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Chapter 1

Mech

 

Jake Price swapped out his assault rifle’s empty magazine for a full one, sucked in a quick breath, and leaned to fire around the low garden wall that served as his only cover. A tight burst, and then back again. His ammo was almost depleted.

The Ixan soldiers were closing in, and they’d already taken out the rest of Jake’s team.

Of course, today wouldn’t have gone half so poorly if his dropship pilot hadn’t insisted on putting his team down in the middle of an open square bordered by Ixan snipers. Jake had lost half his people as they tried to sprint across the open space, zigzagging to give themselves a nonzero chance of survival.

Right now, his chance of surviving seemed pretty close to zero. But he’d been in tighter spots than this.

And he had to complete the mission.

Ripping a grenade from his tactical vest, he lobbed it at the approaching soldiers as he scrambled the other way, staying low to the ground and praying he wasn’t kicking up enough dust to give away his location.

When he judged he’d put enough distance between himself and his original position, he flipped onto his back, ripped his pistol from its holster, and waited.

There. The Ixa started coming around the wall, fleeing the impending explosion. Jake inhaled, lined up his shot, and fired as he exhaled.

Boom. Headshot. Boom. Headshot.

Jake was already up and running as the grenade went off, rumbling through the ground and sending a wave of heat against his back.

His mission was to rescue a diplomat who’d been foolish enough to try negotiating with the Ixa. They’d taken him hostage, of course, and then the demands had started.

The Commonwealth needed to send a strong message: they weren’t interested in entertaining Ixan demands.

And Jake was the messenger they’d chosen.

Intel had the hostage in a basement two streets over, and an indicator blinked on Jake’s HUD, with a dotted line outlining a suggested route.

Screw that.

Following the AI’s suggestion meant staying predictable. Instead, Jake tried a door, and when it wouldn’t open, he slapped a charge just above its doorknob, taking cover behind a nearby dumpster.

The charge went off, and the door creaked open. Perfect. Now, if he could just…

“Jake.” Someone shaking his shoulder. “Jake, come on. We’ve arrived. Time to work.”

He opened his eyes to the gunmetal gray of the tiny cabin he shared with his father aboard their comet hopper.

As it often did, reality brought a resigned sigh to his lips. “I was about to get a hostage back from the Ixa.”

“The Ixa aren’t here. I’m here, though, and I’m telling you it’s time to clock in.”

“They could come,” Jake muttered as he sat up, blinking rapidly to clear his grainy eyes.

“Not in time to get you out of work,” Peter said with a grin. Then his smile fell away. “You were jolting in your sleep again. I think you’re spending too much time lucid, Jake. It’s not worth sacrificing your sleep for.”

“It’ll be worth it if the Ixa ever show up.”

“Sure,” Peter said, nodding. “Or the Gok, or Amblers, or maybe the Quatro will develop spaceflight to come out here and pester us. Until they do, though…”

“Yeah, yeah.” His father wasn’t mentioning what the single orbital telescope in this system had discovered: the fact that almost all of the nearby star systems had exoplanets with atmospheres filled with oxygen, carbon dioxide, and methane—which made it pretty likely those planets harbored life.

People living in the Steele System barely ever mentioned that. It made them uncomfortable, so they avoided the topic. They especially didn’t mention that the flux of one star in particular often dropped to below the twenty percent level, for periods that ranged between five and eighty days at a time. On the system net, Jake had seen speculation that the unusual fluctuations could signify a Dyson sphere under construction.

Either way, Darkstream Security didn’t dare explore the surrounding systems, for fear that it would alert their occupants—who might be much more powerful—to humanity’s presence in the neighborhood. At least, Darkstream wouldn’t do that until they achieved a much better foothold here.

Jake crouched beside his bunk to access the long drawer underneath it, pulling it out until the handle hit his father’s closed drawer under the opposite bunk. Piles of neatly folded work shirts and jeans waited inside. His father made him fold them neatly every time he steamed them clean, and then Jake had to arrange the clothing according to outfits. Even when they were in transit between work sites, his father enforced neatness.

“Did we get any messages from Mom and Sue Anne?” Jake asked.

He glanced to see his father shaking his head. “Not this morning,” Peter Price said softly, after a brief pause.

Jake nodded, reflecting that no news was probably good news. If Sue Anne’s illness had taken a sudden turn for the worse, then they would have heard about it.

Even though they’d disembarked the comet hopper hundreds of times, Peter insisted they triple-check every clip and fastening on each other’s pressure suits before leaving through the airlock.

With his helmet on, Jake sighed again, loudly, knowing his father couldn’t hear. He hated this job. He’d never say that, because they did it to help Sue Anne, but this wasn’t how he’d envisioned spending his life. Turning comets into habitats, for homesteaders so paranoid that it wasn’t good enough Darkstream Security had already brought them far away from every government in existence. No, the homesteaders still weren’t satisfied—they still felt the need to get away from Darkstream itself.

Although the comet’s surface was almost as cold as anything ever got—Jake’s HUD told him minus two hundred and forty Celsius—the inside of the pressure suit could be made as warm as he liked. If he wanted, he could make it feel like his whole body was pressed against a radiator.

But that would make work even more unbearable, so he kept the suit’s environment fairly cool.

“Come help me with the hose,” his father said over the frequency they always used, walking over to the hopper’s hull and keying open a square panel that took up much of the aft. The panel slid aside to reveal a coiled drilling hose. The thing was half a kilometer long and as big around as a man’s ankle.

“Where are we setting up?” Jake asked.

Peter pointed. “That flat area over there.”

As his father unwound the hose, Jake walked with its end toward the indicated spot. It was more shuffling than walking, actually. If you had too much bounce in your step as you crossed a comet, you could easily fly off into space.

His father had activated the water harvester before leaving the hopper. That device projected downward from the ship’s keel, where it would heat the ice and collect the resultant water before it could freeze again. As water passed through the system, the ship would warm it further, till it was piping hot.

“That’s far enough,” his father said, and Jake lowered the hose to the ground. They’d have to wait thirty minutes for the ship to heat up enough liquid. In the meantime, Jake helped his father extend the hopper’s antenna array from another part of the hull. The array would use step-frequency radar to gradually scan the comet’s interior, so they could anticipate any problem spots during the drill down.

That done, it was time to stand around and wait. Even if he’d been able to go lucid, he doubted his father would have let him. But you needed an implant for that anyway, and all Jake had was the dorky-looking sleepgear.

His eyes played over their comet hopper, which didn’t technically have a name, though he always thought of it as the Whale. The name fit: the thing was big. It had to be, to carry the equipment necessary to set up multiple comet colonies.

They were on a years-long voyage to establish several such habitats, hopping from comet to comet. Anything smaller than a mile wide didn’t interest them, but luckily there were more than enough suitable candidates for colonization in what had originally been dubbed the Kuiper Belt 2, and those candidates passed near each other often enough to make the whole operation viable.

No one was sure whether the same was true of the Outer Ring, since it was far enough outside the normal sphere of operations that it made no sense to expand there until Kuiper Belt 2 was fully exploited, which it wouldn’t be for a long time.

Eventually, everyone dropped the “2” in Kuiper Belt 2. No one who’d followed Darkstream to this galaxy intended on having any more contact with the inhabitants of humanity’s home system, and so using the same name wasn’t likely to become a problem.

Even so, nowadays, most people simply called the circumstellar disk “the Belt.”

Darkstream Security Ltd. supplied Jake and his father with the equipment and building materials necessary to erect each colony, in exchange for sixty percent of all resources extracted as well as fifty percent of the sales they made to homesteaders.

It was kind of funny to think about how the homesteaders wanted so badly to get away from Darkstream, and yet without the company they’d never be able to—

“Jake.”

Jake’s head jerked up, until he was looking at his father, whose hand was raised in a gesture recognizable as one used to manipulate a virtual interface.

“Yeah?”

“Radar found something odd. I think…I think there’s something inside this thing.”

“The comet?”

“Yeah. Take a look at this.” With a flicking gesture, Peter sent the radar image to Jake’s HUD.

So far, the antenna array had only managed to render part of the object buried deep within the ice of the comet, but Jake thought he recognized it nevertheless. He’d never seen one in person, of course, because they didn’t actually exist.

Or so he’d thought. And yet, here one was. He’d piloted simulated versions himself, many times, while lucid. But here one was in real life.

An actual mech. Buried deep within the comet’s ice.

Chapter 2

The Dusty Bucket

 

“The usual, Lisa?” Phineas Gage asked when she sauntered up to the bar.

Lisa Sato nodded, using her implant to summon the pile of silver and copper coins that represented her financial worth in credits. It hovered in the air, waiting for her to count out the right change from it. She did so, and pinched some extra copper from the top, dropping it onto the bar in front of Phineas.

The bartender grinned, eyeing the added coin through his v-lenses. Lisa believed in tipping generously. Darkstream paid its military operatives well—much better than most other employees, as well as most of those the company contracted with. Spreading the extra coin around a bit was the least she could do.

“Can I have your number, Lisa?” Bob O’Toole singsonged drunkenly from the bar’s end.

She suppressed a grimace, avoiding O’Toole’s gaze. The gross old man had never tried anything with her, and if he did he’d live to regret it. But he did have a knack for being annoying.

“Getting her number wouldn’t help you one iota, Bob,” said Tessa Notaras, who sat with her hands curled around a beer between Lisa and the old lech. “Even if you managed to get her number, IM address, and employee ID, she still wouldn’t sleep with you.”

Bob might have come back with something saucy, but Tessa had paired her words with a stern glare, and the drunk fell silent. Then Tessa turned to smile at Lisa.

Lisa smiled back. She often shared a drink with Tessa, and she liked the older woman a lot. Tessa always seemed to have something interesting to share, whether it was a rumor no one had heard yet, but which would inevitably be all over Habitat 2 by the next day, or an intriguing tidbit from one of the books she spent so much time reading on her implant.

Tessa had also worked for Darkstream, once, but now she seemed to revile the company. That made it a little awkward whenever Lisa’s employer came up in conversation. Lisa had no idea how the ex-soldier made money now that she’d estranged herself from the biggest company in the system, but it didn’t really matter. Tessa had come to play something of a “big sister” role to Lisa. 

“Here you go, darling,” Phineas said, plunking a whiskey sour on the bar top in front of her.

Lisa raised the glass to her lips, sipped in some foam, and tilted the tumbler toward Phineas. “Delicious as always, Phin.”

“Better than the Swinging Eel?” he asked, voice flush with mirth.

That got a laugh from Lisa. “You know I’d never betray your trust by patronizing them.”

It was true. Of Habitat 2’s two bars, the Swinging Eel was by far the seedier one, and especially dangerous for a Darkstream Security operative. Lisa far preferred to drink here at the Dusty Bucket, even if Bob O’Toole did seem to cling permanently to his customary stool like an unpleasant growth.

I wonder if anyone would dare sit on that stool, if he ever got up from it. I bet it’s filthy. The thought made her grin wider. Maybe a newcomer would. Habitat 2 didn’t get many of those.

Settling onto her own stool, Lisa cast her mind back over the day she’d had, which had involved busting two in-progress drug deals. Those were getting more frequent, lately, and they’d already been pretty bad. Her entire job seemed to boil down to arresting people whose crimes had something to do with drugs—smuggling them, selling them, buying them, or stealing enough credits to buy them.

It never ends.

Andy Miller entered the bar, nodding at Phineas before noticing Lisa.

“Seaman Apprentice,” she said, with a slight nod.

“Seaman,” Andy said, smirking.

Andy was a fellow Darkstream employee, and so he had a rank, like her. The company had given its hired military operatives naval ranks soon after deciding to colonize this solar system, to increase their perceived legitimacy as the closest thing the system had to a military.

Lisa had heard that Darkstream wasn’t quite as finicky about ranks as the UHF had been back in the Milky Way, but the command structure was still taken seriously.

Lisa had gone on a couple of dates with Andy a few months ago, but suddenly he’d stopped messaging her, and so she’d stopped messaging him. Now, he treated her with a mixture of ridicule and disdain whenever they saw each other. She wasn’t a fan of that at all.

“Just getting back from a run, Andy?” Phineas asked, sliding over a pint of stout.

Andy nodded. “Brought a big shipment back from the elevator, too.”

Phineas grunted. “Thing makes me nervous. I don’t care how far away they put it. I hear that thing is over twenty thousand miles high, and if something ever went wrong with it and it fell over the wrong way…”

A sharp laugh from Andy. “It’ll never fall over, Phin. The physics are as dependable as your beer is good.”

“Ah. Well, they must be pretty dependable, then.” Still, Phineas sniffed sharply. “How’s the weather out on Alex?”

“Could be a lot worse.”

Alexandria was one of the two planets Darkstream’s employees and former employees had colonized after arriving in this system, which company execs had christened the Steele System. It was a bit of a mouthful to say “Alexandria” all the time, though, so everyone shortened the planet’s name to “Alex.”

Andy shrugged. “The biggest dangers are inside Habitat 2. ‘Hell is other people.’ Someone said that once. Back in the, uh…”

“Yeah,” Phineas said with a nod.

“Pansies,” Bob O’Toole said around a belch. Lisa had no idea why Phineas let the man stick around when he constantly insulted him like that. On the other hand, Bob O’Toole could very well be keeping the Bucket afloat, with all his drinking, so maybe it made sense after all.

“What are you talking about, Bob?” Andy said.

“Just saying,” O’Toole said, enunciating everything in that sarcastic way he had. “Grown men, whining about every little thing—sounds like you need yourselves a safe space to go cry in. Hmm? Why don’t you go back to the Milky Way, if that’s how you feel? Back where they give everybody a medal, including the losers, so that even a pansy like Captain Leonard Keyes could come to get respect.”

“Keyes is a great man,” Phineas said quietly.

That twisted O’Toole’s face into a sneer. “Great man? Ha!” For a second, Lisa thought the jerk was about to spit, but he seemed to know that really would get him kicked out. “Dead man, probably,” he said instead. “Everyone in the Milky Way’s dead by now, I’d wager. Nineteen years is more than enough time for the Ixa to wipe out every last one of them. And soon enough, they’ll come for us.”

“Cut it out, Bob,” Tessa Notaras said, voice icy, white hair swinging as she turned to glare at him once more.

Bob did cut it out. He always heeded Tessa. Most people did.

Lisa’s com, which the company had set to permanent speaker-mode, squawked: “Attention all combat units. There has been a shooting at the southern collection node. Converge there immediately. Code red. I repeat, code red.”

The message repeated once, and Lisa found herself exchanging bewildered glances with Andy.

“You’re probably the closest soldier to there,” he said.

Oh, God. Lisa’s hand strayed toward her pistol unconsciously, but she caught herself. I’m not ready for this.

Her only training had been running combat sims while lucid. She’d never faced off with an actual person holding an actual gun. Her heart pounded, and she hadn’t even left yet.

“You okay?” Andy said. “You’re kinda pale.”

“Yeah, I’m fine,” she snapped.

“You’re on foot, right? I doubt you’ll get there in time, traveling that way. I can give you a ride on my bike.”

“Sure. Yeah. Okay.” Lisa took a deep breath. “Let’s go.”

Chapter 3

Gabriel Roach

 

Gabriel Roach woke with a splitting headache and a mysterious sense of guilt. He normally felt guilty, actually, but this guilt was new, about something else.

For a few moments after waking, everything was a mystery. It took a moment for him to piece together where he was and what he’d done last night.

Then the pieces started falling into place. He was very hungover. The reason: last night, he’d downed way too many vodka cranberries at the summer festival, which this year had been hosted by Northshire, the village he’d been contracted out by Darkstream to protect.

And lying in bed beside him was Mayor Sweeney’s daughter, Jess.

Ah, yes.

That was where the guilt came from.

Memory flooded back, from after they’d stumbled into his private quarters at the end of his unit’s barracks, which he enjoyed because of his position as Captain of the Guard.

He remembered what they’d done together, in and out of lucid.

He wanted to vomit. There’d be a record of the lucid parts, if anyone cared to review his history. That was something new to worry about, for the rest of his career.

What he’d done last night was unprofessional, self-indulgent, and not to mention—

“Gabe?” Jess said sleepily, pushing herself up on one elbow, a strand of auburn hair falling across her face.

His hand sprang forward of its own accord, yanking the blanket up before it could fall any farther. “Keep yourself covered,” he snapped, too harshly.

—not to mention, at twenty-one, Jess was eighteen years younger than him.

He began a frantic search of the floor, hunting down each article of clothing and tossing it in her direction without looking directly at the bed.

“What’s wrong with you?” Jess was sitting up now, and clutching the comforter’s edge to her chin, thankfully.

“This was a mistake,” Gabe said, his fingers landing on a shirt, which went sailing over his shoulder.

“That’s not what you said last night.”

“I was ossified last night.”

“I’ve seen the way you look at me when you’re stone-sober.”

“You’re imagining things.” She wasn’t, of course. Gabe had definitely looked at her. And unlike most of the other women he’d ever looked at, the crazy thing was, he thought he might actually be catching feelings for Jess. She was so quirky and unbridled, such a distillation of youth, so—

Listen to yourself, Gabe. You’re a walking stereotype. “You’re twenty-one, Jess.”

“So what? I’m a grown woman and I’m perfectly capable of making up my mind about what I want. I want you.”

“You can’t have me. I’ll lose my job, for one.”

“We won’t tell anyone, then.”

“That’s not going to work. Darkstream can basically read my thoughts before I think them. It would be just a matter of time before it comes out that I’m sleeping with the daughter of the mayor whose village I’m assigned to protect!”

Gabe began to pace back and forth across the tiny bedroom, shooting glances through the kitchenette whenever he passed it. The window out there featured a view of the walk up to the barracks, and he wanted to spot anyone approaching long before they reached him.

The time on the wall caught his eye, which clued him in to the fact that he had to go on patrol in fifteen minutes. Cursing, he ran to the locker near the door, dragging out his fatigues and pulling them on article by article.

Behind the clothes, a rack held his SL-17, and he unclipped it, checking the action and the magazine before turning once more to Jess.

“I have to go on patrol. Keep the door locked and don’t open it for anyone. Stay away from the windows. I’ll figure something out.”

“Gabe—”

But he was out the door, slamming it behind him and strolling down the path toward the village proper, trying not to look as ruined as he felt. Eresos’ mildew smell invaded his nostrils at once. You couldn’t get away from that odor, no matter how far you cut back the forest.

Gabe had been the very first person to set foot on Planet Eresos, and he still wasn’t used to the stench.

As was typical behavior for the universe, Mayor Sweeney was the first villager he encountered.

“You look like hell,” the mayor said.

“I look worse than I feel,” Gabe said. “I call it being ugly.”

Sweeney barked a laugh. “You’re far from that. Not judging from the way the village girls look at you, anyhow.”

Gabe forced a strained chuckle. “I’m sure that’s not true,” he choked out.

“Sure it is. Anyway, we’re all at least a little hungover. I won’t tell Darkstream if you won’t. Listen, have you seen Jess?”

For a brief second, Gabe froze. Then he unglued himself from his terror enough to say something: “Jess? No. Why, is she missing?”

“Ah, I’m sure it’s nothing. It’s not like the Quatro have been active lately. Her and her friends probably decided to take the party into the woods again, after us adults went to bed.”

Jess is an adult too, he wanted to say, for various reasons. But it didn’t seem wise. “I’m going on patrol, but if I see her I’ll send her your way, all right?”

“Thanks, Gabe. I can always count on you.”

“Sure can,” he said, flashing a grin, trying not to make it awkward-looking. He turned and marched on.

“Hey, Gabe?”

He froze. “Yeah?”

“I wanted to ask you something. About Jess.”

Slowly, Gabe turned again, sure he could actually feel the blood draining from his face. “Yes? What is it?”

“You don’t…you don’t think Jess is a liberal, do you?”

Gabe blinked. Then he brayed laughter, so forceful the spit flew from his lips. “Jess? No. No way she is. Jess knows which side her bread is buttered on.”

Mayor Sweeney shared in his laughter. “You’re right, you’re right. And she does the buttering by herself!” The mayor’s grin threatened to crack his face clean in half.

“Uh, yeah! Exactly.” He suspected the butter metaphor had gone astray at some point, but it was good that Sweeney was laughing. Instead of smashing my face in with a plank. “Anyway. I’d better start my rounds.”

“You do that. Talk to you later, Gabe.”

Continuing on, Gabe scanned Northshire, looking for anything out of the ordinary. Problem was, after the once-annual festival, everything seemed out of the ordinary.

Toby Horton lay sprawled in the middle of the village green, snoring like a bandsaw. Wrappers and drink containers littered the ground. Speeders from other villages were parked in a haphazard circle all around the settlement, their sleek contours glimmering in the morning light. The vehicles were modeled after stolen Winger tech, which rumor said that Darkstream had gotten by spying on the species using micro-wormholes.

Back when we used micro-wormholes.

Anything could be hiding behind those speeders.

Focus on what matters. What would Darkstream most want you to protect?

That was easy. The collection facility, first, which the company had provided in exchange for sixty percent of all resources collected. That looks fine. Second, the farming equipment Darkstream leased to the villagers in exchange for sixty percent of whatever food they produced. Third, the self-erecting structures, and the machines the villagers had used to expand their town with wooden buildings.

And finally, Darkstream’s military operatives, plus the weaponry they carried. Gabe decided to check on them next. The current shift would be at their usual outposts, and he’d have to make a wide loop around the village to get them all.

On his way, he heard a grinding sound coming from behind one of the speeders, which was slowly inching forward. Gripping his assault rifle, Gabe jogged over, raising the gun to sight down the barrel at whatever was pushing the vehicle.

His gun barrel dipped the instant he saw it, and he suppressed the urge to scream in frustration. Then he dashed back toward where he’d last seen the mayor, forcing his aching legs to move as fast as they were able.

Gabe found Sweeney in front of the door to his residence, hunting through a set of keys. The mayor turned when Gabe shouted his name.

“What’s going on?” Sweeney asked.

“Some idiot parked in the middle of a Gatherer route. Right now, their speeder’s getting shredded.”

“Let me see.”

Gabe used his implant to summon footage of the incident, then flicked it over to Sweeney’s.

The mayor frowned. “That’s Randy Bradshaw’s. Damn idiot was probably drunk when he got here.” Stuffing the keys back into his pocket, the mayor jogged back into Northshire. “Let’s track him down.”

They found Bradshaw snoozing in one of the vegetable gardens. The robot in charge of planting, watering, and weeding was gently jabbing him in the abdomen over and over, its servomotors whining and beginning to smoke as its entire frame shuddered. Bradshaw showed no sign of registering the machine’s efforts.

Without a word, Gabe walked over and grabbed Bradshaw by both arms, dragging him through the garden between two furrows and throwing him against the fence that ran around the perimeter. That done, he proceeded to slap Bradshaw’s fleshy face until he began to blink and sputter.

“Wha? Whaa!”

Gabe grabbed the man by the front of his beige jacket and shook him. “Your speeder’s obstructing one of the Gatherers, jackass!”

“My speeder?”

“It’s getting totaled. You need to move it, now!”

Bradshaw began to panic, patting his pockets and shaking out his pant legs. “Can’t find my v-lenses!” he moaned.

The mayor picked up a pair of glasses from the spot where they’d found Bradshaw sprawled. Dirt tumbled from the v-lenses to the ground.

“You’d better hope these still work,” Sweeney growled. He tossed them toward Bradshaw.

Gabe caught them, certain the whining cretin lacked the motor skills to do so. Then he slapped them onto Bradshaw’s face, who began to wave his hands in the air, tapping an invisible interface and then moving his open palm as though guiding something.

“Okay,” Bradshaw said. “Okay. I got the path cleared.”

Resisting the urge to punch the man in the gut, Gabe turned to the mayor. “We’d better go confirm.”

Sweeney nodded, shooting Bradshaw one last glare before turning to leave the garden.

They passed the collection facility just as the automated bay door was admitting the Gatherer, which looked undamaged after its tussle with Bradshaw’s speeder. That was to be expected. The speeder, on the other hand, would almost certainly have to be written off.

The Gatherers morphed into whatever shape best suited a given task, their gleaming exteriors a fluid surface of blades that spun, shifted, retracted, and jutted, depending on what the situation called for. They could become an impenetrable, seamless shell, or they could turn into a lance capable of running a person through.

They weren’t weapons, though, and they used their diverse abilities only to gather Eresos’ many resources and bring them to preprogrammed deposit sites, which was where the colonists had originally set up their villages.

The Gatherers’ behavior was highly predictable. They mined the planet’s various ores and minerals, bringing them to preset destinations, where vast underground chambers waited to receive the payloads. And when you put a speeder in front of one of them, that speeder got wrecked.

The Gatherers were well beyond humanity’s ability to manufacture. No one knew who’d built them, and no species had ever returned to claim the resources they’d collected—not in the two decades since Darkstream had arrived.

The only certain thing was that without the Gatherers, the Steele System’s economy would not have ramped up nearly as fast as it had.

After double checking to make sure Bradshaw’s speeder was truly out of the Gatherer route, Sweeney exchanged glances with Gabe. “I’ll have a talk with Bradshaw. Tell him if he wants to attend future events in Northshire, he’ll have to get with the program.”

“Sounds good.”

“Hey, Pioneer!” a voice shouted.

Gabe turned. “Pioneer” was the nickname the others in his unit had given him.

Seaman Sawyer dashed toward them across the village green. It always seemed odd to Gabe, using the “Seaman” rank when basically all their contracts took them planetside. But Darkstream had decided to use naval ranks across the board.

“What is it, Horse?”

“It’s Allendale, sir. Word just came in that they were attacked overnight.”

“Attacked? By who? Quatro?”

“No. An Ambler.”

“What the hell.” Amblers were two-legged war machines, ten meters tall, and clearly made by whoever had made the Gatherers. They patrolled the Gatherer routes, meaning you had to watch out for them whenever you left a village in a speeder. But they never came near the deposit sites. Not till now, apparently.

“Is there anything left of the village?” Gabe asked.

“The Darkstream unit stationed there managed to drive it off before it could wipe out Allendale completely. That’s Chief Banks’s unit, right? Most of Allendale’s residents were here during the attack, thank God. But there’s no guarantee the Ambler won’t come back to finish the job. It must be malfunctioning.”

Gabe nodded, swallowing. “We need to put it down.” He’d only fought an Ambler once, and the price paid in human life had been heavy. Since then, no one had taken down another one, mostly because Darkstream judged it was not worth the damage to company assets. Such as its employees.

Until now, probably.

“What do the higher-ups want?” Gabe said. “Have we heard from them yet?”

Sawyer nodded. “They want us to deal with it.”

“Figures. Tell most of the boys to gear up. You stay here with Robinson and guard Northshire, all right?”

“Got it.”

Gabe exchanged looks once more with Mayor Sweeney. “Good luck, Gabe,” the man said.

“Thanks,” he said, turning toward the barracks, to figure out a credible story for Jess to tell her father about where she’d been. That done, he’d have to successfully smuggle her out, before heading out to Allendale. “I’m going to need it.”

Chapter 4

The Crazy Part

 

Habitat 2 raced past them as Andy gunned the hoverbike’s engines, the ground falling farther away as the bike’s energy cycle spiked.

Lisa’s head crept toward the overhead parallelogram lights, designed to simulate sunlight shining through skylights, and she subvocalized to Andy using her implant.

“I didn’t know hoverbikes could do these kind of speeds.”

“They can’t. Technically. I modded mine, for situations like this.”

“Responding to shootings?”

“Uh…yeah. Stuff like that.”

“I see.” Lisa knew that before today, it was unlikely Andy had ever had a job urgent enough to warrant the mods. But she had no desire to use the knowledge to put him down. That’s something like he would do.

Habitat 2 was a network of passages through sealed-off dwellings, shops, and storage units. Each structure’s walls stretched from floor to roof, but if you peeled off the ceiling and studied Habitat 2 from above you’d see a giant honeycomb of passages and closed-in spaces.

It was in those spaces that crime took shape, spilling out into the passages like so much toxic sludge.

Lisa had been lucky, so far. She’d only had to deal with petty thugs who didn’t put up much of a fight when faced with a Darkstream soldier. 

Clearly, her luck was about to turn.

They arrived outside the collection node, and Andy engaged the forward propulsor to slow them. The bike whipped around in a wild arc, and Lisa’s heart leapt into her throat. Instinctively, she clutched Andy tighter.

But he clearly had the bike under control, as he’d activated the rear propulsor the moment they’d spun. He turned to grin back at her once they came to a stop.

“Jerk,” she said, sliding off the bike and drawing her pistol, willing it not to shake in her grasp.

A technician waited for them outside the collection node, his eyes slightly wide at the sight of Lisa’s drawn gun. Clearing her throat, she put it away.

“Is the shooter gone?” she asked, trying to sound authoritative.

The technician nodded. Lisa’s implant had automatically booted up its facial recognition function, identifying the man as Ned Stevens, one of four Darkstream employees in charge of the southern collection node. His shift had ended nearly two hours ago, but he’d received the same alert she had, requiring him to come back and ensure resource collection continued smoothly.

“Is there footage of the murder, Stevens?”

“It’s fried, ma’am,” the man mumbled.

“Fried? Fried how?”

“Just fried.”

“Show me.”

The man nodded and fumbled a pair of v-lenses from his breast pocket. He put them on, and following a couple sweeping gestures he flicked the footage over to her implant.

Fried is about right. First, the murdered woman, who Lisa’s implant identified as Colleen Jensen, was shown approaching a Gatherer after it finished struggling against the thick titanium wall designed to prevent its entry into Habitat 2. Then the picture went snowy for several minutes.

Once it cleared up, Jensen lay dead on the collection chamber’s floor, her blood speckling the metal. The Gatherer had already departed through the airlock.

“Someone got to the footage. How could that happen? Who would have access?”

Stevens shrugged.

“I need your help, here, Stevens. There’s been a murder, and right now you’re the closest thing we have to a witness. Who has access to the vid stream?”

“I dunno.” Stevens stared at the ground and refused to look up. “You’ll have to ask Darkstream.”

Lisa squinted at him. She was sure the man was being intentionally obtuse. Why wouldn’t he give her what she needed?

A doctor pulled up on a hoverbike, with a long, rectangular container in tow. That would be the cooler, for transporting Jensen’s body.

“Doctor Yetman,” Lisa said, sticking out her hand once her implant had IDed him. They shook, brief and perfunctory. Glancing at Stevens, she turned back to the doctor and said, “Give me a moment to take a pano. Then we’ll help you load the body aboard.”

“By all means,” Yetman said.

She peeled her spherical pano-camera from her belt and then had Stevens let her into the collection chamber. When the heavy door rose into the wall, Lisa tossed the camera into the room. It flashed once, near the chamber’s center, before clattering against the far wall.

As she crossed to collect it, she gave quiet thanks that the Gatherer had long since departed. The things gave her the creeps, and she’d always found it weird how everyone just accepted their presence. Just because their efforts had become so important to the system’s economy didn’t mean they should escape closer scrutiny. Who had built the Gatherers? Why had they abandoned them here? And what would happen once their creators found out humanity had been stealing the fruits of their labor for almost twenty years?

“All right,” she subvocalized to Andy as she retrieved the camera. “Get the doctor in here.”

They loaded Jensen’s body into the cooler-trailer, and then they used Andy’s hoverbike to follow Yetman deeper into Habitat 2, until they reached a structure no bigger than a shed.

“This is the autopsy room I share with two other doctors. They both have Q-level security clearances from Darkstream, so there should be no issue bringing Jensen here. If you’ll help me carry her body inside, I’ll begin my examination.”

“Not you,” Lisa said as Andy positioned himself near the trailer’s rear. “You only have K-level clearance.”

Andy bristled, clearly not thrilled to be reminded his clearance was lower than hers. “I have things to do, anyway.”

“Sure. Thanks for your help, Andy.”

“Yeah.” He climbed onto his hoverbike and sped off.

“All right, doctor. Let’s do this.”

Yetman keyed open the entrance, and together they slid Jensen’s body out of the trailer, carried it inside, and laid it on a sterile metal table.

Before today, the only dead person Lisa had ever touched had been her grandmother. Somehow, this wasn’t as bad as that. Kissing her grandmother’s powdered, ice-cold forehead had made her sick to her stomach, but she found herself feeling fairly clinical about handling Jensen.

The doctor began inspecting the corpse. First, he studied the bullet’s exit wound, through Jensen’s face, and then he had Lisa help him flip the body over so he could scrutinize the entry point for several long moments.

“This has premeditation written all over it,” Yetman said at last. “With a spontaneous crime of passion, committed by a jealous lover or unhinged coworker for example, you’d typically see several gunshots. But Jensen was shot once. This killing was efficient. Professional, almost.”

“Professional,” Lisa said, the word twisting her mouth. “The only professionals who use violence work for Darkstream. I sort of doubt any of our soldiers would do this.”

“The murderer is clearly very familiar with firearms. That’s all I can say.”

Lisa shook her head slowly. “If this wasn’t a crime of passion…what could the reason possibly be for killing Jensen? She was a low-ranking Darkstream employee. She only operated a collection node.”

“The nodes are fairly important, when you think about it,” Yetman said quietly. “One might say they form the basis of our entire society.”

“Sure, but I checked the records, and nothing was taken from the zinc shipment that Gatherer brought in. We received exactly the expected amount.”

Yetman cleared his throat. “Perhaps you’re missing something about the shipments themselves.”

“I’ve already said we weren’t missing any zinc.”

“Yes, but clearly someone considered that shipment important enough to murder someone over. It likely wasn’t about the zinc itself.”

Lisa stared at Yetman, blinking. The doctor was clearly getting at something, but Lisa was drawing a complete blank.

“Listen,” Yetman said. “What’s the main source of crime, around here? What do Darkstream’s constables mostly find themselves policing inside Habitat 2?”

“Drugs.”

“Exactly.”

Lisa glanced to the side, then back at Yetman. She shrugged. “And?”

“Where do you think the drugs come from?”

“They have to be made in a lab. But we’ve never been able to find one.”

“Which is unusual, isn’t it? Considering that every square inch of Habitat 2 is accounted for.”

“Yeah…”

“Darkstream knows what every chamber is used for. They also know where every kilowatt of energy goes.”

Lisa nodded, continuing to stare at Yetman, trying to encourage him to go on. When he didn’t, she said, “You’re going somewhere with this.”

Yetman squinted. “You seriously aren’t putting this together?”

“I wasn’t trained as a detective.”

“Neither was I.”

She sniffed. “Fair point.”

“The labs must be outside of Habitat 2,” Yetman said. “And their operators must have figured out a way to smuggle the drugs into Habitat 2 using the Gatherers.”

“Yes,” Lisa said nodding. “That makes, uh, a lot of sense. Thank you.” She grinned, feeling thoroughly sheepish.

“Sure.”

“I’d better go, um, continue investigating things. If you find anything else, or come up with—”

“I’ll IM you.”

“Good. Thanks. Thanks again.”

Lisa left the autopsy room, immediately opening a channel with her direct superior, Chief Lannon. As she walked toward her dwelling, she subvocalized a report.

“Thanks, Sato,” he said once she was done. “I’ll take it from here.”

“All right. What do you plan to do, though? Someone’s obviously messing with the Gatherers. That’s really worrying.”

“I agree. I intend to handle it.”

“How, though? Do you see a lead we should follow first?”

“Just leave it to me, okay?”

“I can help, sir.”

“Sato, you’re in way over your head. What I need you to do is keep your nose clean and leave this alone. All right?”

“Y-yes, sir.”

“Good. Lannon out.”

Lisa stopped walking, staring into space. A crazy thought had just dawned on her. She had absolutely nothing to base it on, other than a feeling of certainty seated deep in her gut. Lannon knows something about the murder.

But there was something else, and this was the crazy part:

Lisa felt sure her boss had been involved with the crime somehow. Which was deeply unsettling, considering Lannon was head of all security for Habitat 2.

Chapter 5

Clearly a War Machine

 

As Peter inspected the mech, running his gloved hands over its ridged surface, his mind mostly drifted to Hub, where his wife and daughter lived.

Hub was the largest settlement out in the Belt. It consisted of several comets strung together with super-strong nanotethers, and its inhabitants hopped between those comets at will, using craft much smaller than the one he and Jake had spent so many months aboard.

The mech put him in mind of the machines Darkstream employees had first encountered on Eresos, and then on Alexandria—the two planets capable of accommodating colonists of any stripe. Those machines had the same scale-like skins of overlapping metal.

Except, internal energy sources animated the machines on the two colony planets, keeping them constantly moving. Peter had been afraid the mech would start to move once they freed it of its icy prison, but it remained inert.

He’d unburied the mech despite that concern and fear for his wife and daughter had made him do it.

What if the Belt holds others mechs? Who knew what they might be capable of, or when they might decide to activate and turn on humanity?

He’d needed to know. So he’d ordered Jake to remain inside the comet hopper, ready to flee at the first sign of danger. And he’d used the excavating equipment they leased from Darkstream to dig up the hulking machine.

Now that he knew there was no apparent danger, Jake stood outside with him, both of them in pressure suits, all but gaping at what they’d uncovered.

The question of where the mech came from ate at him, too. Everyone knew the surrounding stars showed signs of harboring life, though no one spoke of it. Life could easily mean intelligent, hostile life. Had another species been the ones to plant the mech here, and if so, why? Peter didn’t trust anything about this situation.

When he’d contacted a Darkstream executive about the mech, she’d ordered him to immediately cease using company equipment to develop the comet until employees arrived to inspect the strange discovery for themselves. But Peter and Jake had kept plenty busy unearthing the thing—or un-icing it, more accurately.

Now that they were finished, they kept themselves occupied by brushing away the remaining flecks of ice, and studying the mech. A process that mostly amounted to staring.

The soft beep of an alert made Peter glance at his HUD’s information window, and he saw that the Javelin, Bob Bronson’s destroyer, had arrived at last.

“They’re here,” Jake said over a two-way.

Bronson’s voice broke into Peter’s helmet a second later. “Hi, Peter, Jake. I see you there, next to the mech. I’ve ordered my Nav officer to trail your comet in heliocentric orbit, and I’m coming over there via shuttle. Peter, I’d ask you to join me aboard the Javelin to discuss how we’ll proceed.”

“What about me?” Jake’s voice cut in.

“This is a conversation for your father and I to have, son. I’d ask you to remain inside your comet hopper, well away from the mech, if you please. That’ll be enough poking and prodding it.”

“It’s our mech,” Jake said. “We found it. I don’t want to wait inside the Whale, and I don’t have to.”

