.
Adult diapers.
Seriously, that’s what I was thinking about because I was damned sure I was gonna lose control over my bowels. But then I sucked in a breath and as the AC/DC song was ending, I flashed back to the first day of the original invasion. I’d been at home at our crappy little townhouse on William Lane, watching cartoons when the power winked out and a strange sound began to build. Strolling outside, I closed my eyes and listened to something that sounded like bees buzzing in a hive. The kind of sound that seems to be made up of a hundred little sounds. That’s what happens when hundreds of people are screaming at once, running down your street, telling you to take shelter. I walked outside and saw an alien glider hovering over my neighborhood and I swear to you, for whatever reason, I was not scared.
A feeling of … serenity washed over me, the very same sensation I was experiencing at The Hermitage. Instinctively, I knew, watching the scuds land and scurry across the campus, that I was at exactly the right place and the right time. My vision seemed clearer, colors brighter (even in the semi-darkness), and sounds more distinct. I quickly zoomed in on the enemy soldiers and saw that they were wearing the blood-red armor of the Syndicate, the alien empire whose reign of terror was supposedly over.
“What the hell?!” Jezzy shouted, seeing the same thing. “I thought we beat those guys?!”
“I guess they couldn’t quit us,” I replied.
“Back for sloppy seconds.”
I throttled our engine and the Spence mech lurched forward, stalking across the grass as terrified campus workers fled past us. I listened to the sound of the pistons and gears on our mech popping, creating a kind of rhythm that I began grooving to.
The other operators were already on the attack, blasting away at the alien soldiers and a cluster of enemy drones, mechanized fighting machines, some of which were as large and fearsome as our own.
“TALK TO ME, JEZZY!”
“WE’VE GOT ECHOES ALL AROUND!”
“IN ENGLISH!”
“BAD GUYS, YOU DING DONG! WE’VE GOT LOTS OF BAD GUYS MOVING IN TO SURROUND US!”
My eyes dropped back to the viewscreen. There looked to be about thirty or forty alien soldiers spread out just ahead, five battle mechs, and the enemy glider I mentioned before which was doing a lazy loop overhead. Basically, the bad guys had enough hardware to keep us and the other operators busy for quite a while. Lovely.
I mentally plotted a path forward when a pair of alien soldiers appeared over the faraway slope that led to the training range.
“What’s the possibility that this is another test?” I said to Jezzy, studying the two enemy soldiers. “Y’know, another simulation.”
“This is not a simulation,” she said.
“My gut tells me that it is.”
“Are you really this stupid?”
“You’d be surprised how stupid I am,” I said.
One of the alien soldiers whipped out a rocket launcher and fired it. I watched the smoke trail at the back of the rocket as it scythed up and then came down at a hard angle—
BOOM!
Detonating close enough to knock our mech to the ground. I looked back at Jezzy who frowned. “Still think it’s a simulation, smart guy?”
“Sorry,” I said.
“Why is it that nobody ever listens to me?”
“That’s the curse of being a devastatingly beautiful woman.”
She groaned and I powered the mech back up into an upright position. I thumped the controls and juiced the engine as Jezzy fired at the aliens. She gunned down one of them, but the other scud was fast. The sucker moved like a halfback, dodging our fire while pulling out what looked like a grenade. The alien flung the grenade toward us when—
Another form lurched into view.
It was Simeon!
He heaved himself forward in his shimmering, stainless steel mech. “HOW ‘BOUT YOU LET THE BIG BOYS DO THE FIGHTING?” he said over the commlink.
I watched Simeon effortlessly throw one of his machine’s metal hands out—
CRACK!
Hitting the alien grenade like a baseball bat, sending it back toward the enemy soldier where it airburst, turning the scud into bone-confetti.
Simeon turned back to us. “You taking notes, Deus?”
“We could’ve done that!” I shouted.
“But you didn’t!”
“You didn’t give us a chance!” I screamed, but Simeon was already on the run. We followed after him as he rounded the corner of an outbuilding, blasting through ribbons of smoke from several small explosions and—
BAROOM!
The side of the outbuilding exploded to reveal two alien Reaper mechs. The alien fighting machines resembled battle tanks grafted onto pairs of heavy piston-like legs. Blood red fangs had been painted on the fronts of the turrets, in between the heavy chain guns and dual rocket pods that swiveled in their housings, bolted onto the machine’s bulky arms. Above the weapons were two bubbletops, one on the front of the machine and another on the back where a pair of alien controllers sat.
I swapped looks with the flight controllers and then Simeon charged one of the mechs, so we bum-rushed the other one—
WHAM!
Hammering into the machine before it could get a shot off, knocking it back into the outbuilding.
The enemy mech crashed through the building’s drywall and metal studs, spinning to the ground. Then it forced itself over like a toppled turtle and commenced firing on us.
“INCOMING!” Jezzy shouted.
I toggled the mech’s controls, dancing between the incoming fire, just as I’d done during the various training sessions. A few of the energized rounds from the alien mech whacked our turret as we dove to the right, taking cover behind a mound of debris.
Visibility was shitty in the outbuilding, so we maneuvered according to the viewscreen. I could see the other mech searching for us and so we slithered beyond the pile of debris and a fallen girder. I glanced up and spotted a door.
“We’re too big to fit through that,” I said.
“So let’s make our own door,” Jezzy replied.
“It’s gonna be pretty expensive if we damage this building.”
“They can bill me!” Jezzy shouted.
I squared our mech’s metal shoulders and decided it was indeed time to make our own doors.
BOOM!
We barnstormed through several walls, fell to our metal knees and turned just as—
BOOM! BOOM!
Explosions buffeted us. The other mech was unleashing a volley of rockets. The Spence mech rose and focused on the incoming fire, expertly dipping to the left or juking to the right, managing to evade every rocket the mech fired. Looking back, I figure my ability to do this, to slip down into a “zone” of sorts at just the right moment was because of everything I’d endured before and after the invasion. You have to remember that for many years as a child we were flat broke and constantly moving around. The point is, when the aliens came I was already used to the bottom falling out. I was familiar with struggling and confronting adversity and so the fight against the attacking aliens just seemed like another hurdle (an admittedly greater one) to overcome. I guess you could say, I’d been preparing for something like that fight on the campus for most of my life.
We dove out of the way of the last rocket and crabbed back and around until we’d flanked the attacking mech which was still searching for us.
“OVER HERE, JACKASS!” I shouted through the mech’s bullhorn.
The enemy machine looked up and Jezzy fired four rockets into it.
The mech deflected all but one of the rockets. The final one slammed into the area just below its turret, severing a ligament that appeared to control its forward movement.
Machine oil jetted in thick, ropy spurts.
The enemy mech made a rasping sound as it wheeled spastically, marshalling its energy in an effort to pivot and fire at us. One of the rounds from its cannons thwacked off our cockpit. That annoyed the hell out of me for some reason and so I lowered our mechanical shoulder and shot forward, going airborne—
WHAM!
Drop-kicking the other mech!
Our machine’s metal feet bounced off the alien mech’s turret.
Our mech went one way and the enemy mech went another, slamming to the ground and spinning sideways. Little wisps of smoke rose from the stricken mech.
We rose before the other mech could and I rotated the mech’s mechanical arms for a kill shot. I could see the beady eye on the two alien navigators go wide and then Jezzy emptied our cannons into the enemy’s bubbletops, shattering the canopy, shredding the navigators. We paused as sparks flew, the mech sputtered, and then went up in flames.
“Danny?”
I looked back at Jezzy. “Seriously, what the hell is going on? I thought we beat the Syndicate. I thought the aliens surrendered?”
“We did,” I said.
“Um, then why are we fighting them again?”
What an excellent question! Unfortunately, I didn’t have a good answer. Instead of responding, I forced a smile and threw the mech into gear. We rumbled forward, back out of the hole we’d made in the outbuilding’s exterior wall.
The sun was gone and darkness had shrouded the land. Even though we had night-vision capabilities, I wasn’t familiar with fighting in the shadows and so it took me four or five seconds to adjust to the suffocating blackness.
We took several steps and the murkiness was split by red flares that shrieked up into the sky. I couldn’t tell who was firing them, but the flares burst overhead like fireworks, casting everything in an eerie red light. Simeon was nowhere to be seen, but the mech he’d attacked was lying on the ground, smoking, ripped in half like an old beer can.
We stomped to the right and spotted the other operators clustered on a knoll. They were under attack by the remaining Reaper mechs and alien soldiers, including reinforcements who were being dropped down from the glider.
Powering up the viewscreen, I zoomed in on the glider, watching dozens of alien soldiers riding metal leaders down to the ground.
“You seeing this?” Jezzy asked.
I nodded. It just so happened that my teddy bear was at my feet so I picked him up and manipulated his arms, miming my best, bear voice. “What should we do, Miss Jezmyn?”
I caught Jezzy’s flinty-eyed stare in a reflection of the cockpit glass, and I knew that meant one thing. It was go time again. “It’s time do what we do best,” she replied. “Bring the noise.”
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You can find Shadow Corps available online today:


  
Death isn’t so bad if it means saving the universe. 

Fending for herself in the cauldron of a planet torn apart by an alien invasion taught Samantha how to kill. Ruthlessly efficient, her abilities have caught the attention of the Shadow Corps.

A group comprised of deadly warriors who focus on galactic safety, using any means necessary. 

A battle-hardened warlord causing you trouble? The Shadow Corps will ruin their day.

Her first mission puts her team up against a space dragon, death reapers, and the ultimate sorcerer.

Samantha had better learn to master her alien magic, or be forced to watch her world, and many others, burn. 
Grab it on Amazon

And you can now get Jonathan Yanez’ spinoff series!


  
Because the universe can’t save itself. 

When others run from danger, Riot runs toward it.

When others throw up, she throws down.

And when there’s a brawl in a bar, well … she’s probably the one who caused it.

But now, the person voted least likely not to blow stuff up by her unit has been given another mission: explore the universe and forge bonds with new alien races in order to save earth from another invasion.

Backed by her ride or die crew - the only guys she’d trust on a mission such as this - and a scientist, because, well, science, Riot blasts off in a spaceship headed to distant galaxies, the fate of the planet resting on her shoulders.

Bring the thunder is a fantastical space marine adventure with rollercoaster-like action and the kind of snarky humor you’ve come to love in movies like guardians of the galaxy.

If you like the whiplash action of The Ember War and the ridiculousness of We Are Legion (We Are Bob), then you’ll be obsessed with the War Wolves series. 

Get your copy today to blast off to non-stop fun and war-games.

You can check out the Syndicate Wars books, if you want the backstory for these spinoffs and this anthology. They are like the prequels—you don’t have to read them, but might have fun if you do. And the first three came from Podium in an Audiobook boxset, narrated by Allyson Johnson!



  
Grab it on Amazon
Get the Audiobook free with an Audible Trial
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