“Jake,” Peter rebuked his son harshly over the wide channel.

That was enough. Gloved hands balled, Jake stomped across the comet’s surface toward their ship’s airlock.

Peter waited out on the ice. It took fewer than twenty minutes for Bronson to arrive in what was once a UHF combat shuttle. Now, it belonged to Darkstream. They’d stolen it, essentially.

“Why can’t we have our discussion right here?” Peter said once he was aboard, dispensing with formalities. He settled into a crash seat across from Bronson’s and looked the man in the eye.

Bronson shrugged, the interior lighting playing across his shiny bald head. “We can, if you want. I thought you might prefer the comfort of the Javelin’s lounge.”

“This is fine. Right here.”

“All right, then.” Bronson cleared his throat. “Darkstream intends to take the mech, Peter.”

“Is that right? What if I won’t allow it? The company’s entitled to sixty percent of whatever I find. That was the deal when they leased me the equipment. The rest is ours to keep.”

“Well, we can hardly take sixty percent of a mech, can we? Not without rendering it useless to either of us. Besides, what use will you have for what is clearly a war machine, Peter? Do you plan to wage a war against someone? You and your son?” Bronson laughed. “Darkstream, though…we can use this. If we can learn its secrets, it could help us protect people from the Quatro. It could save lives, Peter.”

Now, it was Peter’s turn to laugh—much more bitterly than Bronson. “Darkstream’s suddenly become so noble. Fine. You can have the mech. But I expect to be reimbursed for my forty percent.”

It’s hard enough to make a profit, with the insane portion they take. Both Ingress and Plenitos, Eresos’ major cities, had plenty of homeless and starving people as a testament to that fact. Unless you were well-off enough to operate on a medium-to-large scale, it was difficult to prosper when you could only benefit from forty percent of what you produced.

Raising a hand to his stubbled chin, Bronson scratched. “Reimbursing you could prove difficult. When you think about it, the mech is priceless. Considering it has value for system security, it’s impossible for anyone to calculate its true value. Tell me, are you always this hard-nosed when lives hang in the balance?”

“Cut the crap, Bronson. Hearing a Darkstream executive trying to tell a sob story is like watching a mortician attempt vaudeville. “

“All right, all right. You can’t blame me for giving it a shot. Tell you what. I’ve been authorized to offer you up to two billion credits, and I’m putting the entire amount on the table right now. You can use it to grow your comet development business exponentially, maybe someday buy the equipment you need outright. Then you wouldn’t have to give Darkstream their cut. The board has just one condition, though—you have to let me talk to Jake. One-on-one.”

“Out of the question.” Peter stood from the crash seat, glaring down at Bronson. He was about to leave.

“Now, hear me out, Peter. We know you’ve been filtering out the recruitment material from Jake’s feed. And we’ve never said anything about that, because it’s your prerogative. But I know what this is really about. We consider it unfortunate, what happened to you on Eresos. What you went through. But just because you went through a thing like that doesn’t mean Jake will. I only want the opportunity to offer him the opportunity of a lifetime. Your son tops the system leaderboards in three different divisions of lucid wargaming. Darkstream has had its eye on him for a long time. I only want the chance to talk with him.”

“He’s too young, Bronson, not to mention too headstrong to follow orders. And he has too much life to live. He’s not ready to have his innocence stripped away by the likes of you.”

“Don’t be so dramatic, Peter.” Bronson sighed, and he actually looked regretful—as though every emotion he’d ever displayed hadn’t been an act. Then, he sighed. “All right. If that’s the way it’s going to be, then we take the mech. No reimbursement. There are clauses in our contract that could easily be interpreted to entitle us to it, anyway. We don’t have to interpret them that way, but if you won’t play ball, the mech’s too important to system security to just leave it languishing on this ice ball.”

Peter’s fists tightened. He continued to glare at Bronson, saying nothing, because he knew more would be coming. Darkstream always had another play. Always.

“It’s too bad, really,” Bronson went on. “I understand your daughter is very, very sick. Sue Anne, isn’t it? I know she’s the reason you do what you do out here, alone in the cold. Two billion could have made sure she got the treatment she needs.”

At last, Peter’s shoulders slumped. He hadn’t meant for them to, but his energy had suddenly bottomed out; his resolve vanished. “I haven’t been alone, out here,” he muttered, staring at the shuttle’s deck. “I’ve had Jake.”

“And you won’t be alone going forward. You’ll be able to hire a proper crew.” Bronson smiled, and when he looked up, Peter saw a glint of victory amidst all the feigned sympathy. “I only want one chance. No one will be forced to do anything. If he doesn’t want to join, he doesn’t want to join, and you’ll still get your money. Even if he says no.”

But Peter knew there was zero chance of Jake saying no. He was effectively signing over his son to save his daughter. But maybe, just maybe, Jake would be okay in the Darkstream military.

He didn’t really believe that. But perhaps telling himself it would help him sleep at night.

“All right,” he said.

Chapter 6

Mind on the Mission

 

Chief Banks gave Gabe command of most of Allendale’s garrison, as well as full access to her arsenal. Plus an old tank, which would likely prove next to useless in the forest terrain.

Banks clearly didn’t like giving him all that, but she didn’t have much choice. Darkstream wanted that Ambler put down.

The giant machine wasn’t hard to track. Their usual routes were well-known. They followed Gatherer paths, and Gabe could call those up on his HUD at will.

Of course, that wouldn’t do him much good today, because the Ambler had clearly deviated from its programming. Much better to simply use the eyes God had given him, to look at the swath of felled trees that stretched into the distance. They followed that.

 Amblers were still as much a mystery to Darkstream as the Gatherers were, along with whoever had made them. When the company’s nerds had heard about Gabe and his unit felling one, so many years ago, they’d gotten pretty excited—until they’d learned that Gabe hadn’t left much of the thing to study.

What bits of intact circuitry they’d been able to extract had remained inscrutable to them, as far as he knew. Of course, Darkstream wasn’t in the business of trumpeting its discoveries. Knowledge was power, and by sharing knowledge, you gave up some power. The company had known that for a long time, and they’d gotten an especially harsh lesson in the truism right before coming to this galaxy.

Either way, Gabe felt fairly confident that Darkstream hadn’t figured out how to reproduce the Amblers’ lasers. Humanity had been using lasers in space for years to great effect, but hadn’t quite figured out how to make them work inside a planet’s atmosphere, where a phenomenon called thermal blooming heated the air and caused the laser beam to spread out, neutering its destructive potential.

When it reached the woods, the tank was able to progress a few meters into the trees, but no farther. That didn’t come as a surprise.

The trees knocked down by the Ambler had likely posed little problem to it—the metal colossus could simply step right over the fallen trunks. Not so, the tank.

Gabe ordered the vehicle back to Allendale while he and his team clambered under and over the weird trees, heads and guns swinging to and fro, HUDs on full-alert.

The trees still seemed weird to him. Their cascading waves of bare branches like gnarly fingers, all pointing down at the ground. At the Quatro dens far below, maybe.

And that mildew smell. You couldn’t get away from it, not even when you cut the trees back a mile—which every village did, as part of basic defense—not even when you went indoors.

I guess it’s better than living on Alex. Small consolation, but it was something.

Sometimes, he missed the Milky Way, though he’d never admit it to anyone. That was not a thing you advertised in the Steele System. Not if you didn’t want to become a total pariah.

That said, on occasion, becoming a pariah seemed like kind of an attractive idea.

“Hey,” a young seaman apprentice said as he emerged from underneath a canopy of branches nearby. “Do you ever think about the day you set foot on Eresos? Kind of crazy, isn’t it, to think you were the first one to—”

Gabe shoved the kid, sending him reeling back a step and nearly causing him to tip backward into the foliage.

“Keep your mind on the mission,” Gabe barked. “Chief Banks didn’t mention she was sending any morons along with me. If any of the rest of you happen to be morons, I recommend you conceal that fact by keeping your stupid mouths shut.”

“S-sorry, sir,” the seaman apprentice said, gripping his SL-17 tighter and keeping his eyes locked on the path ahead.

After that, Gabe didn’t have to put up with any more of that fanboy crap. Thank God.

From the Allendale arsenal, Gabe had distributed among his team three rocket launchers, two SAWs, two sniper rifles, a plethora of grenades, thirteen assault rifles, and one heavy machine gun complete with tripod. It turned out they didn’t need any of it.

Five miles from the village the Ambler had attacked, they found it sprawled on the ground, surrounded by nearly three dozen Quatro.

Larger than draft horses from Old Earth, most Quatro had royal purple coats, with long, powerful tails and eyes with colors never seen in humans—orange, purple, pink, black. Their bodies had the rough shape of bears, though with longer legs, and their heads resembled panthers.

The autonomous mech had certainly taken out a lot of the aliens, but the fact that the Quatro had won at all spoke to their size, ferocity, and strength. It likely would have taken hundreds of humans to accomplish the same feat without any weapons—if they could have accomplished it at all.

The Quatro’s tenacity and power went a long way toward explaining why they were so feared. But it didn’t fully explain it. Folks also found their primal nature disturbing. Most people assumed the aliens to be of much lower intelligence than humans, though not without a low cunning.

“That’s weird,” said the seaman apprentice from before, apparently having found the courage to use his stupid mouth again. Somehow, idiots always did. “Why would the Quatro bother taking on an Ambler? It’s not like the machines are going to attack them in their dens. Wouldn’t fit through the tunnels.”

“Maybe the Ambler attacked them,” said another Darkstream soldier.

“Yeah, but what were they doing aboveground in such numbers in the first place ?”

“Planning an assault, possibly,” Gabe said, and heads swiveled toward him. His words ended the chatter.

“We need to secure the perimeter,” he continued. “This is only the second Ambler that’s ever been taken down, that I know of, and it’s in much better shape than the first. Darkstream will want it for study. Move, people.”

Chapter 7

Trying Not to Kill

 

If Chief Lannon had been corrupted somehow, then Lisa wasn’t likely to get any help in investigating Jensen’s death. Not unless she contacted someone higher-up in Darkstream, and if she did that, her boss would learn about it.

No, the company was now depending on her to find out exactly what was going on in Habitat 2, whether it knew it or not.

Time to go undercover.

She never wore caps, so the baseball hat she put on in front of a mirror in her tiny dwelling worked wonders, in her eyes.

This makes it much less likely I’ll get recognized. I’m definitely not a hat person, so…

To make the disguise even better, she let her midnight hair loose, which she never did in public anymore—she always kept it pinned up. Now, it spilled down to brush her shoulders. She’d always liked the way it looked like this, but Darkstream required that long hair be cut or pinned, and she believed in following the rules. She took her job seriously.

Finally, she donned plainclothes instead of her usual Darkstream uniform. Wearing overalls and a plain white tee, she expected to blend right in.

Her investigation would begin in the Swinging Eel. Of Habitat 2’s two bars, the Eel was by far the more disreputable. It was also where anyone involved in the drug trade was likely to drink.

The moment she entered and the door swung shut behind her, returning the front room to its former dimness, silence began to wash over the bar, until no one was talking or drinking and everyone was looking at her.

She cleared her throat, offering a grin. Not so wide, she told herself, and shrunk the smile a little. Drug smugglers would not smile so big.

Crossing the room to the bar, behind which a woman seemed to be trying to peer into Lisa’s soul, she said, “Can I have, um, a whiskey…on the rocks?” She’d been about to order her usual whiskey sour, but had caught herself at the last minute. The drink didn’t seem to suit the atmosphere.

“If you have the credits, I have the whiskey,” the wiry bartender said, her eyebrows raised.

Drink in hand, Lisa decided to stick to her original plan. She crossed the still-quiet room to a table in the back corner, feeling immensely awkward. It felt like every eye in the bar was following her, and she was pretty sure that feeling wasn’t far from the truth.

Sitting with her back to the wall, she studiously avoided eye contact with everyone. Gradually, conversation resumed, though it didn’t come anywhere near the dull roar that had preceded the sudden silence.

Someone approached her table, hands on hips. Lisa followed those hips to a stomach, then to a chest, and then to a face.

It was Tessa Notaras.

“Tessa?” she whispered. “You drink here?” Lisa felt betrayed, somehow, mostly on Phineas Gage’s behalf. How could Tessa give any business to the Swinging Eel when the Dusty Bucket had always treated her so well?

Tessa took a seat right next to her, brushing her swinging white hair out of her face. She’d brought no drink with her. “Did you really consider that an adequate disguise?”

Even at three times Lisa’s age at least, Tessa still had plenty of fire in her. Her eyes shone with anger and disbelief as they studied Lisa, who tried not to cower into her seat.

“Tessa…why are you here? Do you drink here a lot?”

“Forget about that. You need to leave, Lisa.”

“Why?”

“You’re making a lot of people very nervous. You need to get out of here and find somewhere safe to hide. Don’t come out until it’s all over.”

Squinting, Lisa said, “Until what’s all over?”

Several sharp reports sounded outside, in quick succession. Gunfire.

Lisa’s hand fled to her pistol, fumbling at it, though she didn’t draw. “What was that?” she asked, her voice low and shaky.

Tessa cursed, leaping to her feet. “The answer to your question.” She made to run toward the door, but hesitated, glancing back. “Listen, Lisa. Stay here, and stay down. If you’re lucky, the fighting won’t reach you in here, but you need to stay low and hidden. You’re in greater danger than anyone in Habitat 2 right now, okay?”

“Tessa, wait! I’ll come with you!”

“Stay here,” Tessa hissed, dashing across the room and drawing the twin pistols she kept slung low around her hips.

Lisa’s hands trembled around her whiskey. She took a sip, but her mouth twisted, and she placed the drink back on the table, glass knocking against the wood with her shaking.

Less than a minute after Tessa’s departure, two groups of people stood up and faced each other across the bar. For the first time, Lisa noticed that there was a distinct divide among the Swinging Eel’s clientele. Most of the members of one group wore black armbands and bandannas, and most of the other had their heads shaved, each with a small tattoo somewhere near their right ear.

“Not in here, people,” the wiry woman behind the bar yelled. “Please. If my service has meant anything…”

Most of the bar’s customers filed outside, then, where the gunfire continued. The two groups kept their distance from each other as they left.

But instead of following the rest, two well-muscled men from the bandanna group broke away from their fellows and approached Lisa.

“You’re coming with us,” said the taller one on the right. He looked to be of Korean descent, like Lisa.

“No, I’m not.” Now Lisa did draw her gun, pointing it at the one who’d spoken and willing it not to tremble.

Gales of laughter burst from both men. Neither had drawn their own guns, though both wore shotguns across their backs.

“Please,” said the one on the left, who looked Mexican. “We have no time for comedy. Your colleagues are being taken as we speak. We’re trying not to kill Darkstream employees, but we will if we’re pressed. We saw Tessa talking to you, but that only gets you so far.”

“Tessa? What does she have to do with it?” Lisa knew this was far from the time to ask, but she was suddenly burning with curiosity about the older woman.

The Korean ignored the question, nodding at Lisa’s pistol instead. “That’s not a toy. Put it down and come quietly so that no one gets hurt who doesn’t need to be.”

Lisa shook her head, her fear having stolen her ability to speak.

The Mexican stepped forward, wrapped his hand around the gun’s barrel, and yanked it from Lisa’s grasp. He held it in front of her face, lips curling into a smile. “That was easy.”

Why didn’t you fire? Lisa demanded of herself. You were within your rights to fire!

But she hadn’t fired, and she felt completely useless because of that. The idea that she’d been somehow important to the security of Habitat 2 was melting away, and from behind it, the ugly truth was staring her in the face.

The men bracketed her, gripping her firmly by her upper arms. Then they escorted her through the bar and out of a rear exit.

Chapter 8

Toe-to-Toe with Beasts

 

“What do you think?” Bronson asked Jake as they left one of the destroyer’s corridors and entered a large room filled with comfortable-looking leather chairs that circled low mahogany tables. A gleaming bar stood at either end of the room.

“What do I think of what?”

Bronson’s smile twitched. “My lounge. I had it installed six years ago.” The smile widened again, and the destroyer captain continued. “I figured, since Darkstream keeps whittling down my crew for postings elsewhere in the system, why not make the most of it? So I had Engineering study whether this was feasible. Obviously it turned out to be, and I had them come up with a design. Then, I had Maintenance knock out the walls between twelve crew cabins. This was the result. The Starlight Lounge.”

“It’s cool,” Jake said, nodding.

“Thanks.” Bronson led Jake toward the bar on the right, and the captain went behind it, selecting a tall, dark bottle and splashing some of its contents into a tumbler. “What can I get for you, Jake? Juice? I assume your father doesn’t allow you to drink.”

“Yeah. He doesn’t.”

Bronson’s smile took on a mischievous cast. “Well, would you like a drink anyway? He doesn’t have to know.”

Jake shrugged. “All right.”

Splashing some amber liquid into a glass for Jake, Bronson held up his own. It took a second for Jake to figure out what he wanted. He clinked his class against Bronson’s, and they both took a swallow.

“Ugh,” Jake said, screwing up his face. “Gross.”

“You’ll get used to it. How old are you, Jake?”

“Seventeen.”

“I had my first drink when I was younger. Of course, back where I come from, that was against the law.”

“Yeah. I know.”

Bronson’s eyebrows jacked up a couple notches. “Your father told you about the Milky Way, then?”

“He told me a lot. Told me about Captain Keyes, and the rest.”

 The captain’s tumbler hit the bartop with a thunk. “Did he?” he said, clearly trying to sound casual, though his voice was strained.

“Yeah. Did you know Captain Keyes?”

The smile grew brittle. “He and I go way back. But let’s talk about something else. Let’s talk about the reason you’re here.”

Jake held his breath. He thought he knew the reason Bronson had brought him here, and he also knew how he felt about it. But he wasn’t certain it was right for him to feel that way.

“How would you like to be a Darkstream soldier, Jake?”

“I’d love to,” Jake blurted out. “But…but I don’t want to leave my dad alone out here.”

“Well, we’re planning to buy that mech from your father. Soon enough, he’ll be able to hire a whole team. So either way, he won’t be alone.”

“Yeah. I know. But the reason we’re out here is to help Sue Anne, my sister. She has stage four adenosarcoma, and she needs lots of medicine. A lot.”

“I’m aware. But after our conversation, I think you’ll find that working for Darkstream will be the best thing for your sister, too. You’ll be paid handsomely, Jake, and you can do whatever you like with the credits we’ll give you. That includes paying for top-tier procedures for Sue Ellen.”

“Sue Anne.”

“Right. Sorry. Sue Anne.”

Jake sighed heavily. His dreams were pulling him one way, while his sense of duty tugged him in the opposite direction. What Bronson said made sense, but his dad had always criticized Darkstream, and Peter also said that what they were doing out in the Belt was best for Sue Anne.

“I just don’t know, sir.”

“I’ll tell you what,” Bronson said. “Why don’t you take a seat in that recliner just over there.” The destroyer captain reached under the bar, producing lucid sleepgear that was sleeker and much less dorky-looking than Jake’s. “We have a special simulation that we only use for certain recruits. I want you to try it out. Go lucid for just ten minutes. At the end of it, I’ll wake you, and I won’t say anything else. I think you’ll have enough to make your decision, then.”

Jake took a seat, and Bronson slipped the headgear over his skull, positioning the electrodes so that they were spaced more or less evenly across his scalp.

He was too excited to get to sleep, so Bronson handed him a light sedative. That did it. He slipped into lucid and found himself piloting a powerful mech.

The machine conformed to his movements, offering just enough resistance to make the controls intuitive and realistic. Jake’s strength was amplified a hundredfold at least, and the HUD exceeded anything his v-lenses were capable of. It showed Ixa piloting mechs of their own, fighting in an urban landscape populated by towering buildings and looming warehouses.

He’d run similar simulations in lucid before, but nothing this detailed, and nothing with such an advanced, intuitive interface.

Jake led a team of fellow mech pilots, and together they rampaged through the city, saving the populace from the mechanized Ixa.

The most memorable moments included punching an Ixan mech in what would have been its sternum, sending it hurtling from a seven-story building, and corralling an enemy grouping of three mechs using rockets alone, which bought enough time for some nearby civilian office workers to reach safety.

Historically, the Ixa had never had mechs, but as always happened in lucid, Jake’s brain accepted the simulation as total reality. That was the strength of using dreams to run sims. The fear was real, and so was the sense of victory when Jake and his mechanized companions smashed unit after enemy unit until they were slag.

Ten minutes of lucid felt like hours, subjectively, and when Bronson finally removed the headgear, bringing Jake back to reality, he felt like he’d had a good run with the new tech. Of course, he also felt ready to go back for hours more.

But he didn’t say so. He wanted to keep his cool in front of the destroyer captain.

“What did you think?”

“It was awesome!” Jake blurted. So much for keeping my cool. He coughed. “I loved the thermal lances for breaching bay doors, and the HUD was out of this world, but…”

“But?”

“Well, why did the sim only have me piloting mechs? I would have expected a sim designed for Darkstream recruits to be more well-rounded than that.”

“I told you. This is designed for certain recruits only. Recruits with the skills to become mech pilots, namely.”

“But Darkstream doesn’t have any mechs.”

“That’s true, we don’t. Yet.” Bronson drew a long breath, his shoulders rising and falling. Jake got the sense that the old man felt almost as excited as he did. “Can you keep a secret, Jake?”

“Yes, sir.”

“Good. Because what I’m about to tell you is classified. Darkstream has long had a program to develop viable mechs. They would be the perfect weapon against the Quatro, who currently overpower us. Yes, enough bullets will take them down, but they’re remarkably resilient, and if one of them reaches you, well…it’s lights out, isn’t it? And we can’t very well bomb the Quatro from orbit, because we’d risk damaging the planet that’s best-suited for human colonization. We’d risk damaging the Gatherers, who have become so important to our industrial base. No, what we really need is a brand new war machine that can go down to the planet’s surface and stand toe-to-toe with the beasts.”

 “Mechs.”

“Yes. We need to win this fight on the ground, and mechs may be our only way to do it. You and your father finding this mech, way out here—it was an amazing stroke of luck. It’s almost as important a discovery as the Gatherers. We haven’t been able to create a viable mech, for multiple reasons, but now that we’ve found one, we know it’s truly possible. By studying it, we can improve our own designs, and hopefully, before long, we can start producing them. The reason that sim put you in a mech the entire time is because your lucid scores are high enough that if you make it through Darkstream’s training, you could conceivably pilot a mech. How does that sound, Jake?”

Jake’s breath came much heavier, now. He tried to sort out his thoughts, tried to identify the right thing to do. But it was no clearer than before.

It didn’t matter. One thing was clear: there was no way he could say no to the chance to drive a real-life mech. It was the ultimate incarnation of his lifelong dream to join Darkstream’s military. Saying no simply wasn’t an option anymore.

“I’m in,” Jake said. “I’m in.”

Chapter 9

Confession

 

The goons dragged Lisa through Habitat 2, avoiding streets with fighting. They both had their guns drawn now, and they seemed to pay more attention to the city’s dark places—its smaller streets, its shadowy canopies, its alleys—than they did to Lisa.

That made sense to her, now that she knew she posed no threat to them whatsoever. Even if she’d still had her gun, they probably would have disarmed her just as easily as before.

I’m a total failure. A fraud.

If her captors noticed her dejection, they didn’t remark on it. Instead, they brought her into a low building, whose door opened onto two short rows of poorly made cots. A kitchen followed, and then a set of stairs, and then Lisa was in a squat storage basement, with narrow, street-level windows filled with thick glass.

She had the presence of mind to wait a few minutes after her kidnappers’ departure before seeking a way out.

She threw herself against the door they’d left through, but it didn’t budge, and trying the handle produced no results.

A cursory glance at the horizontal slits the room had for windows showed that even if she could shatter their glass, there was no way she would squeeze through them. Knocking on them generated only a dull thud—no one outside would hear, especially not over the shooting, which continued still.

A man ran by with children in tow, and Lisa waved at them frantically, but they took no notice of her or even of the building that was her prison. For all she knew, the windows were one-way.

Before long, she gave up, sitting on a long crate and taking stock of her surroundings.

Nothing that shouted criminality drew her attention. There were a few guns, but none of them had any ammo. Besides, anyone was allowed to carry pretty much any firearm, wherever they wanted in the Steele System.

That gave her hope. If the criminal element was taking over Habitat 2, then maybe its residents would find the strength to fight back.

She tried to imagine Phineas Gage holding a gun. Or worse, Bob O’Toole. Her shoulders slumped once more.

Dragging together some empty sacks to make a bed, she fell into them, awaiting her fate. Hopefully the men who’d brought her here weren’t killed. That would be even worse than facing them again: starving to death down here, alone, forgotten.

Memories of her family came flooding back to her. They were in Kuiper Belt 2, or the Belt, as most of its residents called it. She’d been born in Hub, the de facto capital of the Belt, and she’d hated the close quarters there. The closed-in world, the ability to look directly up and see what your upside-down neighbors were doing…

Now, she wished she’d never left.

The door opened, and Lisa leapt to her feet instinctively.

This is it. She was ready to fight, this time. I won’t stay down here any longer. If she had to take down several muscled goons, she didn’t care. She’d do it. She would.

Tessa Notaras descended the stairs into the basement, clutching a pistol in each hand. When she saw Lisa, she came to a halt.

“Tessa,” Lisa said. “What’s going on?”

Glancing behind her, the white-haired woman motioned with one of the guns. “Come on. We have to go.”

“I’m not going anywhere. Not until you tell me what the hell is happening to Habitat 2.” Lisa wanted to stamp her foot, but it seemed like it might come off as childish. A real soldier would rely on the authority of her commanding voice alone.

But am I a real soldier? She didn’t think so. Not anymore.

“Fine.” Tessa turned around and ascended the stairs.

“Wait,” Lisa said. “Okay. I’ll come!”

The sound of the door clicking shut reached her ears, and Tessa reappeared. “Calm down. I was just securing the door.” She reached the basement and crossed the room, placing her pistols on the crate Lisa had first sat on and taking a seat beside them. “Are you okay?”

“Yes. I’m fine. Are…are you?”

“Yeah. I guess.” Tessa sniffed. “I need to make this quick, because we’re very short on time. Listen carefully, okay?”

“Okay.”

“The drug trade in Habitat 2 is controlled by two rival gangs. One gang just went to war with the other, and the worst of the two won. That gang, called Daybreak, now controls Habitat 2. Their leader is Quentin Cooper, and he’s a ruthless bastard. If we stay here long enough, he’ll find us.”

“How do you know all that?”

“Because I work for Three Points, Lisa. The gang that lost this fight.”

Lisa studied Tessa’s lined face. “You’re serious, aren’t you?” She shook her head. “How could you, Tessa?”

“Because the gangs are the only meaningful opposition Darkstream faces on Alex. And I have a lot of hangups when it comes to my old employer. Listen, why do any of us do what we do? I needed the credits, for one. But that doesn’t matter right now.”

“It matters a lot, actually. Darkstream will send troops soon to liberate the town, and when they do, it’s my job to report your confession, Tessa.” Lisa sighed. She really liked Tessa. Even despite what she’d just learned about her. Maybe there was some way to get some leniency for her. “If you cooperate, it’s possible they’ll reduce your punishment.”

Tessa chuckled. “You’re cute, Lisa. I wouldn’t hold your breath on Darkstream liberating anyone. The company’s negotiating with Daybreak right now.”

“Negotiating what?”

“The terms of their occupation. That’s been Daybreak’s plan from the start. Take over Habitat 2, make themselves rich, and keep Darkstream happy by giving them an even bigger cut of the resources collected than they were getting before. If Habitat 2’s residents become slaves, their standard of living can go down. It’ll no longer matter whether they’re happy—just that they have whatever scraps are necessary for survival. Meaning more resources, for the gang and for Darkstream.”

“That’s ridiculous. Darkstream would never allow that to happen. It would destroy their public image.”

“They’ll play it off like they had no choice. Maybe say something about the gang threatening to blow up the habitat if they tried to intervene. Something like that.”

“I won’t believe it.”

“Believe it, honey. It’s happening.”

Lisa stood. “We have to do something. Darkstream will come soon, but we’re no use to them in captivity, or dead. Maybe…maybe we could make it to Habitat 1. Recruit some reinforcements, to come back and help my colleagues retake this Habitat once they arrive.”

Joining her in standing, Tessa said, “Leaving certainly seems like a good idea. For us both. They’ll kill me if they find me, and they may kill you, if your employer doesn’t bother to negotiate for your release.”

Shaking her head, Lisa marveled at how brainwashed Tessa was. She’d had no idea that the old woman had drunk so deeply from the anti-corporate lemonade. 

“Andy Miller does supply runs between here and the space elevator all the time,” Lisa said. “If we can reach him, convince him to help—”

“Oh, we’ll convince him,” Tessa said, scooping up her pistols in one fluid motion. “One way or another.” She grinned. “Grab some weapons and let’s go. There should be ammo upstairs.”

Chapter 10

White and Scarlet

 

Gabe watched the woods roll by as the armored personnel carrier trundled along the Gatherer path, much slower than the speeders most civilians used. For vehicles this size, it was much more efficient to use old-fashioned wheels than to try to make it hover. But it sure made for a slower trip.

So did having to delay their departure from Allendale, because of an Ambler patrolling the path between there and Northshire.

Luckily, this one was functioning properly, and it didn’t go on a rampage. Instead, it turned onto a connecting Gatherer path, following the same circuitous route it had followed since Darkstream had first mapped this planet and documented the predictable behavior of its high-tech inhabitants.

Once the Ambler left the route between Northshire and Allendale, it was finally safe for Gabe and the others from the Northshire garrison to head back toward their original posting.

Part of him was anxious to get back, to see Jess, and part of him was extremely hesitant—to face Jess’s father, Mayor Sweeney. Had she successfully hidden their encounter from him? And did Gabe really want her to?

Over the years, there’d been no shortage of young women throwing themselves at him. Probably because of his fame as the first man to set foot on Eresos, and also his role in carving out a foothold for humanity on the planet, though no one fully knew what he’d had to do to accomplish that.

Mostly, he’d rebuffed their advances, but sometimes not. He led a lonely life. Most professional soldiers did; there was no hiding that fact. And sometimes the urge roared louder than his willpower.

But even the ones he’d lain with had amounted to nothing but a flash in the pan, and he doubted they’d been any more upset about his eventual departure than he was.

Jess, on the other hand…Jess was different. He couldn’t quite say why, but no one had ever set his heart to racing like she did. She made bizarre thoughts parade through his head. Thoughts of trying to change, of quitting Darkstream, of settling down.

He’d done some awful things, in this galaxy and the one he’d left behind. Could there be redemption for a man like him? Was there such a thing as cleaning a blood-covered slate?

Suddenly, his implant HUD washed red. Considering they’d dialed them back from full-alert mode, the fact that this notification was getting through meant that it was serious, and also that it directly pertained to them.

Sure enough: “QUATRO ATTACKING NORTHSHIRE. REPAIR TO POSTING IMMEDIATELY.”

His heart tried to crawl up his throat and out of his mouth. “We only left Robinson and Sawyer there,” he choked out. “They’ll be completely overwhelmed.”

The driver, Seaman Morrissey, cursed softly.

“Don’t just sit there, you idiot!” Gabe yelled. “Step on it!”

Morrissey did, and the personnel carrier lurched forward, doubling its speed. That still wasn’t very fast.

Gabe felt like he could get out and run quicker than this. He knew that wasn’t true, but watching those weird trees crawl by, it sure felt like it!

“Faster!” Gabe barked.

“Sir, this vehicle was not designed to go any faster than this on an uneven dirt surface. To avoid tipping over, I strongly recommend—”

“I don’t give a shit what you recommend, Morrissey. I’m ordering you to go faster!”

The seaman accelerated, and the vehicle didn’t tip. Eresos’ strange forests sped by faster, and with Gabe’s constant urging, they began to blur.

At last, Northshire drew into sight.

By then, of course, it was far too late.

The personnel carrier barreled past burning buildings on the village’s perimeter. Nearer the village green, the Darkstream self-erecting structures had fared better.

Not so, the people of Northshire. Bodies were strewn everywhere—all over the green, between buildings, on doorsteps. Gabe saw Toby Horton draped over a fence surrounding a garden. His blue overalls were soaked red.

The personnel carried ground to a halt, and Gabe threw open the door, not bothering to close it behind him. He ran through the village toward the mayor’s residence, SL-17 at the ready, legs pumping as hard as he could force them to. Blood surged through his veins like molten lava.

A white shape caught his eye, and he came to an abrupt halt. The white of a summer dress. Stained with the scarlet smear of blood.

He dropped to his knees roughly five meters from the body of Jess Sweeney. His assault rifle tumbled to the grass.

He had no idea how long he remained there, staring at Jess’s corpse.

The blast of a gunshot brought him back to his senses. It had come from inside the Sweeney residence.

Gabe forced himself to move. Just inside the house, he found what remained of Mayor Sweeney, sitting in a plain, wooden chair. He’d lodged the barrel of a shotgun under his chin and pulled the trigger with his toe. His face was gone.

Stumbling out of the house. Stumbling through the village, past pock-marked metal structures, past burning wooden ones.

Unsure where he was going.

He came to a halt again, hands on knees, and his breakfast of eggs with hot sauce came steaming up his throat and onto the neatly clipped grass. Then came the retching. And the tears.

“Pioneer,” someone croaked.

It was Seaman Sawyer. Horse. Lying sprawled near the bay doors where Gatherers entered and exited the collection facility. His torso mangled.

Gabe went to him.

“They had guns, Pioneer. Guns.”

“What? How’d they hold them? How’d they pull the trigger?” Quatro had only paws, with no opposable thumbs.

This makes absolutely zero sense. The aliens weren’t known to possess technology of any level. Just their sheer size, brute strength, and low cunning. And yet…

“The guns were strapped—mounted, like—on their backs,” Sawyer said. “As for how they fired them…” Horse shook his head, which looked like it took more effort than it needed to.

“I’m going to get you help, Horse. Don’t move.”

Gabe pushed a hand through his short hair as he jogged away. None of this made any sense.

But in the end, it didn’t matter. Guns or no guns, technology or none, it didn’t matter.

He intended to make the Quatro pay.

Chapter 11

Pockets of Resistance

 

The gang that had taken over Habitat 2 still hadn’t secured their hold over it. Pockets of resistance remained, with bullets being traded intermittently.

The city’s artificial night was falling, which coincided with Alex’s actual night. That made Lisa’s and Tessa’s job easier, as they crept from doorway to dumpster to alley, waiting for the way to clear before moving ahead to stop again and wait.

Residents were still getting dragged violently from their homes. Sometimes, that was the source of the gunfire.

Lisa clamped a hand to her mouth as she watched a bandanna-clad Daybreak goon forcing a man to his knees in front of his home. Casually, the thug drew his pistol and put a bullet in the back of his victim’s head. He walked away, leaving the body to cool in the street.

As Lisa and Tessa passed the dead man, Lisa glanced down and recognized him. He was Jordan Lee, a councilman. It seemed the gangsters were executing anyone important to Habitat 2’s civil power structure.

“They’ll face big consequences for this,” she subvocalized to Tessa.

“Maybe. Cooper’s the kind of man who’ll call any bluff, whether it’s actually a bluff or not. He’s willing to reach for anything he wants, and he leaves it to his adversaries to try and stop him. Normally, they don’t dare.”

Lisa sent Andy an IM ahead of time, and when they reached him he was ready, opening his door to admit them and closing it just as quickly once they were inside.

He wore a grim expression as he eyed their weapons briefly, then turned back to the bags he was in the process of stuffing full of clothes and other personal effects.

“I see you have the same idea we do,” Tessa said, watching the vid feed that showed the street in front of the residence.

“You got that right,” he said. “Somehow, I doubt I’d keep my position in the new order. I don’t think the gangsters will trust me to do supply runs for them.”

Lisa scrutinized his expression. “Would you work for them even if they did trust you?”

Andy paused his packing to meet her gaze, frowning slightly. “Of course not, Lisa.” He continued packing.

“It’s still possible Darkstream will negotiate with Daybreak for their employees back,” Tessa said, never taking her eyes off the street outside.

“I’d say it’s likely,” Andy said.

“Exactly,” Lisa put in. “Because it’s the right thing to do.”

“No,” he said with a chuckle. “Because if it gets out that they abandoned their employees to live as slaves, they’ll suddenly find the labor market much less accommodating to their needs. Even so, I’m not willing to take any chances. I’m leaving within the hour.”

“Darkstream will come for their employees, Andy. They will. They’ll do right by us.”

“Don’t be naive, Lisa.”

“Screw you.”

That brought another chuckle. “Spitey as always.”

“Cut the squabbling, children,” Tessa said, her tone flat. “Andy, how likely are we to secure a beetle?”

“How good are you with those pistols?”

“Good enough.”

“I hope so. Because I’m sure the beetle bays were the first thing Daybreak locked down.”

Andy finished packing, then slung the enormous, overstuffed duffel bag over his shoulder.

“The definition of stealth,” Lisa said, quirking an eyebrow at him.

“Oh, I’m sure you’ll keep me safe,” he said, his voice dripping with sarcasm.

Somehow, they managed to make it to the western beetle bay without drawing unwanted attention. Maybe the gangsters figured no one would be brazen enough to attempt stealing a beetle.

Tessa drew up beside Lisa. “Can you patch the bay’s vid feed through to my implant?”

“Uh…yeah. Sure.” The idea of using her Darkstream security clearance to help a confessed criminal didn’t appeal to her very much, but Lisa couldn’t see an alternative.

After a few seconds of studying the feed, Tessa nodded. “Okay. Open it up, Lisa, and stay out here with Andy.”

“Are you serious? I can help!” She hefted the SL-17 she’d taken from the basement where Tessa had found her, to help make her point.

Tessa locked eyes with her. “Stay here with Andy.”

“Fine,” she said, her voice coming out more sullen than she’d wanted. But she wasn’t about to oppose Tessa when she gave her that look. In fact, she didn’t know of anyone who ever did. Not anyone who’d made it through the experience unharmed, anyway.

Lisa opened the entrance to the beetle bay, which disappeared upward into its casing. Producing a flashbang, Tessa tossed it inside, then pressed her back to the wall near the entrance.

Lisa took cover herself, looking away, but she still saw the bright flash of light, and the loud crack reached her ears, amplified by the hollow of the bay. When she looked again, Tessa was already inside, her pistols firing in tandem.

Five gunshots later, the white-haired former Darkstream soldier emerged, nodding at Lisa and Andy. “Clear.”

They both followed Tessa into the beetle bay, where four of the awkward-looking vehicles awaited them in a neat grid. There were also five bandanna-wearing thugs sprawled on the ground, each sporting a bullet hole in their skulls.

“Wow,” Andy said. “Good work.”

“Just do your job, beetle jockey. Take your pick of these wrecks.”

“Yes, ma’am. I pick the wreck closest to the exit.”

“Good choice.”

Andy had sufficiently high security clearance to open the beetle’s rear hatch, which lowered to become an entrance ramp.

They strode up it, and Lisa used her clearance to open the wide portal into the airlock.

Chapter 12

Accelerate Vengeance

 

Gabe hoisted the thermobaric grenade launcher onto his shoulder and dropped to one knee, lining up the arc of his shot with care. He really didn’t want to mess this up. Not with Darkstream troops milling all around the area, making sure no Quatro escaped.

“Careful, son,” Commander Bob Bronson said, behind him and somewhere to the left. “That’s a fuel-air explosive you’re about to deploy.”

“Yes, sir. I’ve fired them many times before, back in the Bastion Sector. I know the risks.”

“Good. We want to set the air they’re breathing on fire, not ours,” Bronson said with a chuckle. “Are you ready?”

I think so. “Yes, sir.”

“Then fire.”

Gabe did, angling the launcher upward, bracing for the kickback, and pulling the trigger. The grenade left the launcher’s tube with a whoosh. He watched it arc toward the mouth of the cave system where this group of Quatro had made their home.

“Right on the money,” Bronson said. “Hit them again.”

Without warning, everything shifted, and Gabe was inside the caves themselves, among the Quatro.

He heard the first grenade quietly skitter across the rocks near the cave mouth. Several giant Quatro heads swung toward the sound, gazing warily into the darkness.

Then came the explosion, rapidly converting the world into flame and death.

A fiery shockwave tore through cave after cave. Those Quatro closest to the bomb were simply incinerated, while those farther in caught fire, their burning fur reeking.

The bomb consumed the air for its fuel, in an explosion that never seemed to end.

Even those farthest from the explosion would suffer countless internal injuries—concussions, burst ear drums, ruptured lungs. Blindness. If any of the Quatro or their pups managed to escape the endless barrage, they would limp away with maladies they’d likely carry for the rest of their lives.

Gabe bolted upright amidst sweaty, tangled blankets.

Another nightmare. As it receded, he recalled that his life had also become a nightmare, of sorts.

Jess. The thought of her made him want to stay inside and weep. But there was work to do.

The smell of perfume still clung to the sheets he’d shared with her just two nights before. Trying his best to ignore it, he pulled himself out of bed and started getting dressed.

Yesterday had been a day of searching for survivors and burying the dead. Today would be one for figuring out exactly what had happened during the Quatro attack on Northshire.

And why.

To that end, Darkstream was sending a team of analysts down from Valhalla. If Gabe were to guess, he’d say the team would likely focus on the fact that the Quatro had shown up with guns, when it had always seemed like a given that the aliens couldn't possibly operate technology of any kind, due to the simple facts of their anatomy. Their paws weren’t evolved to grasp anything—case closed. At least, it should have been closed.

Gabe felt like his skin concealed a vast well of emptiness inside him. Only bitterness could fill that void, if he let it. But he couldn’t. Not yet.

However they did it, the Quatro have shown their true nature. We haven’t touched them for years, and then they did this to us. Slaughtered the people of Northshire. Took Jess from me forever.

He’d gotten one night with her. Just one. After months of glances stolen across the oaken dining table, at meals with the mayor and his family. Months of chance meetings on the village green, paired with sly winks and wry remarks from Jess, which had always left him blinking, baffled.

More importantly, it had left him feeling something. That had always been a rarity, for Gabe. But Jess had managed it.

No more.

He’d been such a coward. Their difference in age should have meant nothing to him. He should have cast aside his career the moment they’d met, spirited her away to…somewhere. Anywhere. It shouldn’t have mattered. But it had. And now she was gone.

Cursing quietly, he left his private quarters and headed down the path into the village, the one he’d walked every day during happier times. Hopefully, he wouldn’t have to walk it for much longer. He wanted to leave Northshire behind and never return.

At the village green, he found the team of company analysts had already arrived and were inspecting everything there was to inspect.

“Anything I can do to help?” he asked after walking up to one of them.

“Secure the perimeter. And try to do a better job of it, this time.”

It took everything Gabe had not to knock the little weasel to the ground. “I was ordered away,” he growled. “Darkstream ordered me away.”

“Whatever.”

Gabe stalked off, his chest rising and falling rapidly with rage. Almost, he turned around to attack the cretin who’d tried to lay Jess’s death at his feet.

This wasn’t Gabe’s fault. It was the Quatro. It was the Ambler’s who’d attacked Allendale. But it wasn’t his.

Or is it? a tiny voice asked.

He decided to check on Seaman Sawyer, who had managed to survive his injuries and was recovering in the infirmary. Doctor Poe even said he might be battleworthy again, after a few months.

But before Gabe reached the infirmary, a message came in over the system-net, glowing yellow in the upper-right corner of his HUD. He willed it to open, and it did.

Captain Bob Bronson’s face appeared, hovering over reality. That gave Gabe a start, given how recently he’d seen that face, in his nightmare. And how long it had been since he’d seen it in real life.

“Roach,” Bronson said. “I have a proposition for you. The company made a strange discovery, out in Kuiper Belt 2. We found a mech, and it’s pretty clear that whoever built the Gatherers also built this thing. It means a huge leap forward in Darkstream’s own attempts to build one, and we expect to have a working model soon. A unit’s worth of them, shortly after that.”

Bronson grinned. “We have a lot of viable candidates to pilot them, but they’re mostly untrained scrubs who score highly on the relevant lucid leaderboards. We need somebody who can whip them into shape, fast. That somebody’s you, Roach. We know you have the chops for it, and we also know you like being the first to do things. At least, if you’re the same man I remember, you do. This is classified for now, but the public will learn about it soon enough, and we expect having your name attached to the project will make for decent PR.

“This goes without saying, but the mechs should give us a huge advantage against the Quatro. And it seems like we’ll need that, given how feisty they’ve become. Take a day to think about it, if necessary, but no longer than that. I need to know your answer soon. Bronson out.”

“Feisty,” Gabe muttered. That was one word for what the Quatro had done.

He already knew his answer to Bronson’s proposal. He would take the job.

Vengeance was all he had left, now, and it seemed likely this opportunity would accelerate that cause nicely.

That was all he needed.

Chapter 13

Beetle

 

Andy tried to radio Habitat 1 for what seemed to Lisa like the twentieth time. Still no luck.

He sighed. “Either we’re specifically being locked out of the com satellites, or the entire system-net is down.”

That brought a grunt from Tessa, who sat in the seat opposite Lisa’s. “I’m not sure which possibility is more alarming right now.”

“Indeed.”

Tessa returned to whatever she’d been doing on her implant—reading a book, probably. They’d been fleeing Habitat 2 for two days, but for Lisa, those days had felt like weeks.

It didn’t help that it also felt like the beetle was crawling. Andy assured her that any pursuers would be traveling just as slowly. If they knew what they were doing, anyway.

The terrain of Alex would punish the unwary, Andy said, opening a ravine beneath their wheels when they least expected it, or upending them with rocks that looked as though they should have posed no problem.

Darkstream had plans to eventually terraform the planet, but currently they didn’t have the extra resources to devote to the effort. So for now, Alex would remain as she was. Beautiful but forbidding. Harsh. Blue.

Everything natural on Alex was mostly the same sapphire hue, and so was the dust that kicked up and clogged suit valves and engines. Even travelers following the strictest protocols would eventually find everything they owned coated in a growing layer of blue dust.

The beetle boasted a number of tricks for navigating the treacherous landscape. Perhaps the most important feature was its individually articulated wheels, which allowed it to “walk” over rocks that would otherwise impede it. Almost as crucial was the jointed arm mounted in front of the crew cabin, for rolling rocks out of the way.

They were headed for Habitat 1, which was one of only four permanent habitats Darkstream had established on Alex. It had taxed the system’s economy and industrial base to get just those four up and running, but they more than paid for themselves, now. They had the endlessly toiling Gatherers to thank for that.

Lisa felt embarrassed at the realization that she’d never taken enough of an interest in the geography of Alex to figure out how far away Habitat 1 was. She vaguely knew that 3 and 4 were well out of reach, and separated from the first two by a gargantuan canyon that stretched across half the planet and was basically impassable.

But she didn’t have a good idea of how far 1 was from 2. Ever since she’d been assigned to provide security for the businesses and inhabitants of Habitat 2, she’d focused on the particulars of the job, not on the planet that existed outside it.

Eventually, as much as she hated to admit her ignorance to Andy, she decided to just ask. “How long will it take for us to reach Habitat 1?”

Andy seemed too focused on navigation to bring his usual snark to bear, thankfully. “I’ve never made the trip. I’ve only gone to the space elevator and back, and that’s roughly equidistant between the two Habitats.”

“How long does that trip take, then?”

“Three months, if you’re going at a sane speed. Which we will be.”

“I’m guessing by ‘sane’ you mean slow as hell.”

“If you consider our current speed to be slow as hell, then yes. And we can assume the rest of the trip to Habitat 1 will take about as long again.”

Shaking her head, Lisa said, “Why did they put the elevator so far away?”

Tessa snorted. “Well, the official explanation for that is the company could only afford to build two of them on Alex, so they put them equidistant between each pair of habitats. But that’s bull. The real reason is so the habitat residents can’t easily mount an offensive on the elevator, should they ever become disgruntled enough with their lot.”

That brought a short, awkward silence, and Lisa wondered whether Andy found Tessa’s conspiracy theories as off-putting as she did.

She decided not to engage with Tessa’s paranoia. “Why don’t we just go as far as the elevator?” she asked instead. “We can take that up to orbit and ask Darkstream for help.”

That made Andy glance back at her. “You seriously don’t know?”

Lisa suppressed the urge to frown. It wasn’t hard to see that she was about to feel stupid again.

“What?” she said, her voice small.

“Darkstream maintains a minimal security presence on the orbital station at the top of the elevator. Definitely not enough to retake Habitat 2, if that’s what you’re hoping. The company only uses it as a pickup point for the resources we produce and a drop-off point for supplies. Us beetle drivers do the dirty work of hauling both back and forth.”

“So…”

“So, if we’re going anywhere, it’s all the way to Habitat 1, across the most treacherous terrain humanity has ever willingly subjected itself to. Buckle up.”

Chapter 14

Your Favorite Video Game Character

 

Captain Bronson invited Jake to the CIC to watch their approach to Valhalla Station. He even let Jake sit in the Captain’s Chair, while Bronson stood off to one side of the main viewscreen, hands curled at his sides.

Jake accepted both offers, though he kind of felt like he was being treated like a giddy little kid.

It surprised him that Bronson would let him inside the CIC at all. Overall, protocol seemed fairly lax aboard the Javelin.

I guess that’s what comes of not having any enemy ships to fight for almost twenty years.

Those thoughts fled Jake’s mind the moment Bronson ordered his sensors operator to magnify their view of Valhalla Station. His breath caught in his throat, then.

The structure dwarfed any warship he’d ever seen in vids or heard about, including even the Providence, the last supercarrier humanity had ever built—at least, as far as anyone in the Steele System knew.

Valhalla had four main sections that spread out from a central core, like two sets of wings. The orbital station was all sweeping curves and no edges. It maintained a geosynchronous orbit over Eresos, and the planet’s single space elevator extended down from Valhalla’s center, until it became a near-invisible ribbon that vanished beneath a pillowy cloud cover.

“It’s massive,” Jake said.

Bronson turned to him. “You’ve never left Kuiper Belt 2, have you?”

“Huh? Oh. No, I’ve been in the Belt ever since I was born.”

“Well, lucky for you, you’ll experience exactly the same gravity here as you did there, thanks to the healthy Ocharium stores we brought with us when we first traveled to the Steele System.”

“That’s good,” Jake said.

Bronson nodded. “Enjoy it while it lasts. Soon, we’ll be injecting you with extra Ocharium nanites, to get you accustomed to the heavier gravity of Eresos.”

“Yes, sir.”

The more Ocharium nanites his body had, the more it would attract the fermion matrix that infused every ship’s deck, as well as all of Valhalla’s flooring. Jake didn’t look forward to the experience of having more weight to carry around.

Using Ocharium and fermions to simulate gravity was an example of dark tech, which also permitted the generation of wormholes—that was how Darkstream had reached the Steele System in the first place.

Back in the Milky Way, Darkstream had learned that humanity’s use of dark tech was actually unraveling the fabric of the universe, and so since arriving here they’d wound down their use of dark tech by a lot. They’d scrapped the wormholes, along with the micronet that had once enabled instantaneous communication.

That said, they still used it for gravity, figuring that since theirs was a relatively small fraction of humanity, that should result in minimal danger. In the short- and medium-term, at least.

It’s possible that we’re not a fraction of humanity, of course. If the Ixa won the war, we might now be all of humanity. And if it’s true that the nearby stars could also hold powerful adversaries…

Jake decided to abandon that line of thought. Bronson’s Coms officer communicated with a space traffic controller on Valhalla, who informed them that Landing Bay Theta was ready to receive them.

Fewer than thirty minutes later, Bronson and Jake were exiting a shuttle’s airlock inside the designated landing bay.

A tall man with a hard face met them outside the airlock. Short black hair stood at attention above a creased brow, which overshadowed a hooked nose.

Jake cursed, drawing a sharp look from Bronson. “Sorry, sir. B-but that’s…that’s Gabriel Roach!”

“Ah. Yes. I take it you’re a fan?”

Since leaving his father’s comet hopper to journey into the inner system aboard the Javelin, Jake had attempted to display the proper deference toward officers, which he knew would be expected of him at all times once he enlisted. But he often slipped, and now was no different.

Ignoring Bronson’s question, Jake stepped toward Roach, his entire body vibrating. “E-excuse me, sir, but…could I have your autograph?”

 Eyes widening and mouth twisting, Roach surged forward to grab Jake by the lapels, driving him backward until his back collided with the side of the shuttle. Pain shot through his torso, and he winced.

Bronson observed the ordeal impassively, hands folded behind his back.

“What’s your name, boy?” Roach said softly, his voice dripping with menace.

“J-Jake Price, sir.”

“Listen to me, Price. You will never ask me for anything again, least of all my autograph. I’m not your favorite video game character, nor am I your favorite movie star. From this day forward, I am merely your instructor and your superior officer, and you will merely follow every order I give without question. Is that clear?”

“Yes, sir.” Jake was still shaking, but with an entirely different emotion, now.

“Perfect.” Roach released him, and Jake slumped against the shuttle. He quickly righted himself, his cheeks burning.

Roach stood with his back to him now, facing Bronson.

“You didn’t have to be so hard on him right off the bat,” the destroyer captain said, in a tone one might use to inform a server that he’d brought the wrong type of cheesecake.

“Sir, I can be hard on him now or the Quatro can tear him limb from limb upon their first encounter.”

“That seems a bit dramatic.”

“I’m sure it does seem dramatic, to a man who watches people bleed and die for him from space.”

Bronson blinked, but offered no other reaction. Even so, Jake got the sense that Roach would pay for the disrespect he’d shown today.

Roach paused to speak to a man standing at attention nearby, who Jake hadn’t noticed until now.

“Wipe the kid’s nose for him and then show him his quarters. If he already wants to run back to his mother, send him out on the next shuttle.”

“Yes, sir.”

With that, Gabriel Roach left Landing Bay Theta.

Chapter 15

Burpee

 

Andy claimed that he was capable of simultaneously finding the safest path over Alex’s surface, attempting to establish communications with Habitat 1, and keeping an eye on satellite images of the surrounding area. Even so, he delegated the latter two tasks to Lisa most of the time.

“I can do the multitasking, but it’ll be better for all of us if I don’t have to,” he said.

As for why Andy could access satellite imagery but not the system-net, well, that was another mystery.

Occasionally, usually toward the end of the day, Lisa wondered whether Andy was screwing with them. She accused him of it once, and he brought the beetle to a halt, getting up from the driver’s seat and gesturing toward it.

“Go ahead, Lisa. See if you can raise Habitat 1.”

And she’d tried. For a few minutes.

Nothing. They had access to satellite photos of Alex, but not to communication with the rest of the Steele System.

“Sorry,” she said, returning to her seat in the back.

The beetle’s crew cabin wasn’t designed for sleep—almost every inch of it was taken up with vital instruments, and there was certainly no room for the seats to recline. Luckily, it did have an inflatable habitat, which Andy deployed out of the rear of the vehicle each night.

The habitat even had its own airlock, which accordioned out. Stowing the thing each morning was a pain, but it was better than attempting to sleep in the cramped beetle, or worse, inside their pressure suits on the rocky surface of Alex.

One morning, Tessa said something Lisa found fairly insulting. It came after Lisa asked whether they could be sure their oxygen supplies would last until Habitat 1, and as usual, Andy’s answer dripped with sarcasm.

“Wow,” he said. “Okay. Think about this for a second, Lisa. Have you ever heard of Habitat 2 ever getting any oxygen shipments?”

“Um, no.”

“That’s because it has multiple large zirconia electrolyzers, all around the roof, constantly breaking down carbon dioxide for its oxygen and venting it into the city. The beetle has a smaller electrolyzer. We’ll have oxygen for as long as that’s functioning.”

“Thank you for informing me, Andy,” Lisa said stiffly. Her father had always told her never to feel ashamed of admitting ignorance by asking a question. She’d always lived by that principle, but Andy sure was testing it.

Then came Tessa’s remark. “What sort of training did Darkstream give you, anyway, Lisa?”

That cracked Lisa’s emotional dam, and her temper came steaming out.

“Well, they never trained me on any zirconia electrolyzer, Tessa. Maybe back in your day the company doled out training that had nothing to do with an employee’s job, but they’ve become a bit more efficient since then.”

Tessa chuckled, which only made Lisa angrier.

“I passed every course I did take with flying colors, for your information,” she added.

“That’s interesting,” Tessa said. “Considering how useless you were back at Habitat 2.”

“Excuse me?”

Shrugging, Tessa shifted in her seat, leaning against the beetle’s inside wall and facing Lisa. “Your disguise back at the Swinging Eel was laughable. And you crumbled when faced with just two low-level criminals. What did you actually do back in Habitat 2, other than the handful of arrests you made for possession?”

“I can handle myself, Tessa. You can see for yourself, if you like. Why not fight me in lucid?”

“Lucid,” Tessa said, chuckling again. “Of course it’s lucid. All right, girl. I’ll see you in lucid. You choose the terrain.”

“Done.” Lisa popped a sedative designed to boost REM sleep and tried her best to get comfortable in the beetle seat.

Soon, she stood in one of her favorite levels: a vast warehouse with “islands” of freight that formed narrow corridors between them. She knew the paths that led to the top of three different islands, and if you were stealthy and patient, it was possible to get the drop on even the most formidable opponent.

Lisa crept to the top of a central island that consisted of stacked shipping containers. She relished her ability to leap from surface to surface silently, like a cat.

From her chosen vantage point, she scanned the three pathways in her line of sight, taking full advantage of her assault rifle’s scope.

A flicker of movement caught her eye. There.

Tracking her opponent’s anticipated trajectory, she was rewarded with another flicker of dark clothing, and she fired a short burst.

Tessa cried out, spinning out of sight once more, and Lisa allowed herself a moment of silent celebration. She was sure she’d gotten Tessa in the shoulder.

In the dream, Tessa’s fear would be real, as well as her pain. This wouldn’t take long. I told you I could fight, Tessa.

Remaining in this position was not wise, now that she’d given it up by firing on her adversary. Instead, she crept across the top of this freight island and leapt over to the next, which was the only way you could access it.

Time to find another spot to lie in wait for my prey.

This second island consisted mostly of wide crates, stacked in towers, all of which rested on a bed of pallets that sat flush with one another. Lisa knew of another excellent vantage point up here, which would give her a line of sight on two well-trafficked ground-level paths.

Just before she reached her chosen spot, a blur of black surged toward her from behind a nearby crate.

Tessa struck Lisa’s gun hand, sending her assault rifle flying.

Raising her hands to defend herself, she deflected the first blow, but a hammerhand got her in the temple, followed by a roundhouse to the ribs.

Lisa staggered dangerously close to the edge before regaining her balance. Then, she charged Tessa.

The old woman seized her as though she was a rag doll, tossing her against the crate from behind which Tessa had emerged.

Lisa’s assailant followed along, landing a jab on her jaw, and then a hook that found her eye.

Railing against the blinding pain, stumbling toward Tessa in an attempt to tackle her, Lisa yelled in frustration. Somehow, Tessa’s foot connected with her buttocks, sending her staggering toward the edge once again.

Tessa followed, tripping Lisa. She fell, her body colliding with the wood of the crate beneath her, sending the air out of her lungs.

Then Tessa was on top of her, clutching the hair on the back of her head, making tears spring to Lisa’s eyes. The dizzying drop stretched below her.

“Take a good look,” the old woman said, and then she sent Lisa hurtling over the edge. The concrete floor of the warehouse rushed up to meet her.

The dream ended, and Lisa jolted awake in her seat, heart hammering in her chest.

She looked at Tessa. “How—how did you—?”

“Beat you?” Tessa looked fully alert, as though she’d never been asleep at all. “Easy. I’ve had actual military training, not this lucid crap Darkstream uses to puff up its new recruits. I trained in the UHF, girl. Whereas you’ve let yourself be convinced by fictions. You’re used to dreaming that you’re stronger and braver than you actually are.”

“What are you talking about? Lucid has been an important part of the Darkstream recruitment process for almost a decade.”

“And it’s a useful tool—if you use it correctly. Darkstream doesn’t. You passed their tests while you still lived out in the Belt, right?”

“Yes…”

“Well, those tests are essentially useless, unless you have an experienced soldier who’s used to training recruits and who’s able to physically test you. Not in the dream—in real life. Yes, the implants can lend structure to our dreams, but there’s still plenty of room for the subconscious to influence an improperly calibrated sim. You need a real-live person who can test your actual abilities and your fear responses, in real life, and who can then calibrate your implant to simulate them properly. You, Lisa—I hate to tell you—you’re strong-spirited but you aren’t much else. The problem’s rather pronounced in your case, because you’re good at convincing yourself that you’re great. But you’re not. You’re a weak, incapable soldier.”

Lisa’s eyes strung, but she refused to give in to tears. Her gaze drifted to Andy, to see how he was reacting to Tessa’s commentary, but for once he knew not to speak. He kept his eyes glued to the terrain before the beetle.

“Well, thanks,” Lisa said, her voice a little shaky. “Thanks for that.”

“There’s a reason I’m being this harsh, girl,” Tessa said, her voice just a jot more tender than before. “I wouldn’t be so candid with you if I wasn’t willing to train you.”

“You said I need UHF training,” Lisa said flatly. “Not this ‘Darkstream lucid crap.’”

Tessa nodded. “You do indeed. Your training should involve the mental, physical, and emotional rigors of actual military training. And you’re in luck. The UHF may be in another galaxy, but you have me. I trained soldiers for the UHF before I went to work for Darkstream.”

Slowly, Lisa nodded. “All right. Fine. When do we begin?”

“Right now.” Tessa moved from her seat to the empty one next to Andy. “Do you know what a burpee is?” she asked Lisa without looking at her.

“Yes.”

“Good. There should be enough room in the aisle. For the push-up part, you can spread your arms out between the seats. Now get to it. And don’t forget to compensate for the beetle’s movement. No need to have you bouncing around the cabin and bothering the rest of us.”

“How many do you want me to do?”

“I haven’t decided yet. Maybe I’ll let you know once I do. Maybe.”

Chapter 16

Firing a Real Gun

 

It turned out Tessa wanted her to do as many burpees as it took for her arms to become limp noodles and for her to collapse on the beetle floor in a sweaty, panting heap.

When they stopped for the night, as Andy inflated their portable habitat, Tessa set up some virtual targets on a cliff face a few dozen meters away from their campsite. She sent them to Lisa’s implant, which painted them maroon, right over the blue rock.

“Why can’t we just do this in lucid?” Lisa asked.

“Because there’s no replacement for firing a real gun, girl.”

An hour of shooting told Tessa that Lisa’s accuracy needed a lot of work, which she announced over a wide channel as they were stripping off their suits inside the habitat airlock and using the built-in vacuum to catch as much of the blue dust as they could before entering their temporary home.

The inflatable habitat consisted of a central area with four private “bedroom” bubbles leading out of it. The portals to the bedrooms also sealed tight, so that if there was a leak in one section, it wouldn’t affect them all.

It was just one of many safety precautions, of course: an alarm was supposed to sound in the event of a leak, allowing them to repair it in plenty of time.

Hopefully.

It depended on the size of the leak.

“I’m heading to bed,” Lisa said. “I’m wiped.”

“No, you’re not,” Tessa said.

“Huh? Yes I am. I’m exhausted.”

“You can address me as ma’am,” Tessa said. “And I wasn’t disagreeing that you’re tired. I’m disagreeing that you’re going to bed. I want fifty shock push-ups, right now, and that’s just to start.”

“What’s a shock push-up?”

Tessa demonstrated, performing a regular push-up on the way down but throwing herself into the air with her hands and clapping before catching herself and lowering into another rep. “Got it?”

“Yes, ma’am,” Lisa said wearily, and got into position herself.

“Keep your back straight, Seaman,” Tessa barked. “You’re letting it droop.”

“Yes, ma’am,” Lisa grunted.

Andy sat on one of the air-filled seats that projected from the inner wall of the habitat, looking on, wearing a blank expression. He seemed to be lost in thought.

Not Tessa. She stood in the space between two of the seats, berating Lisa for her poor form.

“I don’t think you’re taking this seriously, Seaman!” Tessa yelled. “I see you letting your back droop again. If you don’t straighten it right now, and keep it straight, I’m going to sit on it. Then I’m going to want twenty more shock push-ups, with me riding shotgun. So straighten up.”

Ninety minutes later, Tessa said, “Okay. That’ll do for tonight.”

Lisa allowed herself to fall back from the leg raise she’d been performing, her chest heaving, her eyes wandering across the ceiling of the habitat.

“I’m heading to bed,” Tessa said. “You’re welcome to do that as well, girl, if you can make it there.” Opening the portal to her bedroom bubble, Tessa disappeared inside it, sealing it shut behind her.

“Go ahead,” Lisa said to Andy, her breath still ragged. “Say something snarky.”

“You look good.”

“What? Really?”

Andy nodded, saying nothing else. Gradually, Lisa’s breathing slowed, and she managed to heave herself onto one of the seats, where she sat with her elbows on her knees and her head hanging. Her raven hair had become loose, and now it spilled down toward the floor.

“Why’d you stop returning my calls, Andy?” Lisa asked. The words just came out, surprising even her. Maybe the intense PT had dislodged them.

“Oh. I…I just…I don’t think I could be happy with you. Sorry, Lisa. I should have said something, but…it was just easier to fall out of touch.”

And to act like a jerk whenever you ran into me at the Dusty Bucket, Lisa would have added. But she didn’t. “Why’d you think you wouldn’t be happy with me?”

He shrugged. “Too many options.”

“Huh? Options?”

“Yeah. You know. If I’d gone with you, there would have always been a prettier girl to distract me and cause trouble.”

“A prettier girl.”

“Yeah.”

“I see,” she said, and the words sounded icy even to her ears. She was glad. She dragged herself to her feet and trudged to the portal that led into her own bedroom. “Good night, Andy.”

“Good night,” he said, his expression unreadable.

What a jerk. Lisa vowed never to engage Andy again, on anything other than topics that pertained directly to their jobs.

Chapter 17

Living Hell

 

Darkstream had devoted an entire section of the Omega Quadrant to training and housing its security forces, with several floors filled with equipment, gyms, obstacle courses, Olympic-size swimming pools, barracks, a shooting range, an arsenal, an infirmary, a mess, and so on.

Jake filed into the largest gym Darkstream trainees and soldiers had exclusive access to, along with hundreds of other recruits. As they passed through the enormous double doors, they were told to gather in a central, circular expanse, which was the only one devoid of equipment.

Instructor Gabriel Roach awaited them there.

“I have limited time to get you battle-ready,” he told them the instant they’d all assembled, his low tone making them all shut up and lean forward so they didn’t miss anything.

“The Quatro aren’t waiting. Ever since they razed Northshire, they’ve been ramping up their aggression against human settlements all across Eresos. So far, they’ve mostly been focusing their attention on villages that can’t afford Darkstream protection, and they’ve been having a lot of success with that approach. But the board expects them to strike more vital targets soon.”

Roach paused to let that sink in, and as it did, the recruits around Jake shifted their weight, some of them murmuring to each other.

“Shut up,” Roach said, and without having to raise his voice, utter silence swept across the gathered trainees. “As I said, we don’t have much time. Darkstream needs a full mech team, staffed only by the best and meant for deployment wherever we’re needed most. And they need it now. Which means that those of you who aren’t already seventy percent of the way to where I need you are going to wash out.” He grinned. “Right now, each of you is telling yourself that it won’t be you. But it will be. I can almost guarantee that it will be you. I do invite you to prove me wrong.”

Jake felt the corners of his mouth curl back as his jaw set, teeth grinding together.

It won’t be me. But that was exactly what Roach had just predicted he’d be thinking. I don’t care. It’s not going to be me.

“There are hundreds of you standing in front of me, gaping like you just walked off a farm. In a sense, a lot of you did, though not in the way humanity’s traditionally conceived of farms.” Roach chuckled. “Sorry. I don’t mean to overtax your brains. Instantly forget any big words I happen to let slip, and remember that of the hundreds of you here today, most of you will wash out. Hell, it’s possible that every one of you will. Even if some of you don’t—even if some of you really are seventy percent to where I need you—the process of digging deep and finding that extra thirty percent is going to basically kill you. That’s a promise.

“The training will be grueling, children. Darkstream needs fresh recruits to pilot the mechs they’re developing, and they need them soon. Unfortunately, the only place to get individuals suited for the job is the system’s lucid leaderboards. To succeed there, you need to have the exquisite reflexes and situational awareness it takes to pilot mechs. Many of the games you played in lucid involved mechs. This is because Darkstream has been developing them for a while, and it anticipated the need for pilots a long time ago.”

Roach shook his head, smiling widely at them, his forehead bunching in ever-increasing amusement. “I’m sure what I just said went straight to your heads. Suddenly, you think you’re a bunch of hotshots, don’t you? I tore you down and then I built you back up, right?” Terse laughter. “Wrong. Just because you’re good at Darkstream’s video games does not mean you’re going to make it through what I’m planning to subject you to. It’s my job to find among you individuals who can be molded into soldiers who won’t choke at the first taste of battle. To do that, I intend to kick your asses around and around this station. I intend to make your lives a living hell. And that’s just to start.”

Chapter 18

We’re All Starting to Hate

 

Chief Gabriel Roach was a man of his word.

By the end of the first day, Jake felt like someone really had kicked his ass.

By the end of the first week, he felt like he was going to die.

He’d always considered himself fairly fit. Developing comets with his father, using just the equipment Darkstream leased to them—it involved a lot of physical labor.

Sometimes, during rare visits to Hub to see his mother and Sue-Anne, or more frequent supply stops at various outposts in the Belt, Jake would challenge other guys his age to arm wrestle, or just straight up wrestle. He’d rarely lost, though he’d always been a pretty good sport about winning, in his opinion.

Roach’s version of PT involved moving from exercise to strenuous exercise without stopping. At the beginning of each day, he laid out their training schedule, and it was always daunting, but Jake quickly learned that it never encompassed everything they would do that day.

For Roach, everything that happened was an excuse to pile on extra PT.

If someone faltered, he assigned the entire group more PT. If someone complained, that was at least sixty minutes of added PT. Once, Roach said that one of the recruits looked funny, and as a result, the entire group earned two hours of extra PT.

Jogging ten miles, jogging backwards ten miles, push-ups, burpees, pistol squats—Roach prided himself on constantly hitting them with new exercises that none of them had heard of before. He wasn’t happy until someone collapsed.

When someone did, that meant more PT.

In class, they were taught tactics and strategy, insertion and evacuation techniques, weapon use and maintenance, explosives, unit formation, Quatro anatomy and strategy—such as it was. They spent a fair bit of time on the shooting range, as well, with Roach ridiculing them whenever they missed.

They were also shown vids of every Quatro attack that had ever occurred.

When he was shown the first vid, of the recent attack on Northshire, Jake was struck by the savagery of the aliens, as well as their complete lack of mercy.

The aliens chased down men, women, children, the elderly, the infirm, the disabled. It didn’t seem to matter to the Quatro, who rent their victims with scythe-like claws and tore at them with teeth like knives, or simply tossed them into buildings using powerful jaws.

During that first vid, he happened to glance at Roach, standing on the side of the classroom.

Even with the lights dimmed, Jake could see how Roach’s eyes burned, and the way his jaw protruded with tension. Roach hated the Quatro; that much was clear.

Jake was coming to hate them, too. He’d never hated anything or anyone in his life—not really. Not true hatred. But after watching those vids, he hated the Quatro.

Then, suddenly, something began to bother him. Other than the Northshire attack, there really wasn’t very much footage of Quatro attacking human settlements. Roach just rotated the same four or five, showing them in different orders, cycling them again and again.

But what really stoked animosity toward the aliens were the lucid sims Roach had them run, where the Quatro were consistently the enemy.

Their mission was always to defend a helpless village from the Quatro, or to stop a Quatro attack already in progress, or to rescue a group of children the Quatro had captured, or to contend with some other atrocity the aliens had committed.

The sims had the greatest effect—even greater than the vids. While lucid, Jake had to watch the Quatro tear his fellow recruits apart again and again.

Several times, he experienced a Quatro savaging him, tearing at his guts, jaws coming away with glistening intestines dangling.

And because the human brain consistently mistook dreams for reality, the fear was always real. And the pain.

And the hatred.

During lunch, halfway through his third week of training, Jake commented on it to those sitting around him in the Recruits’ Mess.

“We’re all starting to hate the Quatro, but it’s mostly because of what they do to us in lucid, right? I hate them. I can’t help it, because of what they’ve done to me and what I’ve seen them do to my friends. But the hatred is coming from simulated events. They didn’t actually happen, not any of it. Doesn’t that bother anyone else?”

“There are vids, too,” said Ash, a trainee around his age. She had a thin nose, blue eyes, and short, wheat-colored hair. “The way they act in the sims is what they’re really like. We know that because of the vids.”

“But there are only five vids, tops,” Jake said. “How many times have humans attacked Quatro dens? We haven’t seen any vids of us attacking them. I mean, if they want me to fight an enemy, fine, but are these tricks really necessary?”

Ash shook her head, and started to speak, but she trailed off, her gaze fixed on a point over Jake’s head.

He turned to see Gabriel Roach standing behind him, arms crossed, eyes ablaze.

Jake felt certain he could actually feel the color draining from his face. But Roach didn’t say a thing. He just stood there, for at least a minute, until at last he walked away without a single word.

“I’d watch your back,” Ash told Jake, eyebrows hiked up her forehead. “That looked like a death glare to me.”

The first couple of weeks had seen only a trickle of wash-outs, but there was something about that third week. Seventy trainees quit that week, over twenty percent of the total.

On the evening of Jake’s conversation with Ash in the Recruits’ Mess, Roach suddenly announced that he wanted to test how far their conditioning had come. He brought them to the gym and told them to line up in ranks, fists locked at their sides.

“Tighten your abdominals,” Roach told the first recruit he came across, giving him only a second to do so before striking him in the gut.

The recruit grunted, falling back a step.

“Needs work,” Roach said. “A lot of work.” He moved to the next recruit. “Tighten your abdominals.” Then came the blow.

Roach worked his way down the first line, and then the next. Jake wasn’t totally clear on how this tested their conditioning. He supposed having a strong core was part of it, but the regular PT should have already given the chief a much better idea of their conditioning overall.

When Roach reached Jake, he saw the glint in the officer’s eye, and suddenly he knew what this was really about.

“Tighten your abdominals,” Roach said softly, and Jake did, praying silently.

Roach’s fist felt like a rocket launched straight into his guts. The chief put his full weight into it, sending Jake reeling back into the recruit behind him, who caught him by the arms.

“Let him fall,” Roach said, and Jake’s fellow recruit immediately let him drop to the floor.

The chief walked over, looming over Jake for several seconds, glaring down at him as he gasped for air. For a second, Jake expected Roach to drive his foot down onto his stomach.

But he didn’t. Instead, he shouted: “Training’s over for the day. Retire to your quarters and lick your wounds.” His lips curled into a tight smile, which he directed at Jake, and then he stalked out of the gym.

Most of the recruits left without ever having to tighten their abdominals.

Somehow, the fact that Roach hadn’t assigned more PT after Jake collapsed was even more humiliating than getting knocked to the floor.

Going down is supposed to mean more PT. But not this time.

The other recruits followed their chief as Jake lay on the floor, still gasping. All but one of them.

Ash Sweeney walked over and offered him her hand. He took it, wincing as she dragged him to his feet.

“Told you it was a death glare,” she said.

Jake nodded. “You had the right of it.”

“I heard a rumor that Roach lost someone to the Quatro. That’s why he hates them so much. Maybe that’s why he didn’t like you defending them.”

“I wasn’t defending them. I was just saying.”

“Yeah. Well, if the rumor’s true, then I know how Roach feels. I lost my sister in the attack on Northshire. My father, too.”

“God. I’m sorry.”

“Thanks. You wanna fight each other in lucid?”

“Yeah. Okay.”

They left the gym together.

Chapter 19

Plenty to Worry About

 

When Tessa wasn’t running Lisa into the ground, she exchanged increasingly lewd jokes with Andy, with whom she appeared to be holding a contest to see who could be the raunchiest.

That bothered Lisa, for some reason.

Maybe it was because, with Tessa as her mentor, and with Lisa’s vow to mostly ignore Andy, she had no one she could really talk to.

Either way, she’d never been a prude, but being forced to hear Andy and Tessa swapping off-color jokes all day got really old, really fast.

Even though there’s nothing else to do.

They still had access to satellite imagery, though they’d grown less concerned about checking it regularly. Before, they’d taken turns getting up throughout the night in order to search the latest photos for plumes of blue dust that might indicate pursuers.

They were two months out from Habitat 2, however, and Andy figured that anyone wondering about the missing beetle had probably given up looking for it by now.

On the second day of training, Tessa had calibrated Lisa’s implant to properly simulate her actual strength—physical, psychological, and emotional. And though she’d been skeptical, Lisa had to admit that the white-haired woman had been right. Now that she could no longer dream herself into a superwoman, lucid combat had become much harder.

During the times Tessa wasn’t putting her through another round of endless PT, or handing her her butt in lucid battles, Lisa stared out the crew cabin’s silicon nitride windows at the unchanging terrain.

When they’d first left Habitat 2, she’d cherished the planet’s sapphire color. It made her think she hadn’t spent nearly enough time out on the surface, before. But now, she wanted to retreat inside a habitat, any habitat, and never leave it again.

Constant defeat had stolen her joy for going lucid. Now, staring at the terrain was the only thing she had any interest in doing. Not that she had very much interest in that, either.

On the bright side, as the weeks crawled by, she could feel herself growing stronger, more proficient. Much more.

Tessa called those “beginner gains,” but whatever. It didn’t make them any less real. Lisa was making progress.

One morning, she woke to getting shaken roughly. She opened her eyes to find Andy standing over her inflated bed.

“What are you doing in my room?” she asked, her voice dripping with venom.

“Lisa, you need to get up. I just had a glance at the latest satellite photos. I think there’s something coming. Three somethings.”

Leaping out of bed, trying not to think about the fact that she wore only a bra and underwear, Lisa pulled on her uniform and ran out into the habitat’s common area.

“Where’s Tessa?” She glanced back at Andy. “You woke me first?”

He shrugged. “You’re my colleague, not her.”

“Get her up.”

“Sure thing.” Andy went to the portal leading into Tessa’s bubble and opened it.

Soon, they were all standing around the common area, studying a pair of photos Andy had forwarded to their implants.

“These were taken an hour apart, and judging by the distance those dust plumes covered, our pursuers are traveling faster than it’s safe to. The beetles may have been named to encourage slowness, but they’re capable of pretty high speeds. Whoever’s driving those beetles, they’re obviously not afraid to take advantage of their full power.”

Although Lisa was the ranking Darkstream official, and the beetle was Darkstream property, Tessa had already taken command. “I’ll help Lisa deflate the habitat and stuff it into the beetle. Andy, you get the beetle’s systems up and running. Be ready to floor it as soon as we climb in.”

“Sure thing.”

“How much time do we have?”

“Enough, probably, if we stop wasting it this second and hustle.”

Tessa nodded. “Let’s get moving, then.”

They barely spoke as they rushed to put everything away, deflate the habitat, and collapse the airlock. Using the habitat’s venting system, they were able to deflate it and pack it into the beetle’s undercarriage compartment in under thirty minutes. Then they clambered aboard, and Andy gunned the engine.

Just in time. The rear viewscreen showed the pursuing beetles cresting the horizon and barreling toward them, rapidly closing the distance.

“Andy, now is not the time to observe proper safety protocol,” Lisa said. “You need to go faster.”

“I’m on it,” he said, his voice tight.

“What kind of artillery do beetles have?” she yelled, her voice shaking as the beetle went over a shallow ridge. Glancing behind her, she saw that one of the chasing beetles had nearly reached them.

“None.”

“Then we have nothing to worry about, right?”

At that moment, the lead beetle caught up to them.

It slammed into the side of their vehicle, forcing Andy to veer toward a gaping canyon. At the last minute, he jerked the wheel to the right and accelerated, clearing the front of the pursuing beetle by what seemed like inches.

Their pursuers had been trying to ram them, and now they barely managed to rein in their speed before careening into the canyon themselves.

Andy glanced back at Lisa. “Traveling at high speeds over dangerous terrain, with three beetles trying to do that to us? I’d say we have plenty to worry about, Lisa.”

Chapter 20

Test Run

 

Darkstream’s Department of Military Research and Development was located in Alpha Quadrant, on the opposite side of Valhalla Station from Omega Quadrant, where Gabe’s recruits lived and sweated and washed out.

Gabe stood at an observation window, flanked by two of the company’s nerds. Six more nerds sat behind them at two rows of consoles, poring over various data readouts.

Below, in a large, titanium-reinforced chamber, Chief Zimmerman took another step toward the alien mech that Peter Price and his son had discovered inside a comet on the edge of Darkstream-occupied space. The mech reacted as it always did—by doing absolutely nothing.

Gabe had fought alongside Peter Price, during the first missions on Eresos. Together, they and other company operatives had cleared out enough Quatro to make room for humanity to set up shop.

Of course, Price had processed those missions differently than Gabe. They’d taken a heavier toll on Price, who’d been honorably discharged after his psyche broke down for a time.

Following that, he’d fled to the Belt, found a wife, and never returned to the inner system.

Price was a good man. Gabe hadn’t gotten along very well with him, but he could still recognize that the guy was a good person.

That didn’t mean he’d go easy on his cocky upstart of a son.

The nerd on Gabe’s right tapped a console projecting from the bulkhead underneath the window. It had the effect of projecting his voice into the reinforced room. “Are you ready, Chief Zimmerman?”

Zimmerman nodded. “Ready as I’ll ever be.”

“Please approach the mech.”

One of the major roadblocks R&D faced in building a functioning mech of their own involved an inability to figure out a working control interface.

So far, nothing they’d tried afforded the minute level of control required for combat. If the mech didn’t react the instant you reacted, you’d be as good as dead, in a lot of cases.

They’d already learned much from studying the alien mech, and had improved their own design dramatically. But given Darkstream’s inability to grasp the code with which the alien mech was programmed—or whether it was programmed at all—the only way to learn about its controls was to send someone with an implant inside it so that their sensory data and brain waves could be recorded and analyzed.

Zimmerman reached the mech and laid his palm over its left “calf.” Instantly, the guts of the mech distended, forming a ramp for Zimmerman to mount. Gabe had heard somewhere that they’d learned how to open the thing shortly after bringing it here.

Presumably, that mechanism won’t work if there’s someone already inside it. If it did, it would make the thing vulnerable to any enemy that could play tag.

Zimmerman appeared to take a deep breath, and then he climbed up inside the mech. The ramp folded seamlessly back into the machine, making it so that there was no sign of an opening there at all.

The war machine took a step toward the observation window, and instantly, Gabe lost any doubt he’d had that the thing had been created by whoever made the Gatherers and the Amblers.

It had the same fluid metal surface, comprised of overlapping plates like scales, which shifted as it moved.

When Zimmerman had first climbed inside, the feed from his implant had shown a smooth, man-shaped shell waiting to envelop him. Gabe suspected that the mech likely had the same level of versatility as the Gatherers, maybe more—which would make it a weapon of immense power.

He realized something else: no matter how impressive the mechs Darkstream ended up producing, none of them would ever come close to touching the machine he looked at now.

The mech’s right arm jerked toward the observation window, rapidly morphing into what looked like a cannon. Both nerds ducked as the mech fired.

Gabe remained standing, knowing nothing could pierce that window, short of a nuclear blast.

When the glass began to splinter, he gasped, taking a step back.

“Zimmerman!” one of the nerds shouted. “Chief Zimmerman, come in!”

“He’s attempting to regain control!” another shouted.

The cannon-arm zigzagged down, then back up again. The mech took a stuttering step backward.

“Chief Zimmerman, exit the machine if you can!”

Clearly, he can’t.

As Gabe looked on, transfixed, the mech’s entire torso morphed, folding inward, and he knew that Zimmerman was dead.

Indeed, seconds later, the thing’s guts flexed outward, a thousand jagged spikes protruding every which way. A pulpy, red substance began to leak to the floor in streams.

Having turned Zimmerman into paste, the mech stood motionless once more.

Chapter 21

Beetle Chase

 

Even amidst the chaos of the chase, Lisa found a moment to feel some sympathy for Andy. He’d only ever been trained as a driver, not as combat personnel. This was probably the first time he’d ever had other human lives depending on him.

At least he’s recognized the importance of speed.

Their beetle now raced just ahead of its pursuers, though Andy was still taking too much time to scrutinize the approaching terrain, even going so far as to glance at recent satellite images.

If he’d been trained as a soldier, he would know that sometimes, taking on immense risk was the only way of having a shot at survival.

The pursuing beetles, which Lisa felt sure had been tracking them all the way from Habitat 2, were clearly no strangers to risk. They capitalized on every opportunity to close the distance, whether it included accelerating over rough terrain or gathering enough speed to sail over pits of unknown depths.

Still, Andy’s skill as a driver went a long way, and though he’d almost certainly never had to drive so defensively, Lisa noticed him experimenting on the fly, and starting to capitalize on opportunities to throw off those chasing them.

“I’m going to try for that narrow canyon, there,” he said, his voice shaky. “I’m pretty sure it’s big enough for the beetle.”

“You can do it, Andy,” Lisa said, going so far as to reach forward to place a reassuring hand on his shoulder.

“Thanks,” he said, actually sounding grateful.

The beetle picked up speed, and behind them, the others rearranged their formation, probably angling to cut Andy off, if it turned out his run at the canyon was a bluff.

But Andy wasn’t bluffing. He roared between the sheer cliffs of blue rocks, and two of the pursuing beetles did the same.

One of them didn’t make it. The sound of its collision with the rock face reached them even inside the crew cabin.

“One down,” Andy said. “Hopefully.”

They screamed out of the other end of the canyon, the remaining two beetles in close pursuit.

Andy jerked the wheel to the right, and the beetle banked suddenly, sending a spray of blue dirt flying out into empty air—out over the cliff he’d narrowly avoided taking them over.

Behind them, their remaining two pursuers also completed the turn successfully.

“Damn,” Andy said. “I thought that would do it.”

“Any other ideas?” Tessa asked.

“One. If I remember right, there’s another cliff dead ahead, which is easy to drive straight over if you don’t know it’s there. That’s fine, because there’s a wide shelf just underneath it, which you can catch yourself on if you aren’t going too fast and you know what you’re doing. But if they follow us over it, there’s a good chance they’ll fly right over the second cliff, and there’s no shelf to save them beneath that one.”

Andy glanced back at them, wearing an adrenaline-fueled grin. “Make sure you’re strapped in nice and tight, ladies.”

The beetle barreled forward, and the knowledge that they were speeding toward a cliff, combined with her ignorance of exactly where that cliff was—it made Lisa’s toes curl inside her boots.

Their pursuers were coming on even faster, which was probably good, but it did nothing to slow her racing heart.

Andy slammed on the brakes, the beetle skidded forward, and suddenly the ground fell away from beneath them.

Lisa’s stomach somersaulted toward her mouth as the vehicle plummeted, and she braced for impact.

The force of the beetle slamming into the hard-packed regolith of the shelf felt like it would dislodge her teeth from her skull.

At last, the tumult subsided, just as one of the beetles soared overhead, toward the second cliff.

Miraculously, it managed to catch itself on the lip, with one of its wheels dangling in midair. Then it began to reverse, and Lisa saw what had saved it: a rock outcropping it had chanced to get lodged on.

“Andy, drive!” Lisa shouted.

He did, gunning the engine and accelerating straight for the other beetle.

The entire frame of their beetle shuddered as the two vehicles collided, and Lisa heard a cracking sound.

Dutifully, the other beetle’s wheel “stepped” over the rock that had saved it, allowing Andy to nudge it the rest of the way over the cliff. It tumbled forward, its rear facing directly upward, and then it was gone. A few seconds later, they heard it collide with Alex far below.

A fracture now stretched from the bottom-left corner of their main forward window to the top-right. It didn’t do much to obscure visibility, but its presence was alarming.

“Is that going to hold?” Tessa asked.

“It should,” Andy said. “Silicon nitride windows are almost impossible to shatter. You’d need a hell of a lot more force than that.”

Lisa took the liberty of angling their rear camera upward, so that the viewscreen showed the cliff they’d just driven over. The third beetle from Habitat 2 was parked up there, watching them. After another minute, it drove away.

“I guess they’re giving up,” Andy said.

“Hopefully,” Tessa said. “But I wouldn’t count on it.”

Chapter 22

For Our Sisters

 

Jake flicked the air in front of his face, using his v-lenses to scroll through his messages.

A lot of them were from his gaming friends, most of whom he’d never met in-person. He’d barely met them in-game, actually. Because of how long it took signals to traverse the system, out in the Belt he could only ever compete for the highest score, without ever actually fighting other players in real-time.

That was perhaps his favorite thing about being on Valhalla Station—the ability to fight living, breathing opponents in lucid.

And today was the very first day Roach had given the recruits off from training, so Jake finally had the opportunity to seek out people he wanted to face. Some of his gaming friends even lived on Valhalla.

Yet here he was, lying on his bunk, scrolling through page after page of messages. Because as fun as lucid combat was, he needed to check for messages from his family.

I can’t wait till they give me an implant. His control over the digital interface would be much more intuitive, then, and directed by his thoughts, not by goofy gestures in midair.

At last, he found a message from his father, and opened it.

Peter Price was brief, as always. He hadn’t shaved in a while, which was unusual for him, and there were bags under his eyes, but his news was good: “Jake. I hope you’re well. We’ve almost finished developing the comet where we found the mech. We’ve been able to include a lot of little extras because of the money we made from selling that thing. Well, the payment hasn’t been processed yet, but I took out a loan, knowing it’ll come soon. I should be able to get a much better price for this comet than usual. I’ve only hired on one guy so far, but I’m screening new applicants all the time. No one can replace you, of course. Message me back soon. I miss you.”

“Miss you, Dad,” Jake whispered. But he’d message him back later.

Next, he found a message from his mother. She looked tired, too, and her hair, as red as Jake’s, bracketed her face in loose disarray.

Everyone’s tired. Just like me.

Brianne Price had less good news.

“Hi, love. Your sister wanted to record a message, but she’s still not feeling well enough. She isn’t responding as well as we’d hoped to the radiation, but the doctor says there are alternatives, which we should be able to try as soon as the payment from Darkstream is processed. And your father’s business is growing, so that will help, too. Thank you for doing your part for that, Jake. I hope you’re staying safe. Love you.”

“Love you, Mom,” Jake said, and suddenly he wanted to cry. Roach hadn’t been able to make him do that, but lying here on his bunk, alone while the others enjoyed Valhalla Station, missing his family…he almost cried.

But he didn’t. He forced himself to get up and leave the bunkroom. It was about time he “Experience Valhalla,” as the well-known slogan went.

The company had poured a lot of money into this place, which explained why it was such a popular destination, even for people down on Eresos, which was the only place in the Steele System where you could actually go outdoors without wearing a pressure suit. 

Valhalla doesn’t have Quatro. So I guess that’s a fair trade.

The station also did a decent job of mimicking the outdoors. The ceiling, far too high to touch, was one giant, seamless viewscreen, which offered a convincing illusion of blue sky, dotted with just a few wispy clouds.

Of course, that was only in the common spaces. Businesses could make their ceiling screens show whatever they wanted, and they used that to great effect.

Jake had heard that there was a theater where live actors performed only Shakespearean plays, and they used the ceiling there to show the storms that inevitably turned up in those scripts. For indoor scenes, they showed the ceiling of whatever structure those were set in, whether it was a witch’s hovel or a royal palace.

Valhalla was also dotted with green spaces, and Jake walked through one of those now. Here, anyone rich enough to live on Valhalla could enjoy actual nature, or at least as close to nature as you could get aboard a space station. The flowers and grass and bushes and trees were all Earth-based species, which had been taken off of humanity’s homeworld—before its degradation was complete—and cultivated through the generations.

He found Ash Sweeney sitting with her back against a giant oak, whose branches stretched way up toward the artificial sky. Jake wondered briefly whether the entire tree was real, or whether it became simulated at some point along the way up. He wasn’t sure how that would work, but he also wouldn’t put anything past Darkstream.

“Hey,” he said to Ash, who hadn’t noticed him yet.

She looked up, and he saw the sadness in her eyes before she managed to mask her emotions, just like adults were supposed to do. Especially adults trying to make it as mech pilots.

“Hello.”

“You all right?” He took a seat beside her, though as soon as he did it occurred to him that he probably should have asked to join her first. Oh well.

“I’m, uh…” Ash sighed. “I’m thinking about my sister. Missing her.”

“That’s a coincidence. Here I am, thinking about mine.”

“You lost your sister, too?”

“I probably will soon. She has stage-four adenosarcoma. That’s partly why I want this so bad. A mech pilot’s pay will go a long way toward getting her the treatment she needs, not to mention paying the debts my family have already racked up trying to make her better.”

“I’m sorry, Jake.”

“Don’t be. Not yet. It might be time for that, soon, but not yet.”

“Okay.”

“But forget about all that. It’s our first day off. Is it crazy that I can’t stop thinking about going back to training tomorrow? And wondering what it’ll be like to actually pilot a mech?”

Ash laughed. “If that’s crazy, then I’m right there with you. Mechs are so freaking cool.” She swept a hand through her short, straw-colored hair. “I’ve been telling my mother since I was a girl that I wanted to drive a mech. She always said it was crazy, and I knew she was right. I figured it probably would be hundreds of years before humanity built them, if ever, and I’d only ever get to pilot one in lucid. And yet…here I am.”

“Here you are,” Jake said. “One of just three-hundred remaining recruits, all competing for the exact same thing.”

“Yeah.”

“Did your, uh…did your mom survive the attack on Northshire?”

Ash nodded. “Yes. She made it. Still recovering, but…she made it.”

“I’m glad.”

“Me too.” She paused, for a long time. Then: “You think I’m going to wash out, don’t you?”

Jake met her eyes, which were the same color as Planet Alexandria. “Well, Roach seems to be just as hard as you as he is on me, for whatever reason. But no, actually. I don’t think you’re going to wash out. I think we’re both going to make it.”

“Why do you say that?”

“Because we’re both doing this for the right reason. For our sisters.”

“My sister’s gone already.”

“Doesn’t mean you can’t do this for her.”

“You mean, like avenge her?”

“Sure.”

“While you save yours.”

“Hopefully.”

“One to avenge, one to save. Kind of epic, when you think about it.”

“It is.”

Ash held out her hand. “For our sisters.”

Jake gripped her forearm, and she gripped his. “For our sisters.”

Chapter 23

Do Not Flinch

 

“We’re not moving fast enough,” Roach told the two hundred and sixty-nine remaining recruits.

He’d let them rest for an hour after getting into their bunks. Jake had fallen directly asleep, exhausted from a day packed full of PT, only to be jolted awake by his fellows, who’d been warned that Roach would go harder on them the longer this took.

After cutting their sleep woefully short, Roach had made them double-time across Valhalla, to the Epsilon Quadrant, which housed the Endless Beach—a vast ring of sand that circled a wave pool, whose behavior mimicked that of the ocean. Mist hung perpetually along its center, obscuring the opposite side and preserving the illusion that this was a real beach, and not a construct built by humans aboard a gigantic metal space station.

By day, the Endless Beach was endlessly populated by the families of Darkstream’s hardworking executives. But now, it was empty. Closed to the public.

Either Roach had connections, or he was violating station protocol. Neither would surprise Jake.

“We need to move faster,” Roach said. “The Quatro are getting more aggressive. And none of you are close to ready.”

Jake’s mouth moved faster than his thoughts, and he called out, “R&D hasn’t even developed a working mech yet.”

“Who said that?”

“I did, sir.” Jake’s emotions had caught up with him, and he was afraid, now. But that didn’t mean he wouldn’t own up to his actions. He stepped to the front of the group.

Roach approached until he towered over Jake, his muscles taut in the artificial sunlight. “Since when do you have access to information about R&D?”

“It’s all over the station, sir. Rumors.”

“Is that right? What else does rumor have to say?”

Roach’s face was as hard and stern as it ever got, and it took everything Jake had not to quake in his boots. “Rumor says that they haven’t even figured out the control interface, and a guy died.”

“Hmm.” Sweeping the other recruits with a glare, Roach said, “Did everyone hear what this cocky brat just said? Did you hear the hearsay he’s trying to pass along to his fellow recruits as indisputable fact?”

“Sir, yes, sir!” the recruits called in unison.

Roach lowered his face closer to Jake’s. Then he screamed: “You just made this ten times worse on yourself and your fellow trainees, Recruit. Now, run. All of you, run! Run!”

They ran, and so did Roach, right at the heels of the last trainee. He taunted them if they stumbled, and he especially made fun of the person in last, shaming them into running faster, until there was a new last place.

Rinse, repeat, until gradually the entire group ran faster. And faster.

“I haven’t even begun to break a sweat,” Roach boasted. “Have you? Tell me the truth, Recruits!”

“Sir, yes, sir!”

“That doesn’t bode well for you, Recruits! Because the night has just begun, and you’re not going to stop until the first Darkstream exec comes to soak his fat heels. If you do stop, even for a second, you’re done. Washed out. If you make it till morning, you can stay.”

Jake’s heart raced, faster than the running alone should have caused. He’s going to make us run the entire night, after doing PT the entire day? This was insanity. It was abuse.

When Roach shouted, he was somehow able to project his voice enough for everyone to hear while he kept pace. He hadn’t even begun to breathe heavily.

Of course, he hasn’t been going through PT hell all day.

“I know what you’re thinking,” Roach said. “You’re thinking this isn’t fair. You’ve been doing PT since morning, while I’m fresh as a daisy. Well guess what? My training in the UHF was tougher than this. You babies are coddled in this system. They say the Milky Way was the safe space, but not the part I came from. The way I see it, you babies have lived in a safe space your whole lives, and I’m the first one to rip you out of it and show you what life is really like. Move, Recruits!”

When they completed their first lap, Roach made a pit stop at the case he’d carried with him from Omega Quadrant. He tore it open and produced what looked like a gun, though it wasn’t like any gun Jake had encountered before, and he knew guns pretty well.

“Keep running, Recruits. Keep running, if you want to pilot mechs.” Roach sprinted to the front of the group and then he turned around, running backward, the gun’s stock cradled between his elbow and side, its long, thin barrel sticking straight up. “About now, you’re probably thinking about washing out. Maybe you’re wondering if any of you are going to make it through the night.”

From near the front of the pack, Jake could see that, incredibly, Roach still hadn’t broken a sweat.

“Let me tell you something,” the chief went on. “It’s very possible that none of you will make it to the morning. But if any of you do, it’ll mean I’ve successfully culled the weaklings from the group. And we need to do that, quickly. Eresos needs us.”

Roach brought the gun up to his eye, sighting along the barrel—straight at Jake. “Do not flinch,” he yelled, and pulled the trigger.

Something smacked into Jake’s cheek at high speed, splashing liquid across his face. Some of it got in his right eye, setting it on fire, and he stumbled, trying to wipe it out. It stung like hell.

“Stop and you’re out, Price!” Roach called, sounding like he was enjoying himself a lot. “Stop, and you’re out of my program on the spot.”

Somehow, Jake kept moving, though his eye continued to sting. He fingered his cheek, and could already feel a welt forming there.

Think of Sue Anne, he told himself. You’re better than this, Jake. You’re going to beat this. You’re better than everyone here.

“Paintballs,” Roach said. “Filled with good old-fashioned lemon juice. Who else wants some? No volunteers? How about you, Sweeney?”

Roach sighted along the barrel once again. “Don’t flinch!”

The paintball zipped toward Ash, who cried out, stumbling, just as Jake had.

Come on, Ash. For your sister.

And Ash managed to keep running, too.

“Flinch, and you might lose an eye, people. My aim is good. If you lose an eye, it’s no one’s fault but your own. Feel free to wash out at any time.”

Roach took aim at another recruit and fired. Another.

By morning, of the two hundred and sixty-nine recruits who’d come to the beach, only fifty remained.

Their faces were covered with black and purple welts, and their heads all drooped toward the ground as they ran, along with their arms. Everyone’s skin was ashen, and their clothes were soaked through.

But Jake and Ash were among them. When the first patron walked onto the beach, and it was finally over, they limped toward each other, embracing, tears and snot and blood streaming down their faces.

Jake wasn’t even sure this was worth it, anymore. He was unconvinced that anything was worth this.

The thought of Sue Anne’s gaunt face was the only thing that had kept his legs moving.

Chapter 24

Dangerous for Basically Everyone

 

Gabe sat with his right foot atop his left knee, hands resting on his thighs. He peered across a mammoth, mahogany desk at Captain Bob Bronson.

He knew what this was about, but it wasn’t Bronson’s style to go straight to the heart of any matter. Instead, he had to bring up other bits and pieces first, after which he would cut suddenly to the chase, as though it was a surprise to anyone.

Maybe that sort of tactic did surprise others. But Gabe had been serving under Bronson for too long to be caught off-guard.

“R&D have put together some pretty compelling composites from the brain scans they pulled from Zimmerman’s implant,” Bronson said. “It was intact, you know. They found it on the floor beneath the mech.”

“Unlike Zimmerman.”

“Yes.” Bronson sniffed. “Anyway, it seems the mech was taking commands directly from his mind, via the implant itself. He willed it to move its leg forward, and it did. Somehow, it managed to access the data from the implant and take its directives from it.”

“Did Zimmerman will it to fire on us, then? Did he will it to kill him?”

“Possibly. Probably not intentionally, but it is possible. The prevailing theory is that his death was caused by a simple break in concentration. A stray thought, which the mech interpreted in a way that was…counterproductive.”

Gabe barked a bitter laugh. “You have quite a way of putting things.”

“Mm.” Bronson ran a hand over his bare scalp. “It could mean that piloting the alien mech is very dangerous for anyone unable to maintain perfect focus at all times. In other words, it’s dangerous for basically everyone.”

“Yeah.” Gabe had already put all of this together for himself, and he even had some theories of his own, which he’d been working over in his mind. But he let Bronson ramble, as he knew the man needed to.

“Our geeks also put together aural data from Zimmerman’s scans, and something emerged that was somewhat unsettling. Spoken words. English.”

“English?”

“Yes. It’s possible the mech is advanced enough to have learned basic English just by analyzing the data from Zimmerman’s brain. Or maybe it’s been listening to us all along, somehow.”

“What did it say?”

“A question: ‘Is our union that which nullifies?’ Does that make any sense to you?”

“Not much. It’s creepy.”

“Yes. That it is. I wanted to speak to you about something else, as well, Roach.”

Ah, yes. Here it is.

Gabe uncrossed his legs, switching them so that his left foot rested on his right knee. He wanted to get comfortable for this.

“I have no choice but to reprimand you for being as hard as you have on the recruits,” Bronson said. “Dropping from two hundred and sixty-nine to fifty in a single day, it’s simply—”

“Night.”

“Excuse me?”

“They dropped from two hundred and sixty-nine to fifty during the night.”

“Right. Listen, Roach, the higher-ups are worried you’re going to scare away potential future recruits by being so hard on your current ones, especially Price and Sweeney. If we become the company that crucifies anyone who tries to work for it, we’re going to have a real problem.”

Even though he’d seen this coming, Gabe felt no less angry about it. The fact that Bronson was mentioning Ash Sweeney didn’t help.

Jess’s sister. Gabe knew he was extra hard on her, partly because she reminded him of Jess. Part of him wanted her to wash out, so that the Quatro couldn’t do to Ash what they’d done to her sister.

Another part of him knew that Ash was too good, too determined, to wash out, and that if she managed to endure the extra pressure he piled on her, she would become an even better soldier as a result. She had no idea about Gabe’s connection with Jess, of course, and he intended to keep it that way.

To Bronson, he said, “What are you worried about, sir? It’s not like there’s another private military firm around to apply to. What I’m subjecting these recruits to is no worse than the training I went through to join UHF special forces. In some ways, it’s easier. These kids have no real military experience, unlike nearly all the Darkstream soldiers who were with the company when we first came to this system. And we’re expecting them to pilot mechs in combat. It’s time for a reality check, sir. We need to make sure they’re ready, and this is the only way we can come close.”

Bronson spread his hands, adopting a faux helpless expression. “I’m just passing on to you what the higher-ups are telling me. They say the military landscape has changed since we left the Milky Way. System security means a healthy private sector, and that means Darkstream must follow its profit imperative. Which means actually retaining its employees.”

“A healthy private sector also usually means competition, and Darkstream doesn’t have any of that.” Gabe stood, staring down at Bronson. “If you want to retain all the recruits that wash out, you can feel free to stick them into whatever flabby, coddled unit you can find for them. But if I’m taking these kids into battle driving mechs, then I’m going to do my best to drive them into the ground first. If there are any of them left standing once I’m finished, then maybe, just maybe, they’ll be worthy of the responsibility involved in piloting a four-ton war machine the likes of which humanity has only dreamed of till now. Are we finished, sir?”

Bronson sighed. “Well, no one can say I didn’t try.” He gestured with the back of his hand toward the hatch. “Dismissed.”

Storming out, Roach slapped the panel to close the hatch behind him. Bronson had a way of getting under his skin every time, no matter how prepared Roach thought he was for the man’s tactics. He was sure the captain made a game of it. He’s sick.

On his way out of Alpha Quadrant, which was where Bronson’s office was located, Gabe passed Darkstream R&D. He paused in the middle of an intersection of corridors, suddenly thoughtful.

To keep going would mean heading back to his quarters in Omega Quadrant. To turn left, through several sets of double doors, and increasing security measures…

“Screw it,” he spat, and pushed through the doors. The next set required he demonstrate his V-level security clearance, and so did the next, and the next.

He wasn’t sure whether his clearance would get him all the way to the titanium-reinforced room that held the alien mech, but he was pleasantly surprised when it did.

Time to test my theory.

The mech still stood inert in the center of the chamber, Zimmerman’s dried blood caked onto its surface and the floor. Taking a deep breath, Roach walked up to it and put his palm on the thing’s calf.

The mech opened for him, but before climbing inside it, Gabe popped a fast-acting, lucid-inducing sedative. After waiting a few seconds, he pulled himself into the mech’s guts.

He cleared his mind, in one of the many exercises frequent lucid users used to clear their minds of thought before sleep. Before long, he was inside the dream.

It took him a moment to realize he was standing in the titanium-reinforced chamber. But something was different. In the dream, he was taller than usual; a lot taller.

Gabe dreamed that he lifted his arms toward the observation window, and as they rose, those arms became twin cannons.

The cannons fired, and from the readouts that overlaid his vision, Gabe could see that the rounds traveled faster than any ammunition humans had ever designed. Within seconds, the unbreakable glass shattered into a million pieces.

Gabe dreamed that the cannons became long, scaled bayonets, and then he dreamed that he plunged the blades into the reinforced wall, gradually shredding it with titanic strength.

Gabe dreamed he was the mech.

Chapter 25

War Never Asks

 

After the excitement of the beetle chase, the tedium and strain of the daily training routine was punctuated.

During the day, while Andy drove, Tessa either taught Lisa the principles of combat and warfare or made her do what exercises she could within the cramped confines of the beetle, typically wedged between the two back seats.

At night, while Andy inflated their habitat, they worked on Lisa’s shooting, alternating between her own SL-17 and Tessa’s pistols to fire at virtual targets painted on whatever surfaces were handy.

Once they were inside the habitat, Tessa subjected her to yet more PT. Her only rest came in the very early morning. “I’m not a morning person,” Tessa said simply, and so during those times Lisa was left to stare out the window as the barren wilderness rolled by.

Even more than she felt tired, she felt lonely. As her mentor, Tessa remained cold and distant, with none of the friendliness she’d shown over their years of drinking together in Habitat 2.

Andy seemed to be making a point to ignore her, probably because she ignored him. The reason didn’t make it any less unpleasant.

Sometimes, Lisa even wondered whether Andy and Tessa might be flirting with each other. It seemed ridiculous, given the age gap, but there it was.

Maybe he’s trying to make me jealous. 

One night, they camped in sight of the space elevator, though Andy announced he intended to give it a wide berth. “It has nothing for us, and anyway, we don’t know how far Daybreak’s reach extends. Their takeover may have involved units coordinating in multiple locations.”

That gave Lisa pause. “Do you think they might have taken over Habitat 1, too?”

Andy shrugged. “Anything’s possible.”

That wasn’t comforting, and it threw off Lisa’s aim that evening. She couldn’t keep her mind off the possibility that they could be driving toward the same horrific mess they’d left behind.

“Get your head in the game, girl,” Tessa said.

Lisa lowered her gun, glancing back at the older woman in her pressure suit. “I’m not in the mood for this right now. Ma’am.”

“So? War never asks whether you’re in the mood. It comes either way, ready or not. It’s better to be ready.”

“War isn’t out here. Nothing’s out here.”

“Would you like to wash out, then?”

“Huh?”

“Wash out. Quit. It’s what quitters do.”

Lisa gestured at the surrounding blue landscape. “This isn’t some UHF boot camp. It’s the middle of nowhere.”

“You’re right. And I’m not really your superior officer. I only have the power you choose to give me. You’re welcome to quit anytime.”

“I don’t want to quit. I just want to knock off for the night.”

“You skip tonight, you quit. This is about making you battle-ready, girl. Battle doesn’t give nights off. If you want me to continue training you, keep shooting. Or you can go inside that habitat and put your feet up. Completely up to you.”

With a sigh that she chose not to broadcast over the two-way channel, Lisa turned back to the target and raised the rifle once again.

In the distance, Darkstream’s space elevator stretched from horizon to sky, becoming hair-thin before disappearing out of view.

Chapter 26

Quatro

 

The news that Gabriel Roach had solved the mystery of the alien mech buoyed the remaining recruits.

It also made them fear him, though it was difficult for the terror Roach inspired in them to grow much greater.

For Jake, it made him respect Roach a bit more. The rumor mill, which was always churning on Valhalla Station, suggested that Roach had accessed the mech without direct authorization. Probably because Darkstream would have considered his attempt an unacceptable risk, given his importance to the mech program.

So Roach had gone ahead and done it without asking, risking his life for the advancement of humanity and, more immediately, of Darkstream.

The lesson seemed clear: the only time being insubordinate turned out positively was when the disobedient soldier achieved great results through his insubordination. Then, his superiors forgave him, and sometimes even lavished him with praise.

Jake would keep that in mind. Especially since he considered himself smarter, faster, and more skilled than many of the Darkstream officers he’d met. Sometimes he wondered whether his superiors weren’t outright incompetent. The fact that the mechs were only now nearing readiness was ridiculous.

There are lives depending on this!

That said, the news that those who made it through Roach’s training would pilot their mechs using lucid—using dreams, essentially—did make Jake even more excited. The mechanism would allow the pilot to become the mech, in a very real sense, which Roach said would give them a proper appreciation for the danger involved and also underscore the need for self-preservation. It would dispense with the illusion that the pilot was somehow apart from the fighting because of the awesome machinery at his command. Instead, the level of immersion would be equal to that of a regular soldier in battle.

The training remained as harrowing as always, especially now that they were down to only fifty recruits. Days off were a thing of the past, and in the haze of PT and study and more PT and eating and PT and sleep, two words came to be repeated over and over again, in hushed, fearful tones: Final Evaluation.

It was coming, said the rumor mill, which Jake had now realized was his most reliable source of information on Valhalla. Roach liked to keep them in the dark about most things.

He did tell them three things:

First, R&D had eight mechs that would be outfitted with the interface they’d developed after Roach’s breakthrough. Twenty-four other mechs were in various stages of construction and development, but they wouldn’t be finished within a meaningful timeframe to fight the Quatro. So Roach had to cull forty-three more of the recruits, since he would pilot one of the eight mechs himself.

Second, the final eight to be cut would be in line to pilot the next batch of mechs, and they’d also act as backup pilots should anything happen to the first eight.

Third, graduates from Roach’s training program would belong to a brand new special forces division, the name of which was yet to be determined. The mechs themselves would be called MIMAS, after a giant from Greek mythology.

Of course, they’d learned a few days ago that all fifty of them would have jobs with Darkstream’s security forces if they wanted them. Should they fail to make it as mech pilots, they’d be assigned to units based on their individual skill sets.

Which was great, but Jake didn’t think it actually comforted anyone. They all wanted to pilot mechs, and they wanted it badly.

If they hadn’t, they would never have put up with Roach’s unending abuse. Achieving anything less would leave a bitter taste.

Still, when the board authorized all fifty of them to receive implants, on the understanding that they’d work at least a five-year contract with the company, everyone accepted the terms.

Partly because undergoing the procedure to have the implants surgically installed inside their skulls was the closest they’d come to a day off in over a month.

The night after receiving his implant, Jake decided not to go lucid. The implant didn’t actually confer an improved lucid experience over the headgear—the main benefits included not having to wear v-lenses and make those stupid gestures all the time.

Besides, he wanted to dream natural dreams, tonight. About piloting a MIMAS mech into battle.

The idea didn’t occur to him that, this very night, his childhood dream might get snatched away from him right before he achieved it.

“Code Scarlet,” a panicked voice yelled over the intercom. “Valhalla Station is under attack. Code Scarlet.”

Jake bolted out of bed, his heart thumping in his chest as he fumbled at the drawer underneath his bed for his jumpsuit.

In the time it took him to get dressed, two other trainees bumped into him, the second one almost knocking him back into bed. The bunkroom was chaos.

“Under attack by who?” he heard someone mutter.

But Jake had only one thought running through his head, and he doubted he was alone in that.

It was the same thing feared on some level by every inhabitant of the Steele System: the Ixa. Having finished with the rest of humanity, they’d finally found them, and now they’d come to finish the job.

Sure enough, the word “Ixa” was soon getting repeated over and over, all through the room.

“What do we do?”

“Should we find the chief?”

Cursing, Jake walked to the front of the room, stopping near the door. He placed two fingers over the light controls and tapped them rapidly, flickering the lights off and on. Then he put two fingers in his mouth and whistled, loud and shrill.

Everyone fell silent, turning toward him.

“Shut up,” Jake said. “All of you. Obviously, there’s no protocol for what we’re supposed to do when the station’s attacked, because no one expected that to happen. But if Valhalla falls, it’s not going to be because the recruits in line to become Darkstream Special Ops cowered in their bunks like frightened little snowflakes. All right? We don’t need Chief Roach to tell us what to do, because we know what to do. We’re going to double-time it to the armory, arm ourselves, and then we’re going to fight. I want everyone out in the corridor within two minutes. Move!”

Shaking his head, he made his way into the corridor himself, where Ash soon joined him.

“Good speech,” she said. “Didn’t know you were into making those.”

“I’m not. But I like getting blown apart while Roach’s finest students play guessing games even less.”

“Right. Still, though. That was at least triple the amount of words I’ve ever heard you string together.”

“Don’t get used to it.”

Soon, the fifty recruits were on their way to the armory, where they began to equip themselves.

“Don’t be shy,” Jake said. “Take what you can reasonably carry. We know how to use everything in here—Roach saw to that, if our lucid gaming hadn’t already. We have to assume that whoever’s attacking is looking to take over the station, not destroy it. Otherwise, we probably wouldn’t be alive right now. If they’re looking to occupy it, they probably don’t want to damage it. That means they almost certainly came in through one of the four flight decks.”

He divided the recruits into four squads—one to search each quadrant. The moment one squad spotted something, they’d fall back, using their implants to alert the others and broadcast footage of what they were dealing with. Then, they’d confront the enemy as a single, unified platoon.

As it happened, splitting up wasn’t necessary. When they left Omega Quadrant, they found the station’s Core had plunged into total chaos.

Right away, Jake spotted two shops on fire, and a nearby green space was littered with the bodies of civilians.

“Omega Squad, form up and follow behind me, squad file formation,” he hollered. “Ash, you take Alpha Squad and check those shops for survivors. “Kincaid and Beth, take your squads in opposite directions and patrol likely avenues of attack. Let me know right away if you encounter anything.”

With Omega Squad at his back, Jake trotted over to the green space to investigate the bodies there. He found their clothes and skin rent with deep gouges and massive bite marks. One man lay crumpled at the base of a tree, his skull caved in.

“Quatro,” Jake muttered. “Quatro did this.”

“How?” asked another recruit, named Marco. “How could they possibly be here? Could they have taken over the space elevator?”

Jake shook his head. “I don’t know. Maybe. Not sure how in hell they would have managed that, but now isn’t the time to puzzle over it. We need to find and stop them before they hurt more people.”

“Quatro in the Core!” It was Kincaid’s voice, coming in over Jake’s implant. “Jake, there are five Quatro here outside a clothes store. They’ve smashed out the windows and they’re trying to get at the people inside!”

“Kincaid, do they see you?”

“No! My squad’s crouched behind a low café wall.”

“Good. Ash, you hearing this?”

“I’m hearing it.”

“Beth’s squad is too out-of-position to engage in time,” Jake said, studying the real-time minimap his implant had superimposed near the top-left of his field of vision. “But if we can make our way to the edge of the green space we’re in, and you set up your squad behind the bank…Kincaid, you start shooting, then we flank them. Hopefully we can put them down before they reach you.”

“Yeah, hopefully, eh?” A note of sarcasm had entered the other recruit’s voice.

“Listen, I’ve never fought Quatro before, but it’s just as possible they’ll run toward my squad once we start firing. We’re all in danger here, buddy. That’s what battle means.”

“Sorry, Jake. I’m just feeling a little tense.”

“We all are. But there’s no more time for chitchat. Move, everyone! And don’t let your situational awareness falter for a second!”

Omega Squad trotted through the trees as quickly and quietly as they could. Before long, Jake could hear the screams of those trapped inside the shop, and soon after that, he spotted the Quatro who were menacing it.

Subvocalizing to his squad, he directed them to find cover wherever they could. For his part, he nestled his body between two bushes, peering at the giant, purple aliens between a screen of branches, with only his assault rifle’s muzzle sticking out.

“All right, Kincaid. Hit them.”

No answer.

“Kincaid?”

Incredible. He couldn’t wait any longer. Cursing under his breath, Jake leapt to his feet, tearing a grenade from his belt and lobbing it as hard as he could toward the Quatro.

“Take cover!” he yelled to those inside the shop. “Get deeper inside! Grenade!”

The Quatro turned toward the source of the yelling. Then they noticed the grenade, and they started to run. Toward Jake.

“Ash, hit them. Hit them!”

Unlike Kincaid, Ash obliged immediately. Her squad emerged from behind the bank where they’d concealed themselves, crossing the cobbled terrace in lockstep and firing on the Quatro hurtling toward Omega Squad.

The grenade blew, blowing the rear legs clean off one Quatro while the shockwave knocked down the next-closest. Jake and his squad opened fire on the leading three, who weaved and crouched as they ran, to make themselves harder to hit.

The recruits were all decent shots—if they hadn’t been, they wouldn’t be here. Several bullets hit home. But only one of the Quatro went down, with the front one limping and the third seemingly unaffected.

Jake turned to Marco, who carried a rocket launcher. “Fire that thing and retreat back into the trees. Everyone else, follow me!”

They did, and as they withdrew into the green space, Jake directed them to various hiding spots.

“Climb the trees if you can. Fire on that Quatro from above!”

Soon, seven of his twelve squad members were sitting on branches, and those who weren’t lingered near the periphery of the green space, ready to run if a Quatro took interest in them.

Marco appeared through the trees.

“How’d it go?” Jake subvocalized.

“Took out one,” Marco said. “The one that was limping. But that other Quatro’s a beast.”

“No kidding. Come with me.”

“What’s the plan? What are we doing?”

“We’re being bait.”

They ran back toward the area where they’d first entered the green space. Behind them, Jake could hear the remaining Quatro crashing through the trees.

“Hold your fire,” Jake told the rest of Omega Squad. “Wait till my mark.”

The Quatro appeared through the foliage, pausing to sniff the air. Jake nodded at Marco, and they both raised their guns to fire on the alien.

That got its attention. It charged toward them, emitting loud huffing noises.

“Mark!” Jake said.

From various treetops and hiding places, Omega squad fired on the Quatro from multiple angles. But that didn’t slow its charge.

Jake gave thanks for all that practice running backwards as he and Marco jogged in reverse, unloading magazine after magazine into the alien’s muscular hide.

At last, the Quatro crashed to the ground before them, at a distance of just a few feet.

Jake and Marco exchanged twin looks of relief. Then, Jake started subvocalizing to the entire platoon: “Good work, Omega and Alpha squads. Kincaid, where the hell were you?”

“We, uh…we decided we were too exposed. Sorry, Jake. It didn’t seem fair.”

“I almost died. Is that fair?”

“I don’t know. Listen, I had to look out for my squad.”

Unbelievable. “Kincaid, you do what you want, okay? Go back and crawl into your bunk, if you like. The rest of us will go save Valhalla from the Quatro. You and your squad aren’t invited. We clearly can’t trust you to have our backs.”

“Jake—”

“That’s final, Kincaid. You’re a liability. Do not follow us.”

“Look out, Jake!” It was Ash. “Behind you!”

Jake turned to find a Quatro running at him and Marco. The beast must have come from behind the lucid arcade nearby.

He shoved Marco back toward the trees of the green space and turned to face the charging alien.

“Run!” he yelled to his fellow recruit as he switched his assault rifle to full-auto and opened fire.

Other Omega Squad members moved to support him, but it was far from enough. Jake jogged backward, continuing to fire, but the Quatro closed the distance rapidly.

Suddenly, it was on top of him, massive claws tearing open the front of his jumpsuit, gaping fangs descending to sink into his neck.

He woke in his bunk, staring with wide eyes at the gunmetal ceiling.

What the hell?

Then he noticed Chief Roach standing nearby, hands folded behind his back.

“Congratulations,” Roach said. “You were the first to die.”

Jake’s innards went icy, and for a moment he felt even more afraid than he had with a Quatro about to run him down.

“That was the Final Evaluation, wasn’t it? Does dying mean I wash out?”

“No one washes out anymore. You’ll all get jobs with Darkstream Security.”

“Sir, with all due respect, you know what I mean. Did I wash out? Did I fail the test to become a mech pilot?”

Roach frowned. “It’s not a simple matter of survival. That’s part of the evaluation, but death doesn’t necessarily disqualify you. It’s also about keeping a cool head. Demonstrating teamwork. Demonstrating resourcefulness, leadership, and courage, not to mention tactical competence and facility with firearms.”

“Did I make the cut, sir? Please. Just tell me.”

“I can’t tell you just yet, Price. Not for certain.” Roach walked closer to Jake’s bunk, where Jake sat with his arms propping him up, heart still racing. “I can say, however, that without your intervention at the start of the sim, everyone might have washed out. The confusion and ineptness your fellow recruits displayed then was frankly depressing, but you saved them from themselves. You rallied them, organized them, gave them a purpose. And then you sacrificed yourself for your fellow soldier.” Roach sniffed. “For you not to make the cut, seven other recruits will have to impress me as much as you just did. I highly doubt that will happen. So I can say, somewhat provisionally: welcome to the team.”

Drawing a relieved breath, Jake nodded. “Thank you, sir.”

“Just don’t whine about it if the others surprise me and you don’t make the cut, all right?”

Roach grinned, turned around, and paced past the sleeping recruits, who were still deep in the throes of their lucid nightmare.

Chapter 27

No Warning

 

This time, those hunting them gave no warning.

Lisa jolted awake to the sound of gunfire, followed by a sharp hissing sound. “Andy,” she subvocalized. “Andy. Come in.”

“I’m here,” he said, a tremor in his voice. “Suit up, Lisa, as fast as you can. I’ll contact Tessa.”

“No, I’ll get Tessa. I spent my childhood in the Belt—I’m used to putting on pressure suits quickly. Focus on getting yours on.”

“Okay.”

“Move fast, Andy.”

Positioning her suit so she could slip into it quickly, Lisa was about to try subvocalizing to Tessa when she contacted Lisa herself, just as more shots went off, followed by more hissing.

“Seems like they found us,” the older lady said. “Are you all right?”

“Yes, ma’am. You?”

“I’m fine. Judging by that sound, we’ve lost the habitat. If we hang out in here much longer, we’ll risk getting hit ourselves.”

Lisa pulled on the suit’s gloves and worked on joining them with the sleeves to create an airtight seal. “We can’t go out the airlock—that’s where they’ll expect us to come out. They’ll hit us for sure. Hold on, I’m switching to a wide channel.” She sent her implant the mental command to include Andy in the conversation. “Andy, is there any way to tell which part of the habitat those bullets hit?”

“Yeah, hold on. I can access its sensors via my implant.” A brief pause. “Looks like both tears are between my bubble and yours, Lisa.”

“Okay, so with the airlock between your bubble and Tessa’s, that means we should cut our way out between Tessa’s and mine. That way, we won’t be emerging into someone’s line of fire.” Hopefully.

“Right. I keep a diamond knife sharpened for that purpose—it’s the only thing that will cut through the nanofabric.”

Lisa grabbed her assault rifle from next to her bed, and after a cursory inspection, she joined Tessa and Andy in the habitat’s common area.

“I’m going to miss this place,” Andy said as he began cutting through the exterior with the knife he’d fetched from the central storage compartment.

“Me too,” Lisa said, “especially if it means I have to spend all my time stuffed inside that beetle.”

“I say we take their habitat,” Tessa said, her voice grim.

The opening Andy made let them out near a rock face that ended just above their heads.

“Here.” Tessa thrust one of her pistols into Andy’s hands. “Stay behind the habitat for as long as you can. If you can get a clear shot at one of them, take it. I’m going around the right, to make sure they’re not messing with our beetle. Lisa, can you climb onto this ledge?” She slapped the rock with a gloved hand.

Lisa nodded. “No problem.”

“Circle around, fast as you can, and flank them. Stick to cover as much as possible. Be careful.”

“You too. Let’s move.”

Behind his faceplate, Andy looked white, but he held the pistol steady, which was good.

Lisa clapped him on the shoulder before finding a foothold halfway up the short cliff and hoisting herself on top of it.

She saw the profile of one of their attackers right away, crouched behind a low rock outcropping. To take her shot now, out here in the open, would be suicide. Instead, she ran for a shallow in the ground to the northeast.

Her heart hammered in her chest as she went—she could feel each palpitation. Her eye twitched. This was her first real engagement. Unlike in lucid, if she was successful here, real people would die. And if she wasn’t, then she would.

She made it to the hollow, nestled her SL-17 on the rock, lined up her shot, and took a deep breath, letting it out in an even whoosh to steady her aim. Then she fired.

The burst took her target in his neck and the side of his faceplate, which cracked but didn’t shatter. Even so, the figure collapsed, clutching at his throat, and soon was still.

No one came for Lisa, so he must not have been able to speak to warn his fellows over the radio. Still, the realization that she’d just taken a human life—one that couldn’t be restored by waking up from lucid—it hit her like a bus.

Can’t think about that now.

She clambered out of the hollow, running to take up her target’s position. More gunfire sounded from below, near Tessa’s location, but she ignored it. Tessa had her job to do, and Lisa had hers.

Moving from cover to cover, keeping hidden, she took down two more enemies before coming up on what must have been their beetle, which seemed utterly abandoned.

That’s odd. She would have expected them to keep a close eye on that.

As soon as she thought it, she heard the sound of another beetle start up and then begin to move. It was coming from the shallow valley where she, Tessa, and Andy had set up camp.

“Tessa?” she subvocalized. “What was that?”

“That was our beetle driving away,” Tessa said, cursing. “I tried to stop them, but they had me pinned.”

“They left theirs,” Lisa said. “I’m looking right at it.”

“Ten credits says there’s something wrong with it,” Andy said.

They approached it warily, but soon discovered it truly was abandoned. Once inside, they found that Andy was right.

Ten minutes later, he had the result of a diagnostic scan. “It’s the front-left wheel as well as the front- and middle-right ones,” he said. “We might get a day or two out of them, if we’re lucky. But sooner than later, this beetle’s going to break down.”

“Can you fix it?” Tessa asked.

“I can switch the middle-right wheel with the front-left one. That’s what may give us the day or two, since the middle-right one is in a bit better condition. But there’s no fixing them. Grit got in through the seals, into the bearings, and then when they seized, the friction melted parts of them. After that, the whole mechanism started twisting into scrap, a process that will soon be complete.”

Lisa was still grappling with her emotions after the engagement with the Daybreak goons. She was feeling somewhat shell-shocked, but Tessa was as sharp as ever: “Seems like there would be a failsafe of some kind, Andy. To prevent this from happening.”

But Andy was vigorously shaking his head. “I told you, these beetles weren’t meant to go as fast as we’ve been driving them over Alex’s terrain. This is what happens. Yes, the feedback circuitry on the drive motor should have shut off the wheels when the current increased, but that’s not what happened. Instead, the motor burned out too.”

“That’s why they kept chasing us,” Tessa said. “They had no choice.”

Andy nodded, his hands dancing over the instrument panel, checking a series of readings that he must have been feeding straight to his implant. “The electrolyzer’s working fine, so we won’t run out of oxygen. We can sit in here and breathe the air for as long as we like. Food, however…that’s another issue. Either way, we’re not making it to Habitat 1. We’re not making it anywhere.”

“What about the space elevator?” Lisa managed, struggling to snap herself out of the mental aftermath of the battle. “We could head for that.”

“We passed it almost four weeks ago. This beetle’s good for two days, tops. We’re not going to make it there walking. We can’t carry this beetle’s habitat with us—it’s too heavy—and so even if we tried to walk, we wouldn’t be able to eat. Have to take off the pressure suits for that.”

“Then we have to chase the beetle they stole from us. Take it back.”

“They have no habitat,” Tessa said. “Meaning we won’t catch them outside of it, like they did to us. Getting it back will probably involve damaging it, maybe irreparably.”

“We have to try,” Lisa said. “They’ll be heading back to Habitat 2, right? We can drive after them in that direction. And if we fail, at least we’ll be closer to the elevator than we would have been, once this beetle breaks down. That’ll make it more likely we get spotted and rescued.”

Tessa nodded. “Lisa’s right. It’s our only shot. Get this thing moving, Andy.”

“Yes, ma’am.”

Chapter 28

Claustrophobia

 

When Jorge Delgado saw Ingress’ gleaming metallic walls, he heaved a sigh of relief. Rumors had been flitting around the system net about Quatro sightings near the planet’s second-largest city, but that was also where the only space elevator was located, and he had to continue his supply runs for Darkstream.

Bertha was on his back enough without him skipping out on his job because of the irrational fear that always got play on the net. And Jorge knew she was right to be on his back.

They had three little mouths to feed, and it was bad enough that he hadn’t taken that job on Alex. He got claustrophobic, was all, and he hated the idea of living in cramped spaces for months at a time, maybe years. If he took the Alex job, who knew how often he’d be able to fly across the system to visit his family on Eresos? 

Bertha didn’t view the claustrophobia as a good excuse. That was why she kept on his back all the time.

And she’s right to be, darn it. I know she is.

But he hated the idea of those small spaces.

The speeder jerked to the side, suddenly, as though something large had collided with the hover-trailer he towed along behind him. Looking in the side-mirror, he saw that was exactly what had happened.

A Quatro had charged his trailer, and it now ran alongside it, as though angling to do it again.

Suddenly, he felt claustrophobic, even inside his speeder, which he never had before. He was having trouble breathing, but he managed to keep his foot on the accelerator.

Whack. Another Quatro came from the right, barreling right into Jorge’s speeder, which tipped sideways a little before leveling out.

“Oh, no,” he moaned, maxing out the vehicle’s speed, even though he knew the Quatro could keep up if they were motivated enough.

Turned out they were motivated. Not only that, a dozen more Quatro emerged from the trees and out into the Gatherer path ahead.

Looking in the mirror, he saw that maybe two dozen more were amassing in the path behind.

That was when he realized he wouldn’t make it to Ingress today.

The Quatro charged, tipping over his speeder so that it was belly-up. They clawed at the door, which made terrible screeching sounds, and Jorge knew that they were smart enough to get inside, eventually.

I should have taken that job on Alex after all.

Chapter 29

Stranded

 

“Okay, what are we going to do, Andy? Seriously.”

He glanced back at her from the beetle’s driver seat, brow furrowed, then returned to his study of Alex’s sapphire landscape. “What do you mean, seriously? Do you think I’m joking when I say we’re out of options?”

“No, but it all seems kind of ridiculous, doesn’t it? That there wouldn’t be more safety precautions than this put in place? I mean, this is your job!”

“It is my job, and it’s a dangerous one. I knew that going in. But we aren’t supposed to get attacked by a drug lord’s cronies, and the wheels aren’t supposed to seize up, and we’re supposed to be able to use the satellite link to call for help if we need it!”

“How can our specific signal still be blocked? Even after we switched beetles?”

Tessa chuckled. “I already told you that, girl. Who controls the satellites?”

“Darkstream would not intentionally strand us in the middle of nowhere. Uh, ma’am.”

“They’ve done worse.”

“Like what?”

But Tessa clammed up, like she always did whenever someone asked her that question.

“Is there anything we can do, Andy?” Lisa said. “Anything at all? To keep from dying out here?”

“There is, actually. We’re going to keep driving until the beetle stops.”

“I know that already. What do we do then?”

“We walk.”

“But we can’t carry nearly enough oxygen to get us to the space elevator.”

“Well, we’ll fill up what tanks we have from the electrolyzer, and then I’ll put them in the detachable trolley. I was thinking…we can use the trolley to carry the inflatable habitat, too, so we can at least eat. And we’ll see how far we get. See if someone picks us up.”

“What if no one does?”

Andy sighed. “If it makes you feel any better, Darkstream provides flares we can fire off. See if that helps.”

“Wow.”

“Yeah,” Tessa said. “We’re kind of screwed, girl.”

The training regimen had come to a halt after their beetle was stolen, since as Tessa had remarked, Lisa would need her energy for walking across Alex’s craggy surface.

Still, she could sense that she was nowhere near the level of military prowess that would satisfy Tessa.

And I probably never will be. She didn’t even know whether she was cut out to fight in another engagement. The first one had left her depressed and feeling hollow, in a way that their present misfortune didn’t totally account for.

A whining sound began, loudly at first, but steadily growing softer.

Two minutes later, the beetle rumbled to a halt.

The trio exchanged wordless glances, then they set about gathering together the consumables they’d need to survive in the Alexandrian wilderness for as long as possible.

They left the beetle sitting alone in the blue dust, to become a relic in the middle of Alex’s barren nowhere.

Chapter 30

Oneiri

 

Jake made the MIMAS pilots, and not only that, he would be among the first eight to ever pilot mechs in human history. Not counting Chief Zimmerman, that was, whose death had been declassified and painted as a tragic act of heroism in service to the advancement of humanity.

For their failure to back up Omega and Alpha squads when they needed them most, Kincaid and his entire squad washed out of the program.

In fact, they were unlikely to ever see combat, though they would have other jobs with the company if they wanted—such as maintenance and repair, supply runs, collecting payment from those Darkstream leased equipment to, or whatever.

Kincaid had complained, loudly, but Jake had no time for it, and neither did Roach or anyone else in Darkstream.

It’s more than fair. If Kincaid had done what Jake had told him to, Jake might not have had to sacrifice himself in order to save Marco. It wasn’t a big deal in the sim, but they’d thought it was real, meaning Kincaid would likely be just as unreliable in real life.

They couldn’t have that. The MIMAS pilots couldn’t have it. And the people of Eresos deserved better.

After graduation from Roach’s program came several weeks of nonstop test runs with the mechs, during which Jake and the others learned the ins and outs of the mechs’ controls along with exactly what they could do.

The extent of the MIMAS mechs’ capabilities astounded even Jake, who’d assumed he’d seen it all during his years of running mech sims in lucid, where features were limited only by the game designers’ imagination.

But he’d been wrong. From the impressive arsenal of the mechs—boasting twin rotary autocannons, a heavy machine gun, rocket launchers, twin flamethrowers with nozzles projecting from the wrists, grenade launchers, and thermal lances—to the ability to use its boosters to launch from a planet’s surface and straight into low orbit, Jake was blown away by everything the mechs could do. He’d expected early models to be sort of underwhelming, but the fact that Darkstream had been working on developing them pretty much since arriving in Steele really shone through.

Flamethrowers had reentered the company’s arsenal only recently. Back in the Milky Way, they had long been banned by widely agreed upon galactic conventions, but of course, Darkstream was no longer subject to those conventions, and the flamethrower was considered an effective tool against Quatro.

Part of Jake railed against the notion of using a weapon that most of his species considered inhumane. Somehow, however, that voice has been turned down to a soft murmur. He suspected that probably had something to do with the constant anti-Quatro messaging they’d been subjected to, and although he was aware of that, it rendered the messaging no less effective.

Ash Sweeney also made the first eight mech pilots, along with Marco Gonzalez, Beth Arkanian, Tommy Tomlinson, Henrietta Jin, Richaud Lafontaine, and Gabriel Roach himself.

“We need a team name,” Roach had said, the day after graduation. “I don’t have a creative bone in my body, but if you want to brainstorm it among yourselves and come up with a half-decent one, please do, before Darkstream labels us with something extra cheesy.”

He’d stood up, then, and there’d been some more uncomfortable shifting and throat-clearing from the newly graduated mech pilots.

Looking around at them, Roach said, “You aren’t my trainees anymore. I know I put you through absolute hell these last few months, and there’s certain things you may never forgive me for. That’s fine. In fact, I think it’s as it should be. But you all met my standards. All seven of you. You all passed muster, in my eyes. I plan to maintain total authority, of course, but I never want you to forget that you belong on this team. Go into battle with pride, armed with that knowledge, and with everything you’ve learned. You earned this. You made it.”

Battle, it seemed, was coming to them. They learned about the Quatro besieging Ingress a week before they were finished getting trained in on the MIMAS mechs. The aliens were attacking any speeder that attempted to approach the city, and no speeder dared to leave. Since Ingress had Eresos’ only space elevator, and since the planet was the breadbasket of the Steele System, this was a big deal.

A week was also around how long it would take Darkstream to muster the force it deemed necessary to break the siege. So the mech pilots would finish with preparations just in time.

Jake was ready. While he remained skeptical about the way they’d been indoctrinated into hating the Quatro, the aliens were proving that indoctrination right more and more. They weren’t content to live peacefully among themselves, or to leave humanity at peace. Even though there were plenty of resources to go around, the Quatro apparently resented the humans’ presence too much. So they’d struck.

Another shock came when the mech team was shown classified footage of the Quatro using guns to fire on Ingress’ defenders, as well as on civilian speeders. Before, there’d only been jumbled rumors to that effect, but actually watching it happen, watching how the Quatro seemed to operate the guns without even touching them…it was unsettling, to say the least.

The day before they deployed, during one of a long string of tactical meetings, Ash suggested a team name.

“How about Oneiri?” she said. “Since we’re going with the whole Greek mythology thing, with MIMAS…the Oneiri were gods that ruled over dreams and nightmares. It’s especially fitting, considering the way we interface with—”

“It does fit,” Gabe said. “And no one’s come up with anything better. I’m good with it. Any objections?”

No one objected, so Oneiri Team it was.

And the following day, Oneiri would find out what it was really made of.

Chapter 31

Taken

 

With their limited oxygen, Andy only inflated the central area of their habitat, and all three of them spent the night in there, attempting to sleep on the cramped, air-filled seats.

Before they’d entered, he’d sent one of their ten flares into the sky. They’d all watched as the red beacon rose up, sparkling beautifully against Alex’s darkening sky. Then it extinguished, and Lisa sighed.

They got up before dawn the next day—they tried to spend as little time inside the habitat as possible, to maximize their walking time.

It was laughable to think they could get anywhere near the space station. Laughable to think anyone would notice them, little specks that they were amidst the vast alien wilderness.

Andy sent up another flare as they got underway, and this time, no one bothered to watch it.

Eighteen years didn’t seem long enough to get to spend in the universe. Sure, she knew some babies died during birth—pretty rare, these days, but it did happen.

Still, she felt like she’d gotten just a small taste of life, and now it was about to be snatched away, in what would probably be one of the most excruciating ways possible. Starvation or suffocation.

Take your pick.

The sun still hadn’t risen, and Alex was freezing. Her HUD told her the air around her was very, very cold: thirty degrees Celsius below zero. They’d set their suits to the minimum requirements for survival, and Lisa’s breath came out as fog.

“See that?” Andy said.

“What?”

“Something moved, on that ridge over there, to our left.”

Out of the corner of her eye, Lisa saw Tessa unlimbering her pistols from their holsters. She followed the example, unslinging her assault rifle and holding it at the ready.

“Look to our right,” the older woman said. “About two o’clock. Don’t be obvious about it.”

Lisa did. A dark shape stood against the sky, atop a second ridge. At first, she’d assumed their assailants from Habitat 2 had returned to finish the job, but that thought evaporated as quickly as it had taken shape.

This thing, it…it looked like a monster.

A powerful force seized her from behind, separating her gun from her hands at the same time. Amazed, she watched the SL-17 hover in midair, attached to nothing.

Then, whatever gripped her slowly turned her around, and she saw that nothing actually held her, either. An invisible force manipulated her, just as it did her rifle.

There was something standing behind her, however, and it was very visible. It was a quadruped, and it wore a sleek, form-fitting blue pressure suit.

Through its faceplate, its species was undeniable, though it made about as much sense as the force that held her.

This was a Quatro.

Quatro weren’t supposed to be on Alex.

With that thought, everything went dark.

Chapter 32

Subterranean Ship

 

When Lisa woke, she was still being transported by the bizarre, unseen force, the toes of her boots scraping along the rocky ground.

Dim light came from a single incandescent strip that ran along the ceiling of what seemed to be a rocky underground tunnel.

The bluish hue of the poorly illuminated tunnel walls told her she was still on Alex, which didn’t surprise her. Then again, after getting hoisted along by an unseen power, she wasn’t sure she’d have been surprised by discovering she’d left the planet, either.

An oppressive sense of helplessness set in, and she began to breathe rapidly, black spots swimming in front of her eyes.

You’re okay, she told herself. You’re not hurt. You’re okay. But she couldn’t unclench her jaw.

Ahead, the backside of a pressure suit-clad Quatro filled most of her vision, but when the tunnel curved, Lisa glimpsed Tessa ahead of it, suspended in the air in a similar manner, her boots dragging on the tunnel floor.

Those boots moved, attempting to scrabble for purchase, but with the futility of a titmouse attempting to defend itself against a lion.

“Tessa,” Lisa subvocalized.

“That’s ma’am, to you,” Tessa said.

When an implant user subvocalized, his or her voice was rendered in a neutral tone, though it usually came pretty close to how the speaker actually sounded. Even despite the supposed neutrality, Lisa knew that Tessa had meant her words to come across as clipped.

“Ma’am. Have they hurt you?”

“No. You?”

“I’m fine. Where’s Andy?”

“He’s being carried by the beast ahead of me.”

A sigh escaped Lisa’s lips, which she realized the subvocalization probably would have transmitted.

“That’s good,” she said, glad her tone would come across as somewhat disinterested to Tessa. “Have you ever heard of Quatro being on Alex before?”

“No. Never. It’s as bizarre to me as the way they’re managing to heave us along this tunnel like helpless babes. These aren’t just any Quatro, apparently. They’re mystical, magical Quatro.”

“Somehow, I doubt that’s an improvement.”

“Me too. Though, we’ll probably end up just as dead.”

A comforting thought. “Did you pass out, too?”

“No. I gather you did, since you weren’t answering me, earlier. Must have been from shock. If it was something they did to you, they’d have done it to me, too.”

Their situation was doubly bizarre. As Lisa remembered an ancient author once writing, any sufficiently advanced technology was almost always indistinguishable from magic.

Of course, that was providing this unseen force was due to a technological advancement the Quatro had made, and not…something else.

What seemed even more mystical—and certainly not the exciting, fun ‘mystical’ of old fantasy novels—was how the hell the Quatro were here in the first place.

“The Quatro are supposed to be primitive. Aren’t they?”

“That’s what we’ve always assumed,” Tessa said. “The ones on Eresos have never shown any sign of using even basic technology. The first Darkstream combatants that encountered them classified them as just highly advanced predators, with cognition on the level of dolphins. And look how the dolphin ended up.”

Lisa vaguely remembered that losing the dolphins had been looked on as a great tragedy, and that it had also heralded the ultimate destruction of Earth.

Most people who’d come to Steele with Darkstream considered that sacrifice more or less worth it. Earth had been the price paid for humanity’s mighty corporations to expand into the stars.

She took the fact that she was thinking about dolphins right now to mean she would do anything to distract herself from how terrifying it felt, to be this helpless.

The tunnel ended in what turned out to be an airlock installed right into the rock. It opened, and the Quatro brought them inside. Once the airlock finished oxygenating, it admitted them into what looked a lot like the interior of a spaceship.

Not any human spaceship, though. It was huge, for one—huge enough to accommodate the Quatro, who were larger than the largest horses of Old Earth. And whereas most ships built by the UHF and Darkstream had an austere, gunmetal aesthetic, vibrant colors filled this one. Yellow, red, green, blue, purple—the royal purple of Quatro—they all swirled together, or fit together in elaborate geometric patterns.

Even the floor provided a canvas for the art, and Lisa was calmed slightly by the fact that these Quatro, whatever their true nature, were capable of producing such beauty.

She soon came to suspect, however, that the art was not meant to impress them, or indeed meant for them at all.

The ship seemed fairly old, actually, and in a general state of disrepair, with intermittent flaky patches amidst the artwork, as well as worrying cracks in the bulkhead.

A hatch slid open at the Quatro’s approach, squealing with age, and Lisa and her companions were deposited inside a chamber that was huge by human standards.

The same invisible force held them in place until the Quatro withdrew and the hatch closed, leaving no discernible avenue of escape. Only then did the force release them.

Their HUDs told them the air was breathable, and so the trio removed their helmets and took in their surroundings while they attempted to shake the blue dust of Alex out of every pocket, fold, and crevice of their pressure suits and persons.

“The furniture looks like it would be comfortable, if we were Quatro,” Andy said.

It was true. Couch-like pieces lined the wall, except they curved into peaks and troughs, like waves—but waves designed to accommodate a quadruped at rest.

The trio performed a frenetic search of the room, but escape appeared totally out of the question. There was a grated vent near the ceiling, but Lisa had to get on Andy’s shoulders to reach it, and it was firmly sealed. The hatch remained as impenetrable as before, and an ear pressed to its cold surface yielded no sound.

At the rear of the chamber, an enormous, hanging chair lined with a fine mesh turned out to be surprisingly accommodating, and Lisa climbed up into it, letting her back rest against the net of small, flexible wires.

She glanced at Tessa, suddenly wary that the white-haired woman was about to make her get up again, to begin a prolonged round of strenuous PT.

But even Tessa seemed dejected—too dejected to read, apparently, since she didn’t seem to be doing anything with her implant, even though she’d taken advantage of every other spare moment since leaving Habitat 2 to read one of the thousands of books she had loaded onto the device.

Eventually, Lisa’s eyes drifted closed. She floated away from her bizarre circumstances for a time, and nightmares soon took their place.

Chapter 33

Drop

 

The space elevator only made one run a day—down during the night, up during the day—and so it was built big; a wide, circular disk with dark-orange walls that bulged outward and a gunmetal ceiling that hung well over the mechs’ heads.

The elevator climbed up a carbon nanotubes composite ribbon by way of a robotic lifter at its center. The ribbon looked way too thin to Jake, but nevertheless it had done the job of transporting the elevator up and down for the decade and a half since Darkstream had built it, along with the free-electron laser system located inside the depot at the elevator’s bottom.

The ribbon was anchored by the depot in Ingress’ center, and Valhalla Station, in its geosynchronous orbit, provided the elevator’s counterweight.

Normally, the elevator went both ways packed full of cargo, stopping for a set period on either end, which was based on Darkstream’s calculation of how long loading and offloading should take.

Tonight, its only cargo was one of Darkstream’s reserve battalions. This one called itself the Force Multipliers, though Jake wasn’t sure who had come up with that somewhat hokey name. It fit, he supposed—despite being a reserve force, they did have access to some of Darkstream’s best training, hardware, and personnel. They were under the command of Commander Benjamin Clifford.

I shouldn’t be too hard on them. They’ll play their part. Just so happens we’ll be ten times more effective, at least.

He expected so, anyway. The fact that Darkstream was sending both Oneiri and the Force Multipliers meant the company considered Ingress very important. Which made sense: not only was it their main gateway to the planet, given the elevator terminated there, but it was one of Eresos’ two major human cities. Losing it would mean losing an essential foothold on the system’s only planet with a breathable atmosphere.

Oneiri Team didn’t intend to let that happen. And neither did the five armored personnel carriers, three tanks, two mortar teams, fifteen snipers, and four platoons of battle-hardened infantry that comprised the Force Multipliers.

None of the MIMAS pilots strayed far from their mechs to make small talk with the other soldiers. Probably because they coveted their new war machines, each feeling a certain sense of ownership over their respective mechs, which made sense, given how hard they’d worked to earn the right to pilot them.

For Jake’s part, he just wanted some peace and quiet, to find focus before his first actual battle.

His eyes met Gabriel Roach’s, who leaned against his mech’s legs, arms crossed. They exchanged nods.

Jake had half-expected Roach to pilot the alien mech into battle, but it turned out Darkstream’s board considered that way too dangerous. He’d already taken a tremendous risk by climbing into it in the first place, which they’d forgiven him for since it had led to such a breakthrough in the company’s development of MIMAS mechs.

But actually taking the thing into battle—they weren’t okay with that. They much preferred him to pilot their mech, whose designers had left out the feature where the mech folded inward to kill its occupant.

“Ingress will end up much deeper in debt to Darkstream after this,” said Ash, stepping up beside Jake.

“You figure? Their current contract doesn’t cover siege-busting?”

“I highly doubt it. I mean, look at the scale of this operation. Also, word is the Quatro have figured out how to disrupt the flow of Gatherers to the city.”

“Wow, really? We haven’t even been able to do that.”

“I know. And if Darkstream can manage to fix the Gatherers after the battle…well, they’re going to want expanded resource rights in return, aren’t they? Hell, I’d say signing over those rights is the only way Ingress can afford to pay for all this. The city’s already stretched as thin as it can go.”

“How do you know all that?”

Ash met his eyes. “My father was mayor of Northshire. He had friends in almost all of Eresos’ sitting councils.”

Roach appeared to be subvocalizing with someone over his implant. He held a hand to his ear as he spoke, which a lot of the old-timers did, even though it wasn’t necessary. When he was finished, he locked eyes with Jake.

“Everyone meet next to Price’s mech,” Roach’s voice said into his ear. “There’s been an update. Double-time.”

The rest of Oneiri jogged over. “What up?” Richaud said as he neared.

“Wait till everyone’s here,” Roach said.

Henrietta was last to arrive. “What’s the word?” she asked. “Let me guess—the other soldiers have started asking for mechs of their own?”

Roach didn’t even crack a smile. “The Quatro have started to tunnel.”

“But Ingress’ walls extend down almost two hundred meters, don’t they?” said Marco. “We’ll get down there in plenty of time to stop them.”

“The Quatro are proficient diggers, and the tunnel entrance was only just spotted by satellite—we don’t know how long they’ve been working on it. They could emerge inside of Ingress any minute. The higher-ups are worried. They don’t think the elevator will make it in time.”

“So…what’s the solution?” Ash asked.

“We engage the elevator’s emergency stop. Then Oneiri Team jumps, landing in the hills directly behind the Quatro force. We’ll rain hell on them from the hilltops.”

“That’s insane,” Jake said. “We haven’t even tested the reentry tech.”

Roach shrugged. “The physics check out, and the engineers seem confident in their design. We have our orders, Price. I’ve already sent the elevator operator the command to stop.”

“I told you, Jake,” Ash subvocalized over a two-way channel. “Ingress is too important to Darkstream. They probably see this as a calculated risk.”

I wonder if the calculus would be different if it was their lives on the line.

The nanoribbon emitted a deep groan, then, and the elevator slowed to a stop.

“It’s time,” Roach said. “Everyone inside your MIMAS.”

Chapter 34

Stars

 

The door sprang open without notice, slamming against what Lisa had come to think of as the bulkhead.

Starting from her sleep, Lisa gasped as the invisible force seized her once more, yanking her from her giant hanging basket and into the corridor.

As the Quatro spirited the trio through the underground vessel, she noticed something odd: none of the hatches they passed appeared to have opening mechanisms of any kind. That perplexed her for several seconds, distracting her momentarily from her panic, until the explanation dawned on her:

The Quatro used whatever strange force they wielded to manipulate their ship as well.

Something else about the ship had become quite apparent to all three of them as they attempted to rest: it was freezing. They were forced to keep their pressure suits on, for fear of hypothermia. It was even colder in here than it was on Alex’s surface at night. Whenever Lisa’s helmet was off, her breath fogged in front of her.

How can they live in such frigid conditions?

The Quatro did not seem interested in providing her with that information. Instead, they carried the mystified trio deeper into the ship, until they arrived at a chamber that was much less accommodating than the first one.

Lisa, Tessa, and Andy were thrust inside, and the hatch squealed shut, as though on rusty hinges.

“I guess they thought we were too comfortable,” Tessa said, glancing around at their new room.

“You call that comfort?” Andy said with a terse laugh. “Maybe Lisa was comfortable, after claiming the only piece of furniture remotely hospitable to humans.”

But Lisa barely registered the jab. Their new accommodations had her attention, and there was something even stranger about them than the rest of the ship.

“Check out that fountain,” Andy said, pointing. “That Quatro looks ready to tear someone’s head off.”

Lisa followed his finger to the sound of burbling water. A metal sculpture of a Quatro spewed the liquid from its mouth, into a tiny hole, where it presumably got recycled.

“I guess they don’t want us dying of thirst,” Tessa said. “Although, what I really want is a slice of cheesecake.”

“Cheesecake?” Andy said, looking at her strangely.

“What? It’s just what I’m craving.”

“Fair enough. I guess.”

A strange basin projected from the bulkhead across the chamber, directly opposite the Quatro-head fountain. Drawing nearer, Lisa discovered that the bottom was uneven, with a convoluted pattern of dips and swirls. It wasn’t attractive by any measure, and she was sure it had a purpose of some kind, though she couldn’t sort it out.

Not far from the basin, what was unmistakably a computer console rested inside a hollow.

As with the rest of the ship, beautiful artwork covered every bulkhead of the room.

But what seemed most important, for some reason, was the fact that this room reminded her of going lucid.

She approached a panel in the bulkhead that appeared to depict an alien landscape. It had rolling hills that exhibited a strange symmetry, foreign to nature. Above, twin moons hung in place. The whole scene had a dreamlike, watery aesthetic.

Lisa knelt in front of the panel, pushing against it.

Nothing happened.

“Lisa?” Andy said. He’d ceased chattering with Tessa, and now they both studied her, wearing twin expressions of mild concern. “What are you doing?”

Lisa tried to slide the panel left, then right. Still nothing.

Then, she tried to slide it up. As she pressed upward against it with her palms, the panel rose an inch, but fell again when she lost her grip on the smooth surface.

“Help me lift this.”

Tessa stepped forward, kneeling beside Lisa, and joining her in attempting to push it up. This time, the panel rose several inches before hitting a barrier inside the bulkhead with a thunk.

“Come and search underneath it, Andy,” Lisa said, her voice a little strained with the effort of keeping the panel raised.

“What in Sol for?” Andy said.

“Get over here, boy,” Tessa barked. It was the first time she’d called him that, though she’d called Lisa “girl” plenty.

When Tessa spoke like that, people moved, and Andy was no exception. He knelt between them.

“Don’t drop that thing,” he muttered as he ran his hand over the ledge they’d revealed, as well as over the bulkhead behind the panel. “There’s nothing here.”

“Try gripping the bottom of the panel and pulling it out,” Lisa said.

With a sigh, Andy positioned his fingers on the bottom of the panel. “I can’t—” he said, but then he found enough purchase, and the panel lifted away from the wall by barely an inch.

It was enough. When Lisa and Tessa lowered it, the panel slid from its casing, till Andy dropped it. It came to rest on the deck, still partially locked in the twin runners that held it in place.

Above, in the space that had been revealed, was a grid with symbols along the left and bottom sides, which corresponded with the various rows and columns. Lisa picked at the edge of the grid with her finger, and it peeled away from the wall with ease.

When it did, she saw that the grid’s squares were transparent, and so were the symbols themselves. The horizontal and vertical lines, as well as the edges, were opaque and purple—the same shade as the Quatro.

“Congratulations,” Andy said. “You found a stencil.”

“It’s not,” Lisa said, her tone level. She poked her finger at one of the squares, and it encountered a barrier. “There’s something there; it’s just see-through.”

Lisa walked around the room with her discovery, peering through it and ignoring Andy’s ongoing commentary.

She stopped in front of a mural depicting a starry sky. It had the same dreamlike quality as the panel. “I think it goes with this.”

Suddenly, five of the stars twinkled, which only strengthened her convictions. When she looked at them with her naked eye, they did nothing, but they twinkled when viewed through the grid.

“It’s not a painting,” she went on. “It’s a mostly static display, but some of the stars twinkle when you use this.”

A quick study of the floor revealed a faint black line, and she held the grid directly above it, squinting through it at the stars.

“Check that console across the room,” she said over her shoulder. “See if the symbols are the same as the ones along this grid.”

“Do it, boy,” Tessa said, and Andy did. Then he returned to study the grid, recrossing the room once more to stare at the console.

“They’re the same,” he said at last. “I’m sure of it.”

“All right. I figured out something, too. I’m pretty sure these symbols are supposed to be numbers. The same ones are in the same order going up as well as across.” After another moment’s study, she said, “There are five rows and five stars. I bet if I go up row by row, describing the symbol of the column each star falls, and you punch them into that console…”

“What?” Andy said. “We’ll win a prize?”

“Something will happen. I’m sure of it.”

Looking back, Lisa saw that Tessa was frowning. “As strange as Quatro on Alex is, this feels even stranger,” the former Darkstream soldier said. “It’s like they’re making us play some weird game.”

“They’re not making us do anything,” Andy said. “Lisa is. And you’re making me follow her orders.”

“I rank higher than you, anyway, Andy,” Lisa said.

“What does that matter, anymore? We’re prisoners.”

“That’s when it matters most. Now, are you ready to punch in these symbols? The first star falls in a column marked with a sort of crescent moon with a line through it.”

Andy sighed. “All right. I see it. There.” He punched a button. “What’s next?”

Lisa continued to describe the symbols, one after another. Andy entered the fifth, and after a few suspenseful seconds, something happened: two slim metal drawers sprang open from the bulkhead next to the panel they’d moved. Both drawers were empty, but before long, Lisa discovered that the bottom one came all the way out.

She set it on the floor, and was able to reach her arm through the hollow the drawer had left behind, at the back of which she found a metal receptacle, like an extremely narrow drinking cup with a rim that was ridged unevenly along its circumference. Near the bottom, it was circled by a rubber-like black band covered in evenly spaced dots.

Together, they worked through puzzle after puzzle, almost all of which required plenty of cooperation and communication. The cup allowed them to transport water across the room to the strange basin, and when they filled it up, the water took the shape of three more symbols.

After several minutes of wondering over that, Andy discovered another panel that could be pulled away from the wall to reveal three concentric wheels covered in symbols. When they lined up the three symbols from the basin, another drawer sprang open nearby.

Twenty minutes later, after assembling an image from six pieces collected from various hidden compartments around the room, accessed by solving yet more puzzles, an entire wall lifted upward—the one that bore the stars from one of the first puzzles—revealing a long, dark tunnel.

Lisa looked at Andy, who looked at Tessa.

“We’re not actually going down there, are we?” Andy said.

“What else can we do?” Lisa asked, shrugging. Then she took the first step into the tunnel.

The others followed. Her heart beating a tattoo in her chest, Lisa tried to focus on her exhilaration over her fear. What might their reward be for their work on the puzzles? Assuming there would be a reward, and not a punishment. Every lucid sim she’d ever played had trained her to expect the former, but this wasn’t lucid, was it?

It would make a lot more sense if it was.

Without warning, the invisible force seized her once more, followed by three Quatro stepping out of the shadows, piercing lights clicking on behind them to blind her.

The Quatro dragged the three humans the rest of the way down the tunnel and into the brightness of the rest of the ship.

After whisking them through a series of corridors, the Quatro deposited them in the first room they’d stayed in—the one with the strange furniture.

The hatch screeched shut once more, closing with a clang.

Andy was shaking his head. “What just happened, exactly?”

“We were played for fools,” Tessa said with a drawn-out sigh. “We just don’t know what kind of fools yet.”

Chapter 35

Miscalculation

 

Though he’d put on a brave face for his young team—or, possibly, an indifferent face—Gabe wasn’t thrilled about dropping through a wide section of Eresos’ atmosphere using untested technology.

Well, the tech itself is pretty old. It was using it to send mechs hundreds of kilometers to the ground without killing their occupants that was new.

The fact that, in order to interface with the mech, he would also technically be asleep…that didn’t help his composure very much.

He felt a bead of sweat creeping down his forehead, but he refused to wipe it away. It wouldn’t be good to let the team see that.

Before his stress could show through in other ways, he popped a sedative and placed his hand over the sensor pad on the mech’s calf, long enough for it to read his biometrics. A section of the mech’s backside folded down, becoming a ridged ramp for him to climb.

The designers had seen an opportunity in the fact that each pilot would go lucid for the entire time they spent inside their mech. In other vehicles meant for battle, it was necessary to allow for some room in the cockpit, to give occupants space to stretch their limbs, shift their weight, and so on. Otherwise, panic-inducing claustrophobia could easily set in.

Not so with lucid-controlled mechs. The space could be devoted instead to more artillery and more fuel.

Slipping into lucid, Gabe didn’t just interface with the mech—he became the mech, standing just as tall as it did, and feeling just as powerful.

He would also feel what it felt. The designers had decided to render damage to the mech as physical pain to the occupant, which was easily accomplished using lucid.

That had been a controversial decision, and it almost hadn’t happened, except for Gabe’s ardent support for the idea.

A good soldier knew how to use pain to stay aware—of their situation, and also of their limitations. Plus, the knowledge that actual pain would accompany damage to the mechs would also force the pilots to use them as judiciously as they used their own bodies.

Which was good, because right now, the mech was Gabe’s body. Its wicked artillery protruded from his metal flesh. And when he stepped toward the space elevator’s opening aperture, toward the widening slice of star-speckled space, it was Gabe’s heavy metal foot that moved.

Standing on the edge of the platform, looking down on the world, he felt like a god. All-powerful. Invincible.

He leapt. Which quickly reminded him of his humanity, and the accompanying mortality.

At first, there was barely any sensation, as he hadn’t entered the atmosphere yet and so there was no air resistance. The planet also didn’t seem to get any closer. He was so high up, it didn’t feel like he was falling at all.

Then, his ablative heat shield deployed automatically, just before he hit the atmosphere. The shield lowered the temperature to a survivable level by carrying the heat away using convection, but Gabe could see the flames that licked at it, and he felt their heat, too. He was really sweating, now.

It occurred to him how insane jumping from the elevator had been, without having tested the process first. Darkstream considered it worth it to gamble with their soldiers’ lives in this particular situation, and Gabe hadn’t said a thing about it.

He’d become just as reckless as the corporation he worked for, apparently. This type of thing never would have gone ahead, back in the UHF.

Of course, if he’d been in the UHF all this time, he would have been court-martialed several times over for the things he’d done.

At last, the fires receded, and now wind whipped past his metal frame, threatening to freeze his—well, technically he didn’t have those right now, did he?

In an attempt to distract himself from Eresos’ surface, which now grew gradually larger, he thought of an old story he’d heard just before leaving the Milky Way, about that pansy Vin Husher, taking a leap down to the surface of the Winger homeworld in nothing but a Darkstream reentry suit.

Ten credits says he wet himself on the way down. He accepted his own bet, though he wasn’t sure how the logistics of that would work.

To be fair, in just a suit, Husher would have had a much worse time than Gabe was having now. The drop weight was much lower in a reentry suit, meaning the number of Gs your body was subjected to ratcheted way up.

Either way, Husher wouldn’t have been able to handle this much machine. Of that, Gabe felt confident.

“How’s everyone doing?” he subvocalized to his team. “Check in.”

“Doing fine, sir,” Jake said.

“As good as can be expected,” said Henrietta.

One after another, his entire team sounded off. Which only served to distract him for around thirty seconds.

He thought of Jess, but quickly stopped himself. No need to show up for battle a sobbing wreck.

Come on, Gabe. This isn’t a big deal. You’ve entrusted yourself to the laws of physics, that’s all. And to Darkstream engineering.

Which, admittedly, wasn’t always the most dependable.

There was nothing to get overly excited about. This was only the first mech space jump performed in history.

Probably this was a very, very stupid idea.

His mech’s heat shield had dissolved, and now Eresos’ landscape expanded below him, its details growing sharper and sharper. Before long, a parachute would deploy, designed to disengage well before landing. After that, aerospike thrusters would take him the rest of the way.

He spotted Ingress below, surrounded on all sides by teeming masses of indistinct purple dots. As those dots grew larger, they became vaguely recognizable as Quatro.

“Sir?” It was Ash.

“Yeah?” he croaked, his voice coming out mangled. He cleared his throat. “Yeah?” he repeated, more confidently.

“Are you sure we calculated our entry angle correctly?”

Gabe blinked, trying to clear his head. He studied the ground. To do this, he didn’t need to tilt the mech’s head down—the machine had sensors all over, and it fed their data to his implant, which relayed it to him in lucid.

As he considered Ash’s question, his parachute deployed.

He cleared his throat again. “Uh—it seems we’re going to come down directly in the middle of the Quatro, everyone. Stay frosty and remember your training.”

In the meantime, Gabe’s chest tightened with panic, and he struggled to calm himself down.

Breathe. Just breathe.

Chapter 36

Heavy Ordnance

 

Jake’s mech crashed to the ground.

More accurately: Jake crashed to the ground, his metal legs buckling to absorb the shock.

Rearing to his full height of two and a half meters, he retracted the mech’s hands to reveal twin rotary autocannons, which he leveled at the Quatro who charged at him from all sides.

Inside the mech’s forearms, the guns began to rotate, sending heavy ordnance tearing into the beasts’ flesh, flinging them back as they yelped or barked throatily.

As he’d fallen toward the planet, his anxiety over the coming battle had quickly mounted, but that hadn’t prepared him for the level of sheer terror he experienced now. Even within the dream, he could feel his nostrils flare widely as he sucked in each ragged breath, and he became intensely aware of everything around him, wary of potential threats.

The autocannons weren’t enough to keep the enemy at bay. A Quatro pounced on him from behind, knocking him forward, making him stagger a couple of steps.

This can’t happen. I won’t let it.

As his hands reassembled themselves in front of the autocannons, blades sprung from his wrists, and he spun around, slashing wildly at his assailant.

Steel found alien flesh, and scarlet droplets flew through the air, but another Quatro crashed into him from the side, sending him stumbling again, and then another tackled him head-on.

Jake was sent sprawling onto his back. The Quatro piled onto him, tearing at his skin, racking his entire body with waves of pain.

This was nothing like training—even lucid hadn’t prepared him for this. Lucid, where even though his brain accepted the simulated reality, on some level he’d still known it to be a simulation.

This…this was real. Each claw mark left searing lines along his body. The aliens weren’t bothering to use their guns; they seemed content to tear apart his mech and rip Jake from it bodily.

Even before applying to become a mech pilot, Jake had considered himself among the best—the quickest kid in the Belt; one of the best lucid gamers in the system. Wasn’t that supposed to count for something? Can this really be it?

Some of the Quatro had long bayonets with wicked blades, and they gouged Jake with them, working at his joints, scoring his casing.

When Jake glimpsed the sky between the giant aliens covering him, it flashed blood-red—the dream’s way of reflecting the danger he was in.

His fear did a good job of that, too. He was consumed with fear. The world seemed made of it.

But then and there, he decided he would refuse to let it paralyze him. Motivated more by terror than determination, he managed to roll onto his stomach and bring one of his knees between his chest and the ground.

Then, he shoved the ground, surging up through the hulking aliens that pinned him.

One of the Quatro went flying, leaving a patch of red-flashing sky in its place, and Jake sunk his blade into another.

Then, an idea struck him. He knew Darkstream had designed the mechs to withstand a grenade blast.

Time to test that.

Pointing his grenade launcher directly at the ground, he fired.

He didn’t have to wait long for the explosion.

Searing heat washed over his body, making him cry out in the dream, and sound replaced fear as the universe’s main ingredient.

The Quatro smothering him were blown apart into several pieces. Time seemed to slow as alien limbs and torsos and heads went soaring away in all directions, streaming blood and sinew.

Jake watched in awe at the utter carnage he had wrought.

Then, he looked around for his comrades.

He felt confident one of them was very nearby. Not taking the time to consult his HUD to figure out who it was, he instead charged at the dogpile of Quatro covering his teammate.

Grabbing one of the beasts with enormous metal hands, he flung the creature away, sending it several meters into the air, yelping, before it landed with a sickening crunch.

The thing started spasming, but Jake didn’t take the time to watch. Instead, he plunged his blade into the next Quatro, ripping it open all down its body, and then he stabbed the next, over and over.

The Quatro turned to face him, lessening their pressure on the downed mech, and Jake retracted his segmented hands to let loose with his autocannons once more, backing up as he did. This gave him enough room to mow down the aliens as they came at him, and the mech they’d been holding down rose up, joining Jake in the slaughter.

It was Ash.

“Thanks for the assist,” she said, her voice echoing a little in the dream.

“Assist?” he said, chuckling, though his laughter sounded somewhat manic in his ears. “I saved your ass.”

“Oh, God. It’s going to be like that, is it?” Ash leveled her heavy machine gun at Jake and fired.

His stomach dropped, but then he realized what had happened—she’d downed a Quatro that had been charging at him from behind.

“Are we even now?” Ash said.

“Hardly. I could have taken that one.”

“Right.” Ash turned, striding toward Roach, who was just gaining his feet himself, and starting to visit havoc on the Quatro surrounding him.

Jake joined her, and together they waded into the war for Eresos.

Chapter 37

Crumbling

 

Gabe loosed a rocket, picking off a group of three Quatro charging toward him.

We’re turning the tide. We’re going to win this thing.

His HUD alerted him of another enemy coming at him from his seven o’clock, barreling across the little minimap. Alongside that, the HUD also gave him a readout that listed the Quatro’s velocity and estimated mass, but Gabe didn’t have time to read.

Instead, he turned in time to roast the thing with twin gouts of flame to the face.

The Quatro yelped, and the smell of charred fur and flesh reached Gabe’s nose.

Whoa. I didn’t know this thing had olfactory sensors.

Darkstream R&D truly had thought of everything.

Turning just in time to impale another Quatro on the point of his right-hand bayonet, Gabe stumbled as a vivid flashback hit him, of walking through a blackened cave.

The Quatro slid off his blade and onto the ground as he lost himself in memory, the images just as sharp as they’d always been.

A charred Quatro corpse lay prostrate near the bottom of a cave wall, the wall itself smeared with blood where it had cracked off its claws in its futile struggle to escape.

Snap out of it, Gabe.

He turned to confront another group of three Quatro that had almost reached him, firing his autocannons at full bore, his shooting sloppy, this time. Two of the Quatro did go down—but the third crashed into Gabe, knocking him backward.

Another flashback. A mother curled protectively around her pups, all of them charred black as coal.

Another: two Quatro that had died locked in combat, driven mad by the fuel air explosive, which had turned their oxygen to fire.

Why? Why now? Is the dream amplifying it somehow?

Struggling to keep it together, Gabe kicked up with his legs, sending the Quatro pinning him flying over his head. Turning as he rose, he picked off the alien before it hit the ground. It didn’t move again.

Another memory took over his vision: a white shape, a summer dress, stained with the scarlet smear of blood.

Jess.

A gunshot. Jess’s father, Mayor Sweeney, driven to take his own life by the horror of it all.

Your fault. It’s your fault, Gabe. Admit it.

The sound of cheering reached his ears, jerking him from his dark reverie. It was his team, Oneiri Team, celebrating.

Why? We’re still surrounded by Quatro.

Then he saw: the rest of the reserve battalion had arrived. It felt like the mechs had hit the ground less than an hour ago, but now that he thought about it, he realized he’d killed a lot of Quatro.

Armored personnel carriers, tanks, infantry—they all poured out of the city’s open gates, giving it to the enemy, hard. Darkstream snipers fired on the aliens, from positions all along Ingress’ walls.

“We’re doing it, sir,” Jake said. “We’re beating them!”

Glancing to the right, Gabe saw Jake’s mech, its fist raised in victory. Blood smeared its twin blades, and fragments of viscera covered its metal skin.

“Get back to work,” Gabe rasped. Turning, he fired up his autocannons, barrels rotating as they sent round after round of hot lead into the enemy, who were swiftly crumbling.

Chapter 38

First Words

 

Given that the only macroscale organisms Lisa knew to exist on Alex were humans, and now Quatro, she worried about the source of the meat the aliens had left for them. Eventually, her hunger overcame her worry, and she ate it, as did Tessa and Andy.

“The Quatro haven’t actually done anything to hurt us,” she reasoned out loud. “Screwed with us, maybe, but not hurt us.”

“That’s probably coming,” Andy said, ever the optimist.

“I’m just saying,” Lisa said as she chewed, holding the remainder of her haunch of succulent…whatever it was. “I’m sure this food is fine.”

“Huh?” Andy said. “What do you mean, fine? It tastes good. What are you worried about? You think they might have poisoned it or something?”

“Uh…never mind.” She’d assumed they were all thinking the same thing, but apparently not. Lisa exchanged glances with Tessa, and they all returned to dining in silence.

Two days after their ordeal in the puzzle room, the hatch flew open to reveal a Quatro in the enormous corridor, staring at them with bright orange eyes.

For the first time since they’d been transported from the strange, puzzle-filled room, the invisible force seized them, dragging them into the corridor, where four more Quatro waited.

This time, the force did allow Lisa to walk on her own—but only in the direction the aliens seemed to want her to move in. If she attempted to head another way, it was as though a brick wall was stopping her.

They entered a part of the ship she hadn’t seen yet, and Lisa’s internal compass told her they were heading deeper into the subterranean vessel, though she had no idea of its actual size.

The corridor gradually opened up, until it became a cavern of a chamber, terminating in a multi-level dais covered in furniture similar in shape to the pieces the humans had been sleeping on, though these were much more sumptuous.

Twenty more Quatro studied them from atop that furniture, enormous paws drooping from lush upholstery, forty pairs of eyes studying them—ranging from orange, to pink, to green, to one Quatro with midnight eyes the likes of which Lisa had never encountered.

Without warning, the Quatro rose as one, and the dark-eyed beast pounced, crashing to the deck right in front of Lisa.

The beast loomed over her, body bunched, its feline face terrifying in its fierceness.

Am I about to die?

It seemed likely. Tortured, at least.

Something’s about to happen. And I doubt it will be pleasant.

Something did happen, but it turned out to be nothing like her fears.

It was no less shocking, however.

The Quatro spoke.

“Hello. Human.”

That done, it continued to peer down at Lisa, and she realized that what she’d mistaken for ferocity was actually curiosity. It was waiting for her to speak as well.

“Um…hi,” she said.

Chapter 39

Our Planet Now

 

Gabe walked the fields outside Ingress in his MIMAS, helping to clear away Quatro corpses, as well as a few that belonged to human beings.

The latter would receive proper funeral ceremonies and burials. The former would be piled in a heap and burned.

Perhaps one of the mechs would be the one to light the pyre.

Once his team had regained their footing and started fighting the Quatro in earnest, the battle had shifted quickly, with the aliens falling in droves. When the rest of the Darkstream battalion arrived, it had quickly become a slaughter.

The Quatro ranks, such as they were, had broken, and the enormous quadrupeds had begun to flee into the hills surrounding Ingress.

Oneiri Team hadn’t taken that as a cue to relent. Instead, they’d run the beasts down, metal feet pounding across the hard-packed dirt surrounding Ingress, guns blazing. They hadn’t wasted any more rockets on the fleeing Quatro, but they hadn’t been shy about pouring hot lead into their retreating backsides.

And so the hills, too, were littered with Quatro corpses.

The battle had been a rout, in short, and the MIMAS mechs’ first outing had confirmed Gabe’s high estimation of his team’s skill, as well as the power of the mechs themselves.

Still, the Quatro had shown up in numbers they were not known to have, with a level of cohesion that also had never been seen before.

Sure, the aliens’ behavior had always suggested Quatro packs were tight-knit, but an attack of this scale required a level of social intelligence that surprised every analyst Gabe had heard from so far.

It was worrying. From a number of perspectives.

Something else worried him—a thought he kept wanting to suppress. Mostly because it made a little too much sense, based on what he knew about the company he worked for.

From a distance, he spotted Jake Price loping across the killing field toward him. He could see Price’s mech in as much detail as he would have close-up, thanks to his own mech’s enhanced visual sensors. As with everything else, while in lucid, his mech’s sight was his sight.

He hadn’t gotten out of his mech since they’d jumped from the space elevator, and what was more, he had no desire to. In fact, the idea of returning to his lesser, human form filled him with reluctance; even a low-level dread.

His mech periodically injected him with a REM sleep-inducing sedative. Just enough to keep him in the dream.

A dream from which he had no desire to wake.

It would take Jake fewer than ten seconds to cross the intervening space, though he’d been quite some distance away when Gabe had first spied him. At a jog, the mechs ran faster than a horse at full gallop.

A soldier helping with the cleanup was outside her speeder momentarily, and directly in Jake’s path. She noticed that fact too late to jump out of the way, and her body language suggested extreme terror, but Gabe knew she wasn’t in any danger.

He watched as Jake leapt several meters into the air, crashing to the ground on the other side of the soldier without breaking his stride.

Just like that, he was at Gabe’s side, saluting. Gabe saluted back.

“Sir, have you had a chance to inspect the weaponry the Quatro were using against us?”

Sniffing, Gabe felt a flash of annoyance at the question. Annoyance, because it drilled straight to the heart of his paranoia about what Darkstream might be up to.

“What are you here to report, Seaman?” Gabe asked.

“The guns, sir…I’ve found countless SL-17s on this field, as well as a bunch of others I recognize. This is all Darkstream-issue weaponry, sir.”

“So is every gun in this system. Did you think the Quatro manufactured the guns themselves?”

“No, sir. But it does raise the question of where they got the guns.”

“By invading villages, probably. By overwhelming their garrisons and raiding their arsenals.”

Jake shook his head—or rather, his mech did, and the motion looked surprisingly natural. “Village arsenals tend to be small, and we know they haven’t invaded that many villages anyway. Not enough to allow them to conduct a battle on this scale.”

Gabe sighed, taking care to prevent his implant from transmitting it. “You’re right, Price. It’s unusual. I’ll talk to Bronson about it.” The captain had been put in charge of overseeing and directing Team Oneiri.

“Thank you, sir.”

“Get back to work.”

Jake did, sprinting away to help a nearby group of soldiers struggling to hoist a Quatro corpse onto a trailer.

Bronson soon answered the call. Inside the dream, instead of just the captain’s grizzled face, the man actually appeared alongside Gabe on the battlefield. His hands were folded behind his back, and his mouth twisted slightly, as though he’d eaten something that hadn’t agreed with him. It often did that when Gabe contacted him.

“Roach. What can I do for you?”

“Sir, one of my pilots has noticed something odd. The Quatro used Darkstream guns to fight this battle.”

“So? Those could have come from anywhere. Raiding villages, probably. What are you suggesting, Roach?”

“Nothing, sir. I’m seeking your perspective on the matter. That’s all. I speculated about the Quatro obtaining arms from the villages they hit, but the combined arsenals of the ones we know they’ve invaded…it doesn’t seem like that would amount to as many guns as we saw here today.”

“Well, what about the bands of marauders? We have no records of how many times they’ve fought the Quatro. They don’t tend to share data with us, and it’s been a while since I’ve sat down with a marauder for afternoon tea. You?”

“Same, sir,” Gabe said, indulging Bronson’s need for a certain level of absurdity in any given conversation.

“That’s our answer, I suspect. The Quatro probably attacked some marauder camps before moving on to bigger prizes.”

“What do you think is the Quatro’s aim in all this?”

“It seems pretty straightforward to me. The Quatro want their planet back. But unfortunately for them, it’s our planet now.”

Chapter 40

Fullerenes

 

“I apologize for the lacking communication,” the Quatro said, its lips pulling back from its teeth as it spoke.

But after a second, Lisa realized the alien wasn’t actually speaking the words. Probably it lacked vocal cords suited to human language. Instead, a device hanging from its neck like a collar emitted the sound. Even so, the timbre of the device’s tones were deep and rich. It reminded Lisa of the way her family’s fat tabby cat back in Hub would purr—except, you’d have to turn up that purr several octaves to achieve a sound nearly as resonant as the Quatro’s.

“That’s…fine,” Lisa answered, reluctant to get too pushy with a couple dozen giant aliens. She wasn’t sure why the Quatro had chosen to address her in particular. Just go with it. “Is that a universal translator?”

“With sufficient time, yes. But the device is also needing of enough data to translate with big enough utility. Probably you find the structure of sentence and word choices clumsy, even so.”

“A little bit,” Lisa admitted. “But I can understand you.”

The Quatro paused, probably waiting for the device to parse her words. In the meantime, now that they were getting friendly, Lisa tested to see whether the invisible force still prevented her from moving backward.

Shifting her elbow to nudge the air behind her, she found that indeed it did. The Quatro were clearly interested in communicating with them, but just as clearly, the idea of restoring their freedom did not yet appeal.

“The device will improve over time,” the Quatro said, and nothing else. It continued to stare at her.

Maybe it’s as nervous as I am. Somehow she doubted that, but things were getting a bit awkward, so she ventured another question.

“So…how did you collect this data on our language? Have you been spying on the Habitats?”

“We have monitored your talking,” the Quatro replied.

“Ah.” That made more sense. “Is that what that room with all the puzzles was about?” she asked, reasoning things out as she spoke.

“Indeed. It was the purpose of stimulating you to speak. We generated a series of unique situations, so that you would use words particular only to them, and all the while our program interpreted the meaning and assembled. Before, progress was compromised because of the rate you spoke—we needed you to speak more, faster.”

“Why’d you bring us here?” Andy said, less amiably than Lisa. “Why treat us like this?”

The Quatro swung its massive head to peer at Andy. Its expression looking menacing, but Lisa doubted any expression would exactly look comforting on that large, panther-like face. “We have treated you with hospitality, have we not? No harm was brought to you.”

“You’ve dragged us all around this station using some sort of magic trick, is what you did. How’d you do that?”

“Easy, boy,” Tessa said. “We’re not in the best negotiating position, right now.”

Even a glance from the Quatro seemed a momentous gesture, and Lisa thought she saw Tessa flinch a millimeter away when the beast looked at her. “There is not a need for negotiating. We hope to request your help.”

“Request away,” Tessa said. “What is it you think you need?”

“Short time will bring your answer. Now, I will answer that of your friend. Your question as to how we manipulated your bodies and other things—it is by way of our minds.”

“Wait,” Lisa said. “Like telekinesis?”

The Quatro’s onyx eyes met her. “The word is not one known to the translator device.”

“You, uh…you can move things with your thoughts?”

“Not with thoughts. This poses difficulty in terms of explaining with the human words available, but I will make a try. We Quatro—I know that is your word for us, and ours is not translatable into your words, so we will say Quatro—we Quatro have developed brains that channel and focus the energies of our bodies. This ability works in proportion to how colder the surroundings are. In warmth, the ability is very weak, but here in this coldness of underground, it is powerful indeed. We use it to attract, push, or otherwise control anything containing metal. Our ability to move you comes from the metal in the suits you wear.”

Andy cursed. “It’s been the pressure suits the whole time,” he spat. “If we’d taken those off, we could have taken them.”

“I highly doubt that, boy,” Tessa said. “Especially considering we would have frozen to death without the suits’ heating systems. It might be time for you to shut your mouth. This is the first communication between humans and Quatro in history, and you aren’t improving it.”

Seeming to take the hint, Andy shut up.

Facing the hulking alien once again, Tessa said, “I think I can give you the words you need to explain your ability. It sounds like your brains contain fullerenes—organic superconductors, which you use to generate the strong magnetic fields needed to manipulate metals as you describe. For a long time, evolutionary biologists have speculated whether nature could produce such a structure, and now it seems we know. If I’m right, it would make sense that the ability weakens with warmth. Typically, superconductors only work at extremely low temperatures, and to function even at the temperature of this ship, the fullerenes evolution has given you must be very advanced indeed.”

Surprising Lisa, Andy spoke again: “How in Sol do you know all that?”

The white-haired woman shot him an annoyed look. “Your implant gives you access to almost every book ever written by humans, including plenty written by more advanced species, like the Tumbra and Kaithe. I suggest you take advantage of that sometime.” She studied the Quatro again, eyebrows twitching upward. “Now, about answering my question. You said you need our help. Why?”

“We have observed your people since your arrival on this world.” For the first time, Lisa noticed how still the alien stood as it spoke. All the Quatro did, actually: other than the occasional flick of an ear or—more disconcertingly—a lick of the lips, they barely moved at all.

The Quatro continued: “At first, we assumed you were just an additional tool of the…” Pausing, the alien swung its head toward Lisa. “What is a word for one who interferes?”

Blinking, Lisa gave it a moment’s thought. “Uh, how about ‘meddler?’”

“Then we will now call them the Meddlers. It is the Meddlers that stole the capability of flight from my drift’s ship.”

“Your drift?” Lisa asked.

“Wait a second,” Andy said, in a tone that suggested he was having some sort of epiphany. “Are you even from this star system?”

“Our first home is far away from here,” the alien said. “Many, many stars away. We came here to establish a second home, and at first, this system seemed like the perfect one for that. Like you, we took advantage of the moving devices that carry valuable metals and other materials to holding containers.”

“You mean the Gatherers?” Lisa said.

“It does seem likely we are talking of the same thing. Yes. Gatherers. We did not question their existence, also like you, except to worry about whether their makers would return at some time. But we thought that the makers must have these Gatherers in systems elsewhere. We even thought about the chance that the makers might have fallen a long time ago, leaving their devices to continue working.”

The dark-eyed Quatro turned to exchange looks with another, who had orange eyes. That Quatro raised its paw slightly. Lisa wasn’t sure what the exchange signified, but the midnight-eyed Quatro continued its explanation.

“At some time, we noticed something about the deep reservoirs where the Gatherers deposited their materials. We noticed they would soon be filled up. Not all of them—many of the reservoirs did not fill, because we were taking the materials for our own use instead, as we have seen you do. But the ones that had been left alone were close to full.

“It was when they filled that the Meddlers came. They loosed great machines on us, which strode the surface of this planet, as well as that of the other planet in this system hospitable to living. Those great machines prevented us from gathering resources at the levels of before. Worse, they attacked our ships, destroying most. This one crashed to the planet, its moving ability destroyed, though its armor kept it mostly intact. Our drift was driven underground, and over time, we went quietly onto the surface at night and dragged our ship below the surface, piece by piece, to reassemble it here, so that we could have a living place.”

“How have you survived?” Lisa asked. “How did you…how do you eat?”

“We had sufficient food to last until we reassembled our ship’s lab. After that, we synthesized what we needed.”

Lisa nodded slowly. Synthesized meat. I see. Well, that’s a relief. “There are walking machines like the ones you describe on Eresos—that’s what we call the system’s habitable planet. We named those machines Amblers. But no one has ever seen an Ambler on Alex. This planet, I mean.”

“The machines you call Amblers disappeared very soon before your arrival. We thought you to be another agent of the Meddlers, and so we chose to hide ourselves from you. The Meddlers diminished our drift greatly—we have no more than the forty-two Quatro you see before you—and so we have exercised extreme caution over the last two decades. But when we realized that you three had entered danger on the planet’s surface, we made a decision to bring you here, where you could safely breathe. We could also learn whether you are truly of the Meddlers, and we have decided to base our future actions on the idea that you are not.”

“That is all very informative,” Tessa cut in, “but you still haven’t told us why you need our help.”

“That is simple,” the Quatro said. “The Meddlers came when the reservoirs filled, and they will be filled again in fewer than two orbits. That is when the Meddlers will return, and you can expect to lose your ability to fly through the stars when it happens. We are scared of that day, and we believe that you should be scared also.”

Chapter 41

Collectivist

 

The conversation with the Quatro inside their vessel’s audience chamber had only gotten more interesting after they’d mentioned the Meddlers, who seemed likely to be the creators of the Gatherers and Amblers.

“We’re not really in a position to help anyone,” Lisa had said. “In fact, we were on our way to seek help ourselves—from Habitat 1, one of the four permanent human settlements on this planet. We come from Habitat 2, where a criminal element called Daybreak has taken control. We aim to take it back.”

“Then we will both improve our respective situations,” said Rug, which was the name the midnight-eyed Quatro leader had chosen for herself. “We will do so by helping each other. If we help you retake your home, then perhaps you can help us reach our starship.”

“Wait,” Lisa said. “Starship?”

“Yes. Even though we Quatro took full advantage of the resources collected by the Gatherers, just as you have, we also took caution. Knowing the creators would likely return some day, we concealed a ship in the outer comet belt, as a contingency. If you can help us reach it, then we all can escape.”

“What if we don’t want to escape the Steele System?” Andy said. “What if we decide we kind of like this place, after all?”

Rug looked at Andy for a prolonged period of quiet. “You will want to leave, when the Meddlers come. You will want to leave very quickly.”

After a brief huddle, Lisa, Tessa, and Andy had decided that the deal the Quatro had proposed was much better than they were likely to get. Much better than suffocating on the surface of Alex, certainly.

“And we don’t have to leave Steele,” Lisa said. “As long as we help them reach their ship, we’ll have kept up our end of the bargain. In return, we get Habitat 2 back.”

“How exactly are we going to help them reach the Outer Ring, Lisa?” Andy said. “Do you have that part figured out yet?”

“No,” Lisa said, a little sullenly. “But I will. We have to figure it out, don’t we? This is our only option, now, and to be honest we’re lucky to have it.”

That had decided it. Two days of hasty preparations later, the Quatro vessel’s airlock opened, letting them out into the dark tunnel once more.

So began a very interesting journey.

For one, the Quatro refused to travel by day.

It was summer on Alex, and near the equator as they were, the temperature got as high as twenty degrees Celsius during the day. That level of warmth turned the fullerenes inside the Quatro brain from superconductors into fridge magnets.

Well, not exactly that bad. But near enough.

The Quatro assured Andy that they would be able to fix the beetle’s wheels once they reached it. They were used to repairing things that broke down—it had been the only way they’d survived all these years. Once the beetle was fixed, together the humans and Quatro would press on toward Habitat 2.

Lisa spent the journey mostly exhausted, since Tessa had decided to renew their training program, driving her even harder than before.

She began to incorporate more lucid simulations, and now that Lisa’s implant was properly calibrated to reflect her actual abilities, they were much more challenging and generally more intense.

Even so, after months of Tessa’s tutelage, she found herself way better equipped to grapple with whatever Tessa sent at her, whether it was a whole platoon of Ixa or an Ambler that had malfunctioned and gone on a rampage.

The older woman had totally eradicated the Quatro from the simulations.

“Doesn’t seem right, anymore,” Tessa said, and that was all she had to say on the subject.

It’s all she needs to say.

The Quatro leader spent a lot of time walking alongside Lisa, talking to her over a wide channel, teaching her about their culture as well as giving her a crash course in the nature of the aliens’ powers.

“Incredibly collectivist” was the word Tessa used to describe Quatro social organization, after listening to the leader speak to Lisa enough.

According to the white-haired ex-soldier, “collectivist” meant that individuals of a society placed the interests of the group—“drift,” in this case, Lisa supposed—before even their own needs.

“The polar opposite of the society we’ve set up in the Steele System, basically,” Tessa said. “No wonder our two species don’t get along.”

Lisa had to admit that the Quatro were quite different. Part of her wanted to respect the fact that theirs was a totally alien culture and had no doubt taken the shape it had for a reason.

But on the other hand, she found them extremely odd. The Quatro were so “collectivist” that they didn’t even have names, to begin with!

Once the Quatro realized that having a name was important for communicating with humans, they each chose one for themselves, an exercise they seemed to view as an amusing game.

“What do you call the object that covers a floor?” asked the black-eyed Quatro.

“Uh, carpet?” Lisa said. “A rug?”

The Quatro paused, seeming to consider Lisa’s offering.

“Rug,” she said. “I will be Rug.”

The other Quatro chose similar names, after everyday objects. “Table.” “Faucet.” “Lamp.”

Other than being hilarious, the names also made sense, in a way. They reflected how the Quatro saw themselves: as unremarkable entities that sought to be useful to those around them.

“They’re totally selfless,” Tessa said. “Some people would call that admirable. Although, most of those people live in the Milky Way.”

Even though Lisa thought of Rug as the Quatro “leader,” she wasn’t, not really. The Quatro had no leaders. They each mulled endlessly over what was best for the drift, what the drift needed, and then they spent the rest of their time trying to fill that need as best they knew how. No leader was required for that, apparently.

Lisa’s father had always taught her that selfishness was actually a virtue, which kept a society running smoothly. If everyone pursued their own rational self-interest, then the economy worked itself out, and everyone prospered. Everyone who deserved to, anyway.

In fact, people back in the Milky Way hadn’t properly valued selfishness, and that was a big part of why Darkstream had been forced to leave.

The Quatro don’t have a selfish bone in their bodies, and look how they ended up. Stranded underground on an inhospitable planet, barely kept alive by technology that constantly seemed to be breaking down.

Take the turtle-shaped Quatro vehicle that trundled along behind them as they crossed Alex, which Andy had taken to calling “the Dome.”

It broke down twice during the journey—once because it stalled out while trying to get up a particularly steep hill, and a second time because of a faulty engine part.

The aliens seemed used to occurrences like this, though, since they carried around a considerable store of spare parts, from which Lisa assumed they would attempt to fix the beetle.

The Dome also featured an oxygenated compartment that could hold two Quatro in tight quarters, should their pressure suits fail. The blue Quatro pressure suit was a thing of wonder, even Lisa had to admit. In addition to preventing the wearers from suffocating, it also supplied their bodies with nutrients on the move, kept them hydrated, and converted their waste into energy, which was efficient but also kind of gross.

Even so…

“You’re clearly doing something wrong, to have ended up stranded on Alex,” Lisa told Rug point-blank. “These Meddlers sound like real jerks, but they must have been stronger than you, and that’s probably because they look out for themselves instead of worrying about the needs of others so much.”

“Do you truly believe strength means ignoring the needs of others? If so, perhaps we should have left you and your friends to suffocate on the surface of Alex.” The Quatro translator was getting a lot better, as it collected more data on human language.

“Well, sure,” Lisa said. “But you needed us, or so you said. The Meddlers probably had no need of you.”

“They need us now.”

“They do? For what?”

“To show them mercy.”

Lisa shook her head. “I don’t understand. What do you mean?” Maybe the translator wasn’t working as well as she thought.

“For them to continue living, they will need us to show them great mercy. Because currently, we intend to kill them.”

That, Lisa hadn’t expected to hear from Rug. It sent her into a thoughtful silence, which the Quatro eventually interrupted. “Our first objective is to escape this system, before the Meddlers return. We cannot beat them with our current might. But we can return with more weapons, more ships, and when we do, we can look for clues that will help us track them to their home and make them pay for what they did to us.”

The next day, they found the beetle, which was already covered by an inch-thick layer of blue dust.

Without hesitation, the Quatro got to work.

Chapter 42

Red Company

 

The entire battalion rolled out from Ingress as dawn lit the land with shades of gray.

They’d received word of Quatro moving toward a nearby settlement, called New Gower, and luckily for the settlement, they had a long-standing contract with Darkstream.

While the entire strike force deployed to intercept the Quatro, nothing could travel faster than the mechs, which bounded over the terrain with virtually limitless energy.

That energy worried Gabe, who’d ordered his entire team out of their mechs after they’d finished helping with clean up after the Battle of Ingress. Before bed, he’d subjected them to two hours of hard PT.

The dream did simulate effort and exertion when controlling the mech, however that was balanced out by the mech’s immense power, so that you only felt as taxed as a being the size and strength of a MIMAS mech would feel.

Either way, those actions required nothing of your body, beyond what calories its basil metabolic rate burned through. That meant their bodies would wither away, if they let them.

And part of Gabe wanted to let them. Part of him never wanted to leave his mech, where he dreamed he was mighty, without peer—a dream that happened to be true.

When he looked in the eyes of his team, he saw that sentiment reflected in them, and that only made him even more adamant about making sure they spent ample time actually using their bodies to get some damned exercise.

Originally, he’d only planned to make them do ninety minutes. But after Henrietta took it upon herself to mutter, “Thought we were done with this after training,” Gabe heaped on another thirty.

“I told you I planned to maintain total authority,” Gabe barked, pacing up and down the line of them doing push ups. “Did you think that meant I’d hold your hand while reading you bedtime stories?”

He’d gotten no more complaints, and that satisfied him. So he dropped to the ground and joined them.

Now, the ground rushed past beneath his exquisitely engineered feet, which had better balance than his human ones. They were molded for peerless locomotion.

When the team encountered a copse of trees, instead of bothering to run around, they charged through. A tree of middling size reared up before Gabe, which would have forced him to choose another path, if he hadn’t been willing to barrel straight into it, splintering it into a shower of a thousand fragments.

The Quatro would not stop them, and neither would Eresos. He felt like he’d already bent them both to his will.

Ahead, the tips of the settlement’s buildings crested the horizon, and less than a minute later, they arrived.

The village was surrounded by a ring of Quatro corpses.

Oneiri Team slowed, wary of running into whoever had killed the Quatro, but also of causing undue damage to the property of a Darkstream client as they strode between the buildings.

A village green sat at the center of town, and there they found a foursome of men in motley dress, sitting at a picnic table, each heavily armed.

“Who are you?” Gabe said, the mech amplifying his voice so that it became a deafening bellow. The other mechs spread out, servomotors buzzing as they surveyed the surrounding buildings.

The largest of the men—which was saying something—rose to his feet, hands on hips. Pistols hung from crisscrossed holsters not far from those hands, and the barrel of an SL-17 poked over his shoulder.

“Well, I’m Saul. As for these others, all you need to know is that we’re all soldiers of Red Company.”

“Never heard of it,” Gabe said.

“And I’ll never have to listen to you say that again, will I? You’ve heard of Red Company now, you big metal bastard, and you’ll keep hearing of us. We just finished saving New Gower from the Quatro, and we’re just getting warmed up.”

“New Gower has a contract with Darkstream.”

“Wrong. They had a contract with Darkstream. Now they have one with us.”

“Bull. Why would they break a deal with the leading defense contractor in the system?”

“Little thing I like to call market competition. I know you haven’t had to experience that since arriving in this system, but you’d better get used to it, because our terms aren’t nearly as ridiculous as yours.”

“Our contract contained some pretty serious repercussions for violating it. New Gower’s council knows that.”

Reaching behind his back, Saul unlimbered the assault rifle, holding it casually across his chest. “They also know that we’ll protect them from you, too, if need be.”

Gabe laughed. “You can’t withstand Darkstream. We’ll crush you.”

“Actually, with a war brewing between you and the Quatro, I expect we probably can. But go ahead. Try to fight us. We have contingents stationed all over Eresos. See what happens to the contracts we haven’t poached yet when you leave your clients to the Quatro while you attempt to put us down.”

The other three joined Saul in standing. One of them held a rocket launcher, which he leveled straight at the face of Gabe’s mech.

Richaud stepped forward, leveling twin autocannons at the man threatening Gabe. “Let’s waste ’em, sir.”

“Before you do,” Saul said, “you may want to have another look around.”

Gabe did, and so did the other mech pilots. Men and women as shabbily dressed as the four before them revealed themselves from positions all around—narrow alleys, doorways, rooftops. Most of them bore heavy artillery, including rocket launchers, grenade launchers, and at least two heavy machine guns on tripods.

Gabe turned back to glare at Saul, though of course the man wouldn’t see the expression.

“You haven’t seen what the MIMAS mechs can do,” Gabe growled.

“Neither have you, I expect,” the man said, as calm as ever. “You haven’t experienced their full potential, and neither have you learned their limitations. If you want to see how you do against the heat we’re packing, be my guest. We’re eager for the challenge. But consider what kind of message it’ll send to the clients you have left, when you tear New Gower apart in an effort to get all of us. Consider what Bronson might have to say to you, if you don’t have the brain cells to put it together yourself.”

“How do you know Bronson?”

“We know a lot more about you than you do about us, evidently.”

Even in the dream, Gabe’s body felt hot with anger. But Saul was right. Engaging here, now, without seeing how the board felt about it…it wasn’t a good idea.

“Wait until the Quatro come in force,” Gabe said. “See how cocky you feel then.”

“We’ll take them.”

“You’ll die. You don’t have mechs.”

Saul smiled. “Maybe we’ll end up with some soon enough. Where do you think we got these guns?” The burly man hefted his gun a little. “Stay safe, you hear?”

As Oneiri Team jogged out of New Gower, followed by the raucous laughter of Red Company, Gabe got in touch with Bronson. The man appeared, and the dream rendered him hovering along the ground near Gabe to keep pace.

He flushed scarlet when Gabe told him the news—a rare departure from his usual sarcasm-laced calm.

“How dare they,” he seethed. “They have no idea what’s coming to them! Way tougher men than them have gotten what they deserved after screwing with me.”

“Their leader seemed to imply they got their artillery from Darkstream. I recognized an SL-17 strapped to his back.”

Bronson grimaced, but seemed to take a deep breath, regaining some of his composure. “Like hell they got it from Darkstream. They got theirs the same way the Quatro got theirs—by killing. We’ll deal with this Red Company soon, but we can’t just yet. There are reports of Quatro massing near Plenitos, Roach. We’re expecting an attack—the worst one yet. I need you to assemble the reserve battalion and start making preparations to begin the journey there.”

Chapter 43

So Long as the Walls Hold

 

It had taken a week and a half to get the battalion marshaled and ready for the journey south to Eresos’ capital, with the supplies that such a trip would require.

After that, their nonlinear route through the complex system of Gatherer paths combined with the distance between the two cities meant the journey south lasted nearly two months.

By that time, the siege of Plenitos was already well underway.

Plenitos had been built on a lake, which, Gabe had read on the system net, was larger than the biggest Great Lake back on Old Earth.

Trying to access it by land would have been stupid, given the legion of Quatro that surrounded it, but the aliens had no water craft, giving the mech pilots full access to the city—along with any other human who cared to cross the water. The crossing would take four days, but it was better than getting intercepted by the enemy.

As a barge neared the beach where they waited, Gabe smirked within the dream.

If the Quatro wanted to pull off an actual siege, they’d have to surround the entire lake. No matter how many numbers they have, there’s no way they can support that.

His smirk soon faded, however.

That could mean they don’t expect their siege to last very long. Meaning they think they have a way inside the city.

The city had been built atop solid rock, making tunneling difficult. Maybe the Quatro were too stupid to have figured that out in advance.

And not so long ago, he would have believed that. But not now. The aliens were proving themselves to be more formidable with every passing day.

And the sheer number of them that had gathered to pressure Plenitos—that was the truly staggering thing. On the satellite images of the city and the surrounding area, which Bronson had sent Gabe to review on his implant, the Quatro presence appeared as a single dark mass.

As he stepped onto the sturdy barge, he was surprised to notice Arkady Black standing near the bow.

The man was a fellow Darkstream employee, a captain, and also head of the security force charged with protecting Plenitos. Of every contract the company held in the Steele System, this one was the most lucrative, and the board had trusted Black with its execution. 

Gabe strode over to the man, coming to attention and saluting.

“Not so close,” Arkady said, holding up a warning hand. “Back up a step, Roach. You don’t know how imposing you are inside that thing.”

“Sorry, sir.” Gabe took a step back, bumping into Henrietta Jin, who’d followed too closely behind.

“Hey!” she yelled. “There’s not much room on this tub, you know. Not with all of us here.”

“Shut up,” he muttered, then turned back to face Black. “I’m surprised to find you aboard, sir. We could have easily conducted a war meeting via lucid, or even using our implants.”

Arkady Black barked laughter. “I suppose I should have expected a man who signed up to be a robot would place that much trust in technology. Here’s how this is actually going to go: you’re going to step out of that mech and switch off your implant. Then you’re going to join me belowdecks, in a chamber I’ve had swept for bugs.”

Gabe tried not to sound as hesitant as he felt: “I don’t think the Quatro have the tech to intercept our communications, sir.”

“We don’t know what they have, Roach. They’ve already surprised us a hundred times since last Tuesday. Plus, we have this infernal Red Company to contend with, now, and we already know how crafty humans are.” Black’s bushy eyebrows knitted together. “I’m confident you’ll follow the order I’ve given you, Roach, but I’m beginning to wonder about promptness. Has living inside a hunk of metal made you forget about the importance of the chain of command?”

“No, sir.” Gabe ordered the mech to inject his body with the sedative’s antagonist, and then he crawled backward down the ramp that unfurled to let him out, his legs moving rather stiffly. After spending the journey to Plenitos inside the mech, other than nightly PT with the rest of Oneiri, Gabe had developed a distinct reluctance to leave the machine. Outside it, he felt diminished.

That’s dangerous. After this battle, we need a long break from the MIMAS mechs.

Black met him at the side of the mech, saluting for the first time. Gabe saluted back, which made the captain smile.

“Good to see an actual salute, from an actual human being.” The smile faltered, then, as he caught sight of the track marks dotting Gabe’s bare forearm. “You look like a junkie, son.”

“Part of the job, sir.”

“Hmm.”

The chamber Black had selected for their meeting must have been pretty easy to sweep for bugs, considering how tiny it was. A school desk of a table made for the only furniture, and both men loomed over it, studying a single-use tablet where Black called up battle plans.

“So long as the walls hold, we’re fine, in theory,” Black said, running his finger along the thick, dark line that indicated them. “The Quatro can’t tunnel here, as I’m sure you’ve figured out already, and the walls are strong. But they must be gathering for a reason.”

“Yeah.”

“Either way, we can’t very well let them camp out in front of the walls of Plenitos. The citizens are feeling pretty spunky right now—we’ve rallied them with talk of resistance, justice, and a little vengeance sprinkled in. Even the beggars are getting into the spirit of things. It won’t last, though. Letting Quatro trample the fields in front of Plenitos is a sign of weakness, and one we can’t afford to let go on for long. Darkstream must continue to be seen as the dominant force in the system, which is doubly important with these cursed mercenaries springing up like weeds.”

“Why do you think they’re acting now, sir? They’ve always just roamed the countryside, attacking the weakest villages—the ones too poor to do anything but provide for their own defense.”

Black nodded. “Such as it is. But I’m surprised to hear you asking me this question, Roach. The reverse seems much likelier. You have Bronson’s ear more than almost anyone, and Bronson has the board’s.”

Shaking his head, Gabe said, “You know as much as I do, sir.”

“I see. Well, either way, in my view, the only thing strange about the mercenaries’ behavior is that it no longer serves Darkstream interests.”

Black’s eyes tracked Gabe’s carefully as he answered. “How do you mean?”

“Do you really not know, or are you just playing dumb, son?” Shaking his head, Black said, “Doubt you’d tell me either way. Back when the raiders were roaming the countryside, it served to drive Darkstream contracts, not to mention increasing the money they made from those contracts. Considering that reports say the mercenaries wield mostly Darkstream weaponry, it all kind of fits, doesn’t it?”

“I don’t know about that,” Gabe said with a shrug. “Where else does anyone get guns? The system’s flooded with Darkstream-issue weaponry, sir. We have to make money, meaning we can’t discriminate too much between buyers, though we do run background checks, as you know. But it’s easy enough to fudge a background check. Other than firearms brought to the system from the Milky Way, Darkstream’ s the only game in town when it comes to guns.”

Black nodded. “The company line just rolls off your tongue, doesn’t it? I suppose it would. You have a reputation.”

“For being the first one to step foot on a planet that isn’t located in the Milky Way?”

“For being a brutal dog controlled by Darkstream, who does anything the company demands of him. Absolutely anything, the rumors say.”

Gabe stiffened. “I have a code.”

“Yes, and a pretty easy one to recite, I’d wager. If it makes money, you’ll do it. That about right?”

This time, Gabe answered with only silence. He found himself wishing for his mech.

“Has all that started to catch up with you, yet, son? Everything you’ve done? Because it usually does, for all but the most soulless men. Which are you? Soulless, or do you have a scrap of one left?”

Continued quiet, on Gabe’s part, though he clenched his fists. Usually, others found even his silence intimidating, but not Black. He just stared and stared.

With a glance down at Gabe’s clenched fists, Black nodded, as though having confirmed something. “Yes, I think you probably have a scrap of a soul left. Which means you’re headed for a crash. Try not to bring the rest of your team down when it happens, all right? And if you can muster up the strength of spirit, try not to order them to do something that will damn them forever.”

Without another word, Black exited the tiny chamber, leaving Gabe alone with his scarlet-tinged thoughts. If he’d been inside the dream, everything would have been flashing the color of blood, just as it had at the peak of his bloodlust during the Battle of Ingress.

Gingerly, he dredged up a memory from that same battle, of the flashbacks he’d experienced. Tattered Quatro corpses, strewn across a cave floor. Quatro families. The smell of burnt fur and flesh.

Then he thought of Jess—not of finding her dead, but of the way her hair flicked when she whipped her head around to smile coyly. The faint whiff of perfume whenever he’d passed her on the village green.

He realized, then, exactly why he missed her so much, when no other woman had made him feel that way:

After two long, dark decades of committing atrocity after atrocity for Darkstream—acts that were apparently starting to catch up with him at last—Jess had been the first person to ever make him experience something pure and uncomplicated and good.

He hadn’t deserved to experience that, not since he’d been a child. But Jess had made him feel it all the same. And now the Quatro had taken it from him.

Gabe knew the Quatro had at least some justification for attacking the human settlements on Eresos. Hell, he’d personally provided a fair amount of that justification.

But he didn’t care. The Quatro had also taken Jess from him, and for that reason, he would carry out at least one more horrible act.

He would slaughter every last one of them.

Chapter 44

Shut up and Shoot

 

While startling, the satellite images did no justice to seeing the Quatro horde with his own eyes.

Persistent neutralization fire from the city defenders kept the Quatro away from the walls, forcing them to linger near the edge of the area Plenitos’ council kept cleared of trees.

But now, they had begun to mill about, the mass of them writhing like one gigantic, purple beast.

“They’re about to strike,” Gabe remarked. The surface of the wall’s parapet was barely large enough to accommodate his mech. 

Jake Price stood nearby, and now he turned to face Gabe. “There’s no way they can breach the wall…is there?”

“They’re here, aren’t they? And I just told you they’re preparing to strike. So they must think they can, at the very least. That should trouble us.”

The idea was worrying to everyone, which Gabe could see in the way the soldiers of the garrison shifted their weight from foot to foot, occasionally exchanging nervous glances.

The occasional Quatro attack was the reason Eresos’ two cities had built walls in the first place, and until now, they’d proven fully effective.

Quatro weren’t supposed to be smart enough to try tunneling under them, as they had at Ingress. But they had, and they also made full use of human firearms.

Now, Gabe wondered whether they might have acquired the artillery necessary to bring down Plenitos’ walls.

“We need to be out there,” Price said.

“You’re right,” Gabe said. “Round up the others and meet me outside the walls, now.”

“You’re serious?”

Gabe could only see the outside of Price’s mech, but his very posture conveyed his surprise. “Maintaining total authority doesn’t mean I’m closed off to good suggestions, Price. You should try making them more often.”

“Yes, sir,” Price said, turning. He didn’t bother to make for the long set of stairs they’d used to get up here. Instead, he simply leapt from the wall, crashing to the earth below with a thump that was audible even from sixty-five meters up.

Gabe hailed Arkady Black using his com, who accepted the call. He hadn’t quite forgiven Black for the uncalled-for verbal assault, but the man remained his superior officer, and they still needed to work together as well as they could.

Inside the dream, the man appeared alongside Gabe, atop the parapet.

“Sir, I’m taking my team out onto the field.”

“You’ll be crushed. Incredible,” Black said, shaking his head. “I knew those tin cans had filled you with hubris, but I had no idea how much.”

“I haven’t finished speaking. The Quatro will charge soon, and I want to do everything we can to try to break that charge—or at the very least, take down as many of them as we can. I’m contacting you to request that your men stand by to open the gates at my signal, in time to admit us before the Quatro reach the walls.”

“Ah,” Black said, expression unchanged. “That makes more sense.”

“I imagine it does. But sir, I promise you that you are grossly underestimating the capabilities of the MIMAS mechs. You haven’t seen them in action.”

“I don’t need to,” Black said, raising both hands. “They’re nothing but a gimmick—a marketing gimmick. There’s a reason no one developed them until now.”

“You’re right, there is. But it’s not the reason you think. Unfortunately, the true reason is classified, and unlike me, you’re not authorized to know it.”

“There’s that hubris again. Let’s you and I limit our communication to only what’s needed, shall we, son? I doubt either of us need our blood pressure raised any more than necessary.”

“Works for me,” Gabe said—growled, in truth.

“While we’re at it, why don’t you try acting your age? Black out.” The officer vanished from the parapet.

The sky over Plenitos darkened, and it took Gabe a moment to realize that it was merely a reflection of his mood, and not the weather.

Without further ceremony, he stepped onto the wall’s crenellations and then let himself drop.

Sixty-five meters’ worth of air whistled around his mech’s sensor-covered frame, and his HUD registered the otherwise unnoticeable increase in speed caused by acceleration due to gravity.

He absorbed the force of the fall by instinctively bending his legs, but it was hardly necessary. The mech’s complex system of shocks would have kept him perfectly safe without the maneuver.

The Quatro apparently hadn’t yet noticed his departure from Plenitos.

They will in a second.

Though he knew he should wait, the conversation with Black had once again dredged up unwanted thoughts and memories. The man got to him far more than he should, far more than made sense. But the fact of Gabe’s rage remained, and across the grassy expanse waited the perfect object for it.

Striding forward, he loosed a pair of rockets, then pivoted slightly to loose two more.

They struck seconds later, explosions blossoming from the ground, tossing burnt and mangled Quatro through the air as though they were toys.

That done, he fired six grenades in quick succession. By now, the Quatro were surging across the field toward him, meaning it was virtually impossible for his grenades to have anything but a devastating effect.

And indeed they did. More freshly-made Quatro corpses. Gabe laughed, and in the dream, his laughter shook the world.

All around him, his team began to crash to the ground, one-by-one.

Price shot him a look. “Trying to hog all the fun to yourself, sir?” The comment was delivered as a jest, but Gabe heard the note of concern it contained.

“Shut up and shoot,” Gabe said, running ahead, autocannons spinning faster to send hot lead screaming across the battlefield.

Explosions tore up the ground all along the loose formation of rushing Quatro, tearing the aliens apart, sowing chaos and confusion.

But still they came.

“Sir,” Price shouted a short while later, loud enough for all of them to hear over the explosions and the yipping of the oncoming aliens. “We have to go back!”

Gabe didn’t answer. He continued to visit death upon the enemy. Nothing would stop him from avenging Jess.

Suddenly, Price was at his side, placing a metal hand on Gabe’s bicep. “If we wait any longer, our window will vanish, sir. The guards won’t open the gates.”

Shaking off the seaman apprentice’s hand, Gabe turned back toward the Quatro to continue firing. “Go back, if you want. I’m staying.”

“They’ll overwhelm you, sir. Besides, none of us are going back if you don’t, so they’ll overwhelm all of us. We’ll do a lot more damage in the long run by surviving this opening scuffle, right?”

Mentally shaking himself, Gabe inclined his head. “Yeah. You’re right. Let’s go.”

Together, Oneiri Team ran back toward the gleaming steel walls, where the gates were already open and waiting. But as they neared, those gates started to close, and as the last one through, Beth Arkanian almost got trapped outside.

The gates clanged shut. Overhead, the garrison fired nonstop into the Quatro force.

But down here, just inside the city, his team just stood around and stared at Gabe.

They’re wondering about my ability to command. And they can cut that out right now.

“Remember who maintains total authority over your asses,” he bellowed. “Get back on that wall and rain down hell!”

“Yes, sir!” they said in unison, turning to speed toward the nearest stairwell.

Chapter 45

Act Fast

 

After the Quatro drove Oneiri Team inside the walls of Plenitos, Gabe had expected the aliens to have a swift followup.

“What is this?” Ash Sweeney said over the team-wide channel as she reined havoc on the Quatro below with her grenade launcher. She’d turned out to have a keen sense of where the enemy would be once each grenade exploded, not where they were when she launched it.

Probably from her lucid gaming, Gabe reflected reluctantly. As much as he and other old-school Darkstream operatives liked to look down their noses at it, lucid did teach an undeniable level of situational awareness and ability to prioritize targets.

“What is what?” Tommy Tomlinson asked, and Gabe decided not to interject with his view.

He was still in observation-mode when it came to the dynamics and abilities of his team, and he expected to remain in it for some time. Possibly forever. A good leader only stepped in when absolutely necessary. Constantly micromanaging only taught soldiers to rely on that micromanagement.

“I get that Chief Roach was trying to bait the Quatro by firing on them, but can that really be the only reason they charged? Surely they had a followup plan?”

Inside the mech—inside the dream—Gabe winced. They really needed to come up with some nicknames for everyone on the team, including himself. Having his team refer to him by his rank in battle created too much distance. Nicknames were more valuable for team cohesion than most people assumed.

But I have to let them emerge naturally, too. His old unit had called him Pioneer, but it didn’t feel right to simply order his team to call him that.

“Maybe the Quatro really are as dumb as we thought,” Tommy said.

Maybe. But Gabe doubted it. Still, the Quatro’s behavior made no sense. He’d expected them to have enough knowledge of the terrain to not try digging into the city, so the fact that they hadn’t done that didn’t surprise him, but they didn’t seem to have anything else, other than milling about in front of the city walls and trading shots with the defenders.

Either way, the Quatro offered no shortage of targets, and as he swept their ranks with his autocannons, he watched them bend and fall and break. Part of him rejoiced at the injury and death he dealt, and part of him recoiled in horror.

God, I’m a mess.

Through it all, he could see Jess’s face, and he couldn’t tell whether the expression she wore was approving or disappointed.

Either way, her memory enraged him, driving him to continue exacting his vengeance, no matter how she would have felt about it, no matter whether it was right or not. The madness of battle was upon him, and reason had no part of it.

As he stowed the autocannons by instructing the mech’s hands to reform in front of them, he used those hands to rip his rocket launcher from his back, just in time to loose a rocket at a particularly dense cluster of Quatro.

As he did, the Quatro revealed to him their plan.

The charge did have a purpose, after all. The sea of Quatro that had crashed against Plenitos’ walls was meant to conceal the heavy artillery-bearing individuals among them.

Individual Quatro wearing multiple rocket launchers of their own strapped to their backs leapt over the heads of their fellows with powerful limbs, loosing multi-rocket barrages straight at Plenitos’ walls before landing among their brethren and getting lost in the seething throng.

“Watch where they fall,” Gabe barked at his team. “Anticipate their trajectories. Take them out!”

But try as they might, the Quatro’s tactic was too effective. They were fast, and their fellows maneuvered to give them leeway to quickly change their position once they landed to continue running up and down the battlefield, firing barrage after barrage from random positions.

In the dream, Arkady Black appeared beside Gabe, hands clasped behind his back, looking strangely calm as he peered down at the battlefield, in full view of the enemy.

Or at least, it looked to Gabe like the enemy could easily sight and snipe him.

But he isn’t truly there.

“We seem to have a problem,” Black remarked.

“You don’t say,” Gabe said, following another rocket-launching Quatro’s path and loosing a rocket at where he expected it would be. It didn’t come back up again, and he felt fairly sure he’d finally taken one down.

Of course, another could easily take up its launchers.

Without the benefit of opposable thumbs, Gabe didn’t know how a Quatro could manage to strap the launchers onto its back, but then, they’d clearly managed to get them there in the first place. And the firing mechanism continued to remain a mystery.

“How much punishment like that are these walls built to take?” Gabe asked.

“Not very much at all,” Black said. “The builders never expected the Quatro to have access to rocket launchers, or to have the ability to use them if they did. You need to act fast, Roach.”

With that, Black vanished.

Thanks for the insight, Gabe said, racking his brain for how in hell they were going to prevent this city from falling.

Chapter 46

How Many Teeth

 

The journey back to Habitat 2 hadn’t been as eventful as the journey away from it. They weren’t returning with the reinforcements Lisa had hoped to secure, but…

At least we aren’t coming back alone.

Still, she wondered about just how effective the Quatro would prove against the drug lords’ fighters. They seemed to consider Lisa, Tessa, and Andy as part of their drift, now. And although the Quatro had avoided contact with humans for almost two decades, fearing they were agents of the Meddlers, the quadrupeds’ gentleness and geniality made it hard for Lisa to imagine them waging fierce combat against a determined foe. 

If they proved just as friendly and accommodating toward Daybreak, then regaining Habitat 2 simply wouldn’t happen. Daybreak’s leader, Quentin Cooper, would crush them.

No matter how big the Quatro are…or how many teeth they have…

The Quatro did have incredibly bulky guns that they mostly carried using their Dome. The aliens were fairly closed-mouthed about the nature of their weaponry.

As for the Quatro themselves, they never seemed to tire—either of loping across the landscape of Alex alongside the beetle, or of engaging in long discussions about their culture.

Despite those long, informative talks, Lisa could never quite get an answer out of them about why they’d ended up in the Steele System in the first place. Or about what the home was like that they’d left behind.

Lisa soon tired of trying to sate her curiosity. Despite their politeness, the Quatro could be incredibly evasive when they wanted to, and she knew they used the language barrier to their advantage, even though that was dwindling as the translator got better and better.

Either way, as they drew closer to Habitat 2, she switched to talking about tactics. They would need a plan to retake her home from Daybreak, after all. She hadn’t realized that she actually thought of Habitat 2 as home until someone had taken it from her.

Funny how that works.

“We don’t have the sort of artillery that’ll let us blow open the side of the city,” Lisa said to Rug as she reclined inside their inflatable habitat one morning, following a strenuous PT session under Tessa’s ever-appraising eye. Strenuous, but they didn’t exhaust her like they’d once done. Lisa had gained a new layer of lean mass during her months of training. She hadn’t “bulked up” too much, but she liked how much more toned her body looked in the mirror now, and when she moved she could feel her increased strength in the way her muscles shifted, and the way everything had become much easier.

Rug wasn’t inside the habitat with her—the Quatro were much too large to fit through the airlock. They’d spent the entire journey in their self-sustaining pressure suits, supplemented by their dome-shaped supply vehicle. Lisa communicated with her via radio.

“Even if we did have that sort of firepower, I wouldn’t want to use it,” Lisa went on. “The idea is to retake the city, not kill its inhabitants by blowing open its side in a way that can’t be fixed quickly.”

“The city subsists on the yield of the Gatherers. Does it not?”

“Well, that’s the whole reason for its existence. To intercept the Gatherers and harvest their contents. As far as basic survival…what Habitat 2 can’t grow hydroponically, it gets from the constant supply runs to and from the space elevator.”

“Suffice it to say, then, that if the Gatherers ceased to come with their bounty, those who control Habitat 2 would become upset.”

“I’d say that’s an understatement,” Lisa said. “Cooper would have a fit, according to what Tessa says about him. He’d be ready to kill something. Do you have a way to disrupt the Gatherers, somehow?”

“We do. Before your arrival, we learned to reprogram them. In fact, our doing so is why your Habitat 2 has proven so lucrative. Have you not noticed that the site receives a disproportionate number of Gatherers?”

“We have,” Lisa said, shifting her position on the air-filled couch, which she could never quite get comfortable on. “It’s the entire reason we built the city there.”

“Yes. We also constructed a settlement there, once. And we reprogrammed the Gatherers to come to it in great numbers.”

“Wait a second,” Lisa said, sitting up, the overinflated couch as hard as a rock beneath her. “The Quatro used to have a base where Habitat 2 is now? Why was there no trace of it?”

Rug paused briefly, and then said, “I would posit two theories. One, the constructors of your city concealed from you the remnants of our settlement, which was destroyed by the Meddlers. Two, the Meddlers themselves cleared away all evidence of it ever existing.”

“Why would they do that?”

“I’m not aware of why the Meddlers meddle. But it is how they came to receive the name we gave them.”

“If we reprogram the Gatherers to deliver their payloads to somewhere else, we could starve out Habitat 2 permanently,” Lisa said. “It would become useless to my employer. I can’t do that to the people who live there. A lot of them are my friends, and most of the rest are good people.”

“Worry not. This can be a temporary measure, to remain in effect only until we have forced this Cooper to emerge from your city to confront us. Once we have retaken it, we will help you to increase Gatherer traffic to Habitat 2 even further, and you’ll become wealthy beyond your wildest imaginings.”

“Oh. That sounds pretty good, then.” She also liked the increasingly aggressive language Rug had begun to use.

When they finally reached Habitat 2, they approached it at the time of night when Alex was darkest—a time that changed throughout the year, and one which the Quatro kept careful track of. At this hour, the habitat was just a sprawling, dark silhouette against Alex’s sapphire terrain, devoid of detail.

Under that blanket of darkness, Lisa and her two human companions joined the Quatro in surrounding Habitat 2, to intercept every Gatherer that approached it.

In the frigid air, the Quatro’s powers were at their height. They seized the Gatherers with their superconducting brains, stopping them and forcing them open.

That done, they deposited a very specific amount of Terbium inside each Gatherer.

“This will cause every Gatherer to begin mining from a Terbium deposit fewer than ten kilometers from here,” Rug said. “We have measured these amounts carefully—a single milligram more or less, and the Gatherer would not heed our command.”

“Why will they go to that deposit in particular?” Lisa asked. “Is that the only one on the planet?”

“No. The amount required to indicate a particular deposit is always relative to that deposit’s size. The Gatherers appear to have perfect knowledge of the planet’s composition, but we do not, and determining the correct amounts took tremendous trial and error. Mostly error. But if we knew the correct amount, we could instruct the Gatherer to travel to a deposit on the other side of the planet. And it would.”

“Incredible,” Lisa said. She could appreciate the simplicity—the elegance, even—of the Gatherers’ functionality.

Hopefully retaking Habitat 2 will be that straightforward.

Somehow, she doubted that. Over a week ago, her stomach had begun churning at the thought of the coming battle; her first one, outside of lucid sims. She didn’t count fighting the thugs who’d stolen their beetle as a battle.

That said, she had killed that day, and now, she broke into a cold sweat at the thought that she would soon be called on to do so again, many times over.

Am I ready for this?

She didn’t know. But tomorrow would bring the answer.

Chapter 47

Parabola

 

“I don’t get it,” Tommy Tomlinson said as another rocket hit Plenitos’ walls, shaking it worryingly. He shifted his position on the parapet, gleaming legs flashing in the sun, and answered with rockets of his own. “The MIMAS mechs were supposed to help us win against the Quatro.” Tension and exertion made his voice waver as he continued to pepper the alien horde with explosives. “So why are they about to break through?”

“Doesn’t exactly work like that, Tommy,” Ash said, grunting a little as she ran along the wall to get a better vantage point before spraying a line of Quatro with bullets. “In these mechs, we can take on twenty Quatro each, probably more. But we can’t defeat an army like this by ourselves. Not in enough time to stop them from breaching the walls. The walls were supposed to hold.”

“Shut up,” Gabe barked, annoyance at his pilots’ chatter amplifying his stress. “We don’t have time to stand up here and philosophize about it. We have to do something, now.”

“What would that be, Chief?” Jake Price asked.

“We need to stop defending and start attacking.”

“But Ash just pointed out—”

“I don’t care what she pointed out. I don’t submit my orders to a committee—I give them, and you follow them. Everyone off the walls and follow me into the city.”

“But I thought—”

“Off the walls and into the city!” Gabe yelled, turning to leap from the parapet. The asphalt rushed up to meet him, yet he barely felt a thing upon impact, and he hit the ground running.

Behind him, the team charged after him, finally having ceased their babble.

Within a few minutes, they reached Plenitos’ only launch site, which was intended for situations where someone needed to reach Valhalla fast—like in the event the city was overrun, for instance, and the council felt moved to evacuate without delay.

“We left the battle,” Tommy said, in the tone of someone who’d just spilled his soft drink and had to buy another.

“We’ll be back there very soon,” Gabe said. “Each one of our mechs has the launch capacity to escape a planet’s gravity well and achieve orbit.”

“What does that have to do with the siege?” Henrietta Jin asked.

“Well, if we can attain orbit, then we can definitely launch ourselves over the city walls and come down directly behind the Quatro. From there, we’ll be much closer to the ones with rocket launchers. We can fight our way to them, put them down, then launch ourselves back to safety.”

“Probably singe some Quatro in the process,” Ash said. “I like it. But can you modify the function in time, sir?”

Gabe nodded. “Just need to tweak a few parameters. Give me a second.”

It took more like a minute, which was a minute they couldn’t afford to lose. But given the circumstances, it was pretty quick, and he was proud of how fast he arrived at calculations describing a shallow parabola that would take them over Plenitos’ walls.

“Sending it to your implants now,” he said. “Everyone spread out around the site. That’s against regular procedure, but we need to go together to cut down the Quatro’s reaction time, and our mechs’ armor is strong enough to handle a little rocket exhaust.”

Oneiri Team spread themselves across the launch site in a roughly even distribution. Good enough.

“All right,” he said. “Engage rockets on my mark. One…two…mark!”

The thrusters in his mech’s legs flared to life, and Gabe left the ground with startling speed. He barely cleared the roof of a warehouse, and then the city hurtled past below him.

Within seconds, his flight crested, directly over the wall.

Then, he passed the teeming mass of Quatro.

Then…

Then, he descended into the woods, having overshot his target.

Damn it, he thought as he crashed through the foliage, hitting the ground and rolling several meters before coming to a rest against one of Eresos’ countless leafless trees.

He’d sorely miscalculated. All around him, the other mechs collided with the ground, making it rumble.

“Back!” Gabe ordered. “We have to go back!”

But the Quatro had seen them land—and heard them, probably. Dozens of them charged into the woods in chase, and soon Oneiri was fighting them among the trees, desperately trying to push back toward Plenitos.

Chapter 48

Makeshift Tank

 

As shadows lengthened rapidly all across Alex’s landscape, Andy drove the beetle toward Habitat 2 at a stately pace.

Lisa sat beside him, the intercom raised to her lips, ready to broadcast over shortwave.

Finally, a form of communication that doesn’t rely on satellite.

Although she’d accepted that Darkstream maybe didn’t have the situation in Habitat 2 completely under control, she was still an employee of the company, and she intended to invoke that authority now.

They crested a rise that brought Habitat 2 into sight, and Lisa could make out more of it in the twilight. She hadn’t seen it from outside very often. Few did, other than the beetle drivers. It wasn’t built with aesthetics in mind, not the outside view anyway, but even so, Lisa thought it was beautiful.

The way its gunmetal gray flowed into Alex’s blue in the waning light. The way it sprawled across the terrain, with antennae, satellite dishes, and observation towers distributed across it at random intervals—the spires mostly offered a view of the planet itself, not of the habitat, though you could catch glimpses of it from them.

You couldn’t see it like this. Not like she was seeing it. And in that moment, Lisa came to love and miss her home even more.

I’m so close, yet regaining Habitat 2 will not be easy.

The beetle rolled to a halt, and Lisa depressed the slim red button that would broadcast her voice to Daybreak—and to any Habitat 2 inhabitants listening over the wide channel.

“This is Seaman Lisa Sato. I have M-level Clearance and I operate with the full authority of Darkstream Security to dispense and execute justice as I deem necessary. You have unlawfully captured Habitat 2, a settlement in which Darkstream Security possesses a controlling interest. I hereby order you to surrender and turn Habitat 2 back over to company constables and also to the council. You have five minutes to reply.”

Replacing the intercom, she glanced at Andy, who offered a small grin that didn’t hold much heart. “Think they’ll listen?”

Lisa paused. “No. But I have to give them a chance.”

“Do you? I don’t recall anything in the employee handbook about showing mercy to gangsters who mess with company property.”

“You’re right…but I have to anyway. For me.”

“I see.”

Five minutes passed, during which Daybreak failed to contact them. She raised the intercom once again, and was about to speak when the dashboard speaker crackled to life.

“How did you survive?” a gruff voice said.

“Who am I speaking to?”

“Quentin Cooper. Answer my question.”

She pressed the red button. “I’m not inclined to give you any information, Cooper. Submit to my requirements, or face the consequences.”

“What consequences? You’re out there. We’re in here. You can suffocate, for all we care.”

But Lisa heard the note of uncertainty in his voice. She drew a deep breath. “No doubt, by now, you’ve noticed the total shutdown of Gatherer traffic to Habitat 2. We did that. If you won’t surrender, if you want the flow of resources to resume, then you’ll at least have to come out here and face us. Without the Gatherers, you’ll have no leverage with Darkstream at all. They’ll devote considerable resources to exterminating you.”

Another silence—and this one lasted almost twenty minutes. Andy kept the beetle at the top of the rise.

From where they sat, they could see two vehicle bay doors, and at last, one of them opened to admit a beetle that had been outfitted with heavier armor than was usual for the transport vehicles, along with plenty of artillery.

Alongside that makeshift tank marched an entire platoon of pressure suit-clad figures, who also carried their share of guns.

“All right,” she said, her voice a little breathless. Her skin had begun to crawl with the prospect of imminent battle, and she felt like she couldn’t inhale enough oxygen, no matter how deeply she breathed. “We need to move.”

Chapter 49

Steam

 

A Quatro charged at Jake, leaving a faint trail behind it inside the dream—an effect he hadn’t noticed before, which he attributed to the alien’s speed.

He pivoted behind an unusually large tree, with a quickness that still surprised him, given the mech’s bulk. The maneuver forced the Quatro to veer to the right, leaving its muscular haunches exposed to Jake’s heavy machine gun.

It made short work of the beast.

He heard the next attackers before he saw them. They hit him from two new angles, outside his field of vision, and for a moment, he couldn’t move enough to bring one of his weapons to bear.

Screaming with the effort, he shoved his weight to the right, knocking one weighty alien aside and extending his right bayonet to drive it into its flank. As fast as he could, he stabbed it twice more before pushing it away.

The other Quatro pounced on him from behind, pinning him to the ground while it raked knife-like claws across Jake’s back, sending spasms of pain through his body.

Nothing seemed effortless, inside the mech—the dream saw to that. Yes, his strength was increased a hundredfold at least, but he still experienced every exertion as though it was his own.

Because it was his own.

He pushed against the ground, flashing back to the intense PT Roach had subjected them to, trying his best to make them wash out.

The strain made him grunt. You’re going to wash out if you can’t do this, he told himself, and it occurred to him then that making Oneiri Team had been just as important as his own survival. More important, maybe. Because being an ongoing part of Oneiri ensured his sister would get the medical attention she so sorely needed.

He heaved upward, shifting the Quatro enough that Jake got his left leg underneath him.

That did it. Surging upward, he turned to aim a flamethrower at the beast—better suited to close-range than the autocannon, which would require time to engage and spin to life.

A gout of fire took the Quatro in the side and belly, causing it to recoil, screeching as its flesh sloughed off. Jake finished it with his heavy machine gun.

Scanning the trees for his next opponent, Jake noticed that the patches of sky between the forest canopy were flashing red.

That’s me, he realized. I’m doing that. The sky is reflecting my anger.

Most of his anger wasn’t for the Quatro, either—it was for Gabriel Roach. Twice now, the chief had miscalculated, landing the team in a position that detracted from the battle effort rather than enhanced it.

He didn’t care whether that was due to the newness of the mechs. If that was the case, Darkstream should never have deployed them this early, and Gabe should never have supported them in doing so.

To Jake, Gabe represented Darkstream. As far as he was concerned, they were one and the same in their eagerness to push new technologies before they’d been properly tested.

As a result, here they were, too far from Plenitos’ walls, which were about to fall.

Almost on cue, the sound of a rocket hitting the walls reached him, followed by a prolonged screeching sound. Another rocket exploded. Then another.

“What was that?” Tommy screamed over the team-wide as he grappled with a Quatro nearby, finally managing to throw the thing into a tree before turning to confront the next. The first Quatro snapped the tree clean in half.

Before answering, Ash drove her bayonet deep into an alien that had reared up before her on its hind legs. She eviscerated it.

“Pretty sure that was Plenitos’ walls,” she said.

Ash was between Jake and Tommy. Three more Quatro emerged from the trees, then, all converging on her.

Jake ran as fast as he could toward her, but as he approached, she fended off one with a savage swipe of her bayonet while peppering the next with her heavy machine gun.

The first Quatro balked, giving Ash a window to turn her gun on it, planting her next round into its skull. When the third Quatro charged, she ducked low, and the alien soon found itself flipping through the air.

By the time it hit the ground, Ash was already opening fire with both autocannons.

“Damn,” Jake said as he reached her. “Nice going.”

“Oh, that? I was just blowing off some steam.”

“Hey,” Tommy said. “Maybe that can be your nickname, Ash. Steam. You sure moved through those Quatro like you were steam, or smoke or something.”

“Steam.” Ash’s mech cocked its head to its side. “Could be worse.”

“Uh huh,” Jake said. “We need to get to the walls, you two. Pronto.”

The trio dashed through the trees, and when they emerged from the tree line, they found Gabriel Roach standing just outside it, massive hands at his sides, staring at a quickly emptying field.

A wicked rent had opened in the city walls, splitting it almost in two, with only the topmost portion still joined.

The gap was wide enough for three Quatro to charge through abreast, and the massive horde was bunched at the walls, waiting their turn to enter, ignoring the smattering of gunfire from those defenders that had managed to retain their posts.

But that wasn’t what caused Jake’s ears to start ringing with rage. It was the fact that Roach just stood there, staring, not even bothering to fire on the bunched-up Quatro.

“Come on!” Jake growled, barreling toward the gap, both autocannons spinning up to send twin streams of hot lead across the field.

Chapter 50

A Losing Engagement

 

Commander Benjamin Clifford fought to regain his battle calm as Quatro after Quatro poured through the opening they’d made with their endless rocket barrage.

The original plan had been for Clifford’s battalion to push out of the city gates once Roach and his team had managed to neutralize the Quatro rocket launchers. They’d expected that effort’s success to enrage the Quatro, turning their focus on the mechs.

But when they’d overshot their mark, Clifford had known immediately that the walls would be breached. With that in mind, he made the snap decision to keep his battalion inside Plenitos, ready to deploy to wherever the Quatro managed to break through.

And so here they were—a significant portion of Darkstream’s reserve forces, known through the company as the Force Multipliers, all arrayed in a wide arc to gun down the Quatro as quickly as they came through.

Or at least, to attempt that. The aliens were proving just as resilient as always. At first, the combined fire of five mortars, ten heavy assault weapons, two tanks, and three platoons’ worth of soldiers with fully replenished kits had managed to keep the Quatro at bay.

Soon, though, the aliens began to use their dead fellows as cover, crouching behind them to fire on the defenders.

One of the tanks tried switching from kinetic penetrators to explosive anti-tank rounds. Clifford thought that seemed like a good idea, on the surface at least. The Quatro certainly had tank-like qualities.

And the first round did significant damage to the massive Quatro, obliterating one of them in a spray of viscera while debilitating two more.

The second shot missed its target, however, hitting the city wall instead and widening the gap even further. That made Clifford curse under his breath.

Just what we needed.

It was especially vexing, since Darkstream’s tanks were known for their pinpoint accuracy, especially at relatively close range like this.

That means the gunner screwed up.

A Quatro with a rocket launcher made it through, then, getting off two shots before Clifford’s people put the thing down.

The first shot went high, crashing into the upper floor of a supply depot, but the second took out a squad’s worth of tightly bunched soldiers.

That seemed to do it. The Force Multipliers were highly trained, and they’d seen plenty of fighting during the initial colonization of Eresos. Hell, a lot of them had once been UHF soldiers, with long histories of fighting insurgents in the Milky Way’s Bastion Sector.

Still, they knew a losing engagement as well as anyone, and as more and more Quatro made it into Plenitos, the line started to buckle, and the Force Multipliers began to lose their superior firing arc.

If I don’t do something right now, this is going to turn into a rout, and I’ll be commander of nothing but a corpse pile.

“Fall back!” he screamed over the battalion-wide channel.

The reserve forces did not need to be told twice. They began retreating to the protection of the buildings behind them, the tanks rolling backward while firing off round after round, and the soldiers inching backward, doing their best to keep the Quatro at bay all the while.

Chapter 51

Attack Angle

 

They’d chosen the angle of their approach to Habitat 2 carefully, and as the Daybreak force neared, Andy inched the beetle backward through a shallow valley, gradually picking up speed.

The valley was already completely dark, and within minutes, so would be the rest of Alex. Parallel rows of hills comprised the valley, one side higher on average than the other, which formed a corridor between them. It was through that corridor that Andy now accelerated backward.

The drug lord’s cronies obliged them by following.

“You’d better get going,” Andy said. “If you wait any longer, they’ll have a firing solution on you. Plus, the beetle’s only picking up speed.”

“Where’d you learn the term ‘firing solution?’” Lisa said, grinning at him.

He smiled back, and this time it wasn’t as half-hearted as before. “Maybe I’ve been listening in on your sessions with Tessa.”

She laughed, surprised to find herself enjoying a conversation with Andy. “I imagine that was tiring all by itself. All right. Crack open the hatch.”

Double-checking her pressure suit, she made her way to the vehicle’s rear, where a sliver of waning sunlight had already appeared.

She’d tried to seem nonchalant to Andy, but she’d used her joking to cover up how terrified she felt. Her stomach was performing flip-flops as she grasped the handholds halfway up the beetle’s hatch and hoisted herself up.

Head emerging, she swallowed hard as she eyed the terrain, which suddenly seemed pretty far below.

What if I screw up the landing? What if my suit gets compromised?

But she couldn’t wait any longer. If she did, it wouldn’t just be her suit that got compromised.

Pulling herself up the rest of the way, she balanced on the lip of the beetle’s hatch before leaping sideways, plummeting two meters before tucking into a roll and coming up unscathed, other than an aching shoulder—the one that had borne the brunt of the fall, since she’d had to lean that way to prevent the sniper rifle strapped to her back from digging into the ground and botching the maneuver. Still, the forward momentum had spared her any serious injury.

No time to stand around congratulating myself.

She sprinted toward the nearest hills under the cover of what was now total darkness, to find a suitable vantage point as fast as she could.

The Quatro were distributed all along the hills on both sides of the valley, though Lisa didn’t encounter a single one as she slipped out of sight of the approaching enemy.

She swept the terrain with her gaze, spotting at least three places that offered good cover.

None of them held the hulking aliens.

Maybe those places don’t offer quite enough cover for a giant quadruped.

That was possible. But the fact that she couldn’t see any of her allies only heightened her tension, making the base of her throat clench, as it usually did when she felt extremely stressed.

Of course, Tessa had stressed her out plenty of times—during PT in the cramped beetle, during target practice, and especially inside the panicked lucid sims she was so good at concocting.

This is just like that. I didn’t let Tessa get the best of me. And I won’t let Quentin Cooper, either.

Instead, she ran for the cover closest to the approaching enemy, unlimbering her sniper rifle from where it was slung across her back—they’d recovered it from one of the thugs she’d killed in the firefight out in the middle of Alex’s nowhere.

She also had her SL-17, though she hoped to prevent the enemy from getting close enough to make her use that.

Carefully raising her head just enough to see the approaching soldiers, as well as the modified beetle they surrounded, Lisa settled the rifle directly on the rock, peering into the scope and covering one of the lead soldiers with her crosshairs.

The enemy was nearing the location that she, Tessa, and Rug had identified as the optimal spot to engage them.

Lisa’s first shot would serve as the signal to the others to commence firing. But if the Quatro had truly abandoned her…

If that had happened, Lisa would surely die.

But she had to trust someone, and she knew she didn’t trust Darkstream quite as much as she once had. She loved her job, and she loved the work the company did, but she’d truly expected them to help the people of Habitat 2. Instead, they’d done nothing. So far, at least.

And she knew if she let fear prevent her from firing, or even just from firing on time, this battle would not end well.

I need to trust someone. Don’t I?

She exhaled steadily, slowly squeezing the trigger, just as Tessa had taught her.

Her bullet took the soldier in the neck, and he dropped like a sack of rocks. That caused the other soldiers to tense up, peering around wildly.

Some of them drew closer to the beetle, but they didn’t seem to know which direction the shot had come from, so they couldn’t figure out which side of the beetle offered actual cover.

As Lisa smoothly switched targets and fired again, the enemy began to figure out where the preparation fire was coming from.

Where are the Quatro?

The answer to that question came as quickly as she asked it. Crackling beams of energy lanced out from multiple directions, lighting up the darkness all along the hills. Five soldiers went down in quick succession, their pressure suits charred where they were struck. With any luck, the suits were also compromised.

Energy weapons. So that’s what those strange guns were.

She was relieved that the Quatro had begun to engage, and also pleased by the disorienting effect it was having on Cooper’s fighters, who milled around the beetle, firing wildly into the hills at random.

Her relief was short-lived, however, as the enemy beetle’s main gun turned toward her.

They figured out my location, she realized, just as the beetle began to fire.

Chapter 52

Beating Heart

 

Jake pounded through the city streets, frantically searching for Quatro to kill. He’d just finished dealing with a group of five of them, but it had taken way too long, and he’d narrowly dodged a direct hit from a rocket in the process. Even though the MIMAS mech had withstood a close-proximity grenade blast just fine, he still wasn’t eager to find out whether it could endure quite the level of punishment a rocket would provide.

I can’t believe this. They’re inside Plenitos…

The city was the de facto capital of the Steele System. Sure, maybe an argument could be made for Valhalla claiming that title, but no one outside the space station was likely to accept that.

No, Plenitos was the place that had the most ordinary people, living together, working together—and now, dying together.

As Jake hunted through the city streets, he encountered an alarming number of human corpses. Most of them weren’t soldiers, either. They were just normal people who’d been caught outdoors when the Quatro breached the walls. Many of them wore clothes that were little more than rags.

If Plenitos falls, we lose Eresos.

Jake didn’t know that for sure, but it made a lot of sense. Sure, Ingress had the space elevator, but this was the capital. Plenitos was the beating heart of the human presence on the planet.

“Help us!” a voice cried out, echoing between the buildings. “Someone, please!”

He had difficulty discerning the source of the plea, but his implant dutifully assisted, indicating the direction by assigning a green haze to a nearby alley mouth while washing the rest of the world in blue.

Jake didn’t wait. He pounded toward the alley, turning the corner to find two Quatro trying to get at four survivors halfway up a fire escape: a family of four, with two small children huddled against their parents in fear.

The fourth flight of stairs had been blown apart, probably by a Quatro rocket, and the pair of aliens were trying their best to access the family, with one of them leaping and snapping with its jaws while the other attempted to squeeze between the narrow railings.

Both had guns strapped to their backs, but for some reason they weren’t firing. Probably, they were out of ammo.

Jake didn’t waste time trying to figure that out. Wary of damaging the fire escape further, he decided to forego his artillery in favor of bayonets, which he extended fully, locking them in place as he sprinted toward the Quatro.

He screamed as he ran, which served to divert the aliens’ focus onto him. The one that had been attempting to jump high enough to catch one of the humans in its jaws now turned to face Jake, squaring its shoulders.

Jake crashed into the beast, sending it back into the fire escape, which groaned worryingly.

So much for not endangering it. He still wasn’t as used to the mech as he would have liked. Nor was he used to its power.

Grabbing the Quatro by one of its forelegs, he swung it around, tossing it down the alley and forcing it to scrabble for purchase on the cobble before charging at Jake again.

He moved to meet its charge, but the other alien had extricated itself from the fire escape, pouncing on him from behind. For a moment, he was sandwiched between the snarling creatures.

His blade found the first Quatro’s leg, quickly cutting to the bone. It yelped, backing off enough for Jake to whip around and hack at the other.

The alien dodged the first blow, but Jake pivoted to plunge his bayonet deep into his adversary’s shoulder, following it with the other blade, which he buried in the Quatro’s head.

Wrenching both weapons from his defeated foe, he turned to find the other Quatro had left the alley, leaving a trail of blood behind.

Above, the adults studied him warily, while their children buried their faces in the folds of their clothes and refused to look at Jake’s mech.

“Come with me,” Jake said, as gently as he could. “I’ll see you to safety.” They hesitated, and he added: “Come on, now. We don’t have much time.”

Finally, they listened, the dark-haired mother and father carefully descending the stairs to join Jake on the ground. “Thank you,” the woman said. From their parents’ arms, the children still wouldn’t look.

Before the battle, Roach, Black, and Clifford had developed a plan for safeguarding Plenitos’ citizens, which had been based on a modified version of a scheme the council had already had. It involved shepherding everyone inside nuclear-hardened shelters, where they would hide until the Quatro were rooted out.

But no one had actually expected the aliens to breach the city walls, least of all its citizens, who had always felt more or less invincible inside Plenitos.

Not anymore.

And that wasn’t all. The city also had an ample helping of homeless people, be they mentally ill, disabled, or just elderly and alone. It was highly likely that many of them hadn’t even been aware of the attack until the Quatro were already in the streets. They were Plenitos’ abandoned people, and now they paid the most dearly for the failings of the city’s so-called defenders.

The city council had certainly been well aware of the Quatro threat. Forty minutes before, Jake had spotted them leaving in an emergency evacuation rocket, bound for Valhalla, where they would no doubt wait in comfort until this was all over, one way or another.

The family he’d saved didn’t seem poor—just unlucky.

They could have been unluckier.

Jake had memorized the locations of the city’s ten shelters, and as he led them to the nearest one, they didn’t encounter any more Quatro.

“Thank you,” the mother repeated, just before they entered the safety of the shelter. The father just stared at him, hollow-eyed, and the children continued to cower.

“Make sure those doors are secure when I leave,” Jake said, turning to sprint through the streets in search of his next target.

Or, more likely, another family to save.

“Price,” Roach said to him inside the dream, and Jake could tell it was a reconstruction of his voice, derived from a subvocalization.

“Yeah?”

“You’re out of position. There’s a host of Quatro in the northwest quadrant. I need your help taking them out.”

Roach seemed to have recovered from the trance Jake had found him lost in, outside Plenitos. Around twenty minutes ago, Jake had glimpsed the chief across one of the city’s squares, engaging a group of six Quatro with a savagery Jake hadn’t witnessed from his commanding officer before.

“Sir,” Jake said, “there are people still outside the shelters. Families. I just helped a family of four to safety, and I was about to look for more.”

“Price, get your ass over here now. I’m aware you think you know battle better than I do, but if we waste our time trying to escort individuals to safety, the Quatro will burn Plenitos to the ground. Do you get that?”

Jake took a deep breath. He wanted to call Roach out, but he knew his CO was right. All of Plenitos’ families would die if they couldn’t retake the city from the Quatro. Fighting them was how he could serve its citizens best. Roach obviously knew that.

Better than I do, clearly.

Jake claimed to want to help his sister get better, and yet he was playing fast and loose with his career by bucking Roach’s orders. Sooner or later, he realized, that would catch up to him—it could even result in his mech getting taken away, no matter how high his skill level.

That prospect frightened him almost as much as the idea of his sister dying—a comparison that was frightening in itself.

I need to start doing as I’m told more. Even if the orders seem like they suck sometimes.

It didn’t mean he intended to go along with what his superiors wanted every time…but he needed to choose his battles, at the very least.

“I understand, sir,” he said to Roach. “I apologize. I’ll be right over.”

Chapter 53

Fear and Revulsion

 

The shot from the beetle’s main gun sheared off half of Lisa’s cover, showering the rest with rubble big enough to crush her skull.

Luckily, she was elsewhere when it hit— several meters to the left, to be specific, where she’d leapt as the beetle fired.

She didn’t stop there, though, knowing that any shrapnel could easily tear a hole in her pressure suit. Instead, she continued scrabbling away, breaking into a run once certain she was completely out of the enemy’s view.

Remembering the other vantage points she’d scouted before engaging the enemy, she ran toward the farthest one, judging that the nearest was far too close. The Daybreak fighters would probably expect her to pop up near her original position. Instead, she ran as fast as she could across the uneven, hilly terrain—blue dust kicking up all around her.

Her heart hammered away in her chest, partly from exertion, partly from her ongoing terror. On top of that, her throat clenched so tightly she worried about airflow, though that was probably irrational.

What isn’t irrational about today? Nothing. The fear and bloodlust that gripped her, the fact that she was called upon to shoot and kill human beings—none of that made any sense.

Nevertheless, it was how the universe had shaken out today, and the death she dealt would mean freedom for her neighbors inside Habitat 2.

Providing I deal enough of it.

As she reached her destination, after a headlong dash that had seemed to last far too long, she realized that she would never overcome the fear and revulsion battle caused her to feel. Being an effective soldier meant fighting on in spite of those feelings.

And administering justice meant becoming nearly as monstrous as those to whom you meted it out.

Maybe just as monstrous.

She settled her sniper rifle atop the rock at her new vantage point and surveyed the carnage in the valley. The Daybreak fighters still didn’t seem to know quite what to do.

Some of them still circled their beetle, seeking safety where there was little to be had. Others stood in full view, returning fire until a Quatro energy beam cut them down.

Others charged for the hills, to seek cover themselves, no doubt—and to root out their assailants.

Something crunched behind Lisa, and she turned to behold an enemy soldier, combat knife in hand.

She had no time to draw her SL-17. Instead, she whipped the sniper rifle around as he sprang toward her. The long barrel caught him in the chest, and she pulled the trigger, blowing him back to land on the sapphire ground, where he ceased to move.

Taking a deep breath, she studied him a second longer. He had a pistol, which she would collect from his corpse on her way to the next vantage point, but no doubt he’d foregone using it for the sake of remaining stealthy.

A miscalculation, as it turned out.

Turning back to the battle, Lisa drew a bead on a soldier who was running toward the hills on the opposite side of the valley. She fired, missed, then took a moment to steady her breathing.

She fired again. Her target dropped.

A bullet hit her in the chest, and it was her turn to fly backward, landing partially on the man she’d downed. Darkstream pressure suits were woven with para-aramid fiber in areas that covered vital organs, and so unlike her late adversary, she survived.

Sure hurts like hell, though.

She struggled to her feet, wheezing, but willing herself to stagger on in search of more cover from which to fire. There was nothing else she could do.

“Lisa,” Tessa’s voice said, reconstituted from subvocalization.

“Yes?” she grunted. “What?”

“Just checking you’re safe. And warning you.”

“Warning me?”

“Another group just came out of Habitat 2. Just as big as the first. Get ready, girl. This isn’t nearly over yet.”

Chapter 54

Sharing

 

Phineas Gage did not like to stand idle behind his bar. He always tried to be doing something, whether it was wiping down the counter, cleaning out a glass or—better—pouring someone a drink.

He realized that made him the most stereotypical alien-planet sealed-habitat bartender in history, but he didn’t care. A few stereotypes existed for a reason. Not many, but a few. And the cheerful, hardworking bartender was one of them.

So he didn’t like to stand idle.

But that was exactly what he was doing. Ever since Bob O’Toole walked into the Dusty Bucket bristling with guns.

“Where’d you get those?” was his first question.

“Where does anyone get them in the Steele System?” O’Toole grunted. “Found them under a bush. Dug them out from between the cushions of my couch.”

“There aren’t any bushes in Habitat 2,” Phineas muttered.

“You know what I mean.”

He wasn’t sure he did. But that wasn’t unusual, when it came to Bob O’Toole. What was unusual—highly unusual—was that O’Toole seemed as sober as a Mormon judge.

Phineas decided to try another line of inquiry. “What are you doing with all those guns in my bar?” he asked.

“Sharing,” O’Toole said. Shifting some of his load from one arm to the other, he held out a rifle by its stock.

“And why would I want to take that from you, Bob?”

“Because we’re going hunting, you and me. Hunting us some Daybreak asshats.”

“You’re crazy. There are two-hundred of them and two of us. If we start taking out Daybreak members, we’ll get gunned down faster than we can say boo.”

“There were two-hundred of them. At least a quarter of them are dead by now, and most of the rest are out on Alex, fighting.”

“What in Sol are you talking about?”

“My girl Lisa Sato. She’s done it.”

“She’s not your—” Phineas stopped himself, shaking his head. One thing at a time, Phin. “What do you mean, done it? What has she done?”

“Brought back reinforcements, is what she’s done! I heard her over the short-wave, giving an ultimatum to those Daybreak jerks, real steely like. Reminded me of Tessa Notaras, and I wouldn’t be surprised if she’s out there, too. We’re taking back this town, Gage. Now take the damned gun.”

Still, Phineas hesitated, studying O’Toole’s gap-toothed grin, trying to decide whether the old lech had finally lost it.

“How do you know a quarter of Daybreak’s people are dead?”

“Got a nerd to hack the exterior feed. They got one hell of a battle brewing out there, Gage. It’s time we got one started in here.”

He’d heard enough. Phineas pushed away the rifle O’Toole was offering him. “Get that away from me,” he said.

Then he plucked another firearm from where it dangled at O’Toole’s hip. “I’m taking the Uzi.”

Chapter 55

Take No Prisoners

 

The Battle for Habitat 2 dragged on through the night.

Darkstream pressure suits could hold three doses of stims, and well before the eastern sky began to brighten, Lisa used them all.

How long have we been fighting? It seemed like eight hours at least, and it probably was. Maybe more.

The Daybreak beetle had trundled up and down the valley for the first part of the battle, providing a focal point for the enemy’s defense against Lisa, Tessa, and the Quatro.

The second group of fighters to emerge from Habitat 2 had no beetle—probably they hadn’t modified a second one, and unmodified beetles were next to useless in traditional combat, which was why Andy had long since driven to safety.

The Daybreak reinforcements moved to back up their lone beetle, but shortly after, Lisa had finally managed to secure a vantage point close enough to make a move against it. She’d ripped a grenade from her suit’s waist, pulled the pin, and lobbed it as hard as she could, spraying the Daybreak soldiers with bullets as it flew.

They returned fire, and she ducked, but then they realize what she’d done, and the shooting stopped.

Peeking over the rise, Lisa saw them fleeing from the beetle as fast as they could.

Did I…?

Fire had blossomed from underneath the enemy beetle, spreading across the ground and lighting up the night. The rear hatch opened, and three figures leapt free of the vehicle, two of them landing upright to join the others in fleeing. The third went sprawling on the ground, leg twisting, followed by an attempt to crawl away from the fire as fast as possible.

The enemy beetle hadn’t exploded, but it was clearly disabled, and it had ceased to be an effective rallying point for the Daybreak fighters.

After that, they scattered into the hills.

Lisa strapped her sniper rifle to her back once more, after that. It was useless, but she didn’t want to abandon it, for fear that the enemy would pick it up and use it to their advantage later.

That had been hours ago. Now, she stalked through the hills, suit audio jacked up to amplify any and all sounds.

On her way down a shallow hill, she nearly stepped on a Daybreak thug hiding in a crevice. He spotted her around the same time she did him, and he managed to get his gun out, but Lisa put a round each in his neck and chest before he could fire. He slumped back into his hiding spot and moved no more.

When she picked up his pistol, she found that it had a silencer, and so she clipped her assault rifle to her pressure suit, holding the pistol before her instead.

This part of the battle was the tensest yet—the protracted creeping through pitch-dark hills, forever hunting for an enemy that was hunting her. Every sound made her twitch. Including her own footfalls.

A noise made her spin around, and she tried to track the source with her pistol’s muzzle.

Just some skittering rocks.

Then another Daybreak fighter appeared before her. The woman got off a round, but she was clearly as excited as Lisa, and the shot went wild.

Lisa took full advantage, bringing her pistol up and firing twice. One shot missed, but the other took her target in the shoulder.

Staggering backward, the woman managed to raise her gun once more.

A shot went off, and Lisa dropped to the ground at the same time, so that the bullet went over her head.

On her stomach, she couldn’t raise the pistol’s barrel enough to hit any vital organs, but she fired at her target’s shins, and one of her bullets must have hit. Her adversary fell to the ground, clutching at her right leg. Lisa regained her feet.

“Please,” the woman said over an unencrypted channel. “Mercy.”

“I—” Lisa shook her head. “I can’t. We don’t have the ability to take prisoners, and I have no reason to trust you. I can’t just leave you here.”

“Take my guns. What am I going to do? Look at me. I’ll probably die anyway, if my suit doesn’t manage to seal the holes you put in me.”

Lisa raised her gun to point at her enemy’s head.

I’d be letting everyone in Habitat 2 down by not doing this.

Her finger shifted on the trigger, began to squeeze…

She eased up. “Toss away your weapons, slowly, so I can see what you’re doing.”

“Okay. Yes. Thank you.” The woman did as she was told, and Lisa stepped forward, kicking away the weapons even farther.

“Is your suit sealing properly?”

“I—I think so.”

“All right.” Lisa sighed. Again, she’d almost let her fear push her into doing something that wasn’t her. Her fear of defeat, of failing everyone she knew.

That wasn’t enough to compromise who she was. It couldn’t be. Yes, she’d fought hard today. Yes, she’d killed people, for the first time in her life. But she still clung to the belief that she was a good person.

She glanced around at their surroundings, keeping her pistol leveled at her prisoner, ready to swing it around to point at a new target if one appeared.

Now what?

She couldn’t carry the woman’s weapons. Not while continuing to fight. And she couldn’t leave her here with them.

In the east, the sky had begun to brighten. At first, that made Lisa glad, but then she realized…

Oh God.

The Quatro would be rendered useless during the daylight. They wouldn’t be able to bear the weight of their enormous weapons, nor could they repair their pressure suits if they tore. If Lisa, Tessa, and the Quatro couldn’t end this battle fast, at best they would lose their only chance to save Habitat 2.

At worst, they’d die.

Indecision tore at her. She glanced at the woman again. Should I have…?

No. No matter what happened, killing an unarmed person was not the right move, even if that person had helped terrorize Lisa’s friends and neighbors.

Still, her heart rate spiked as she continued to scan her brightening surroundings.

Then, Tessa’s voice was inside her helmet, and this time, it wasn’t a reconstructed subvocalization.

It was just Tessa, and she sounded relaxed: “Lisa. It’s over.”

“What? How?”

“The people of Habitat 2…they rose up. They took their home back from Cooper. And once the ones we’re fighting realized they’re stranded out here…”

“They gave up.”

“Yeah. They were probably already pretty stressed out as it was. Cooper fled in a beetle less than an hour ago, apparently. I doubt he was expecting to fight Quatro on Alex.”

“Hey, Tessa?”

“Yes?”

“You didn’t call me girl. You called me Lisa.”

“So I did,” Tessa said, and Lisa could hear the smile in her voice. “So I did.”

Chapter 56

Clutch

 

When Gabe had first seen the Quatro pouring into Plenitos through the rent in the walls they’d made, he’d frozen, stricken by the thought that this was surely karmic retribution for the things he’d done in Darkstream’s name during the taking of Eresos almost twenty years ago.

Then the flashbacks had begun anew, just snippets at first, their impact amplified tenfold by the dream.

He’d been riveted in place by them. They’d shattered his drive to continue fighting.

How embarrassing that Jake Price had been the one to snap him out of it.

“Come on!” Price had bellowed, charging across the battlefield, and the effect had been akin to a church bell on Sunday, ringing with Gabe’s head inside it.

Price had sprinted toward the teeming Quatro, opening up with both autocannons, followed closely by Ash Sweeney and the rest of the team.

Sweeney. Jess’s sister. Ash still didn’t know Gabe’s connection with her. But the thought of Jess rekindled his rage—his lust for vengeance.

And he’d charged after them.

Now, the last of the Quatro stalked the city’s northwest quadrant in a pack three-hundred strong, which stretched across four streets at any given time. They made short work of anyone in their path, as well as every glass storefront they encountered.

The store windows weren’t meant to withstand bullets, or even a fully grown Quatro leaning against it with its front paws. Other than building the shelters, no one had planned for the Quatro ever getting this far.

And yet here they were.

Gabe had already given the order for what was left of Darkstream’s reserve battalion to muster in a square directly in the path of the alien horde. In the center of the square sat a gigantic, circular fountain that gushed water several meters in the air before it came back down to splash into a large basin.

His team gathered in the square, too. Everyone except Price.

“Where is he?” Gabe yelled over the team-wide, and even he could hear the manic edge in his own voice.

He saw Ash raise a metal hand to point.

Following the gesture, he saw Price, emerging from between two buildings.

The ground began to tremor, and on the opposite side of the square, the Quatro were beginning to step out onto the square as well.

“Form up,” Gabe barked over the battalion-wide. “This is it.”

“Clutch,” Ash said.

“What?” he said, whipping around to face her.

She was still looking at Price.

“That should be Jake’s nickname. Clutch. Because he always seems to arrive at the last minute, and that last minute always seems to be the one that matters most.”

“Clutch it is,” Gabe muttered, striding to the front of his forces’ formation.

The moment he arrived, the air beside him flickered, and Captain Black appeared beside him.

“I saw you fall to pieces outside the city,” Black said, his eternal calm apparently intact. “If it happens again, well…I doubt I need to outline the consequences. If you survive this, you’ll be discharged, probably dishonorably.”

“It won’t happen again,” Gabe said flatly.

“Good,” Black said, vanishing.

“Hit them,” he ordered over the wide channel. “Now.”

His team of mechs had assembled directly behind him, at the very front of the Darkstream reserve forces.

They surged forward as one, a single fist of steel and death that swung forward to smash the Quatro apart.

“Grenades first,” Gabe subvocalized. “Then bayonets, once we’re among them.”

The volley of grenades sailed overhead in a wide arc, creating a crescent of explosions deep within the Quatro ranks.

The enemy enveloped Gabe’s team, then, surrounding them, swarming between them.

That suited Oneiri well. It gave them room to bring their bayonets to bear. Soon, each mech was covered in fur and flesh and blood.

Driving his blade into hide after hide, opening wound after wound, sending arc after arc of scarlet spurting into the air, Gabe lost himself in the dance of battle.

The roar of the remaining tanks’ guns, the mortar shells, the automatic gunfire…it sounded muffled, to him. Everything did. His world was made of his blades and the Quatro flesh they found and the sky that flashed over and over with his rage, in colors that matched the viscera covering everything.

Soon, the mortars and tanks stopped firing, since to do so would endanger friendly units, locked as they were in close combat with the aliens.

Gabe wouldn’t have been able to say how long it lasted. Hours, days, minutes.

At any rate, it ended. He whirled to find his next target and found nothing but a square littered with corpses, both Quatro and human.

Other than his team of mechs, Darkstream’s reserve force was significantly diminished. The tanks remained, but few soldiers were left, and that included the mortar teams’ numbers.

Gabe strode over to a petty officer he recognized. “Where’s Commander Clifford?” he rasped.

“Dead, sir,” the petty officer said. His name was Hayworth, if Gabe remembered correctly.

Nodding, Gabe turned, striding through the sea of bodies to reach the massive fountain in the center of the square. Without ceremony, he mounted it with a single step, turning to face what remained of his forces.

He spread his metal hands wide, taking in the entirety of the square, which soon would acquire the stink of death. Insects had already begun to light on the bodies.

Soon, they’ll cover them.

“These beasts are evil,” Gabe said. “Plain and simple. Today, we beat back evil—barely. We prevented them from taking what was most dear to us—barely. But they’ll come again. They’ve tasted success. They’ve tasted human blood. And now that they have the taste, for as long as they live, they’ll never stop hungering for it.”

“So let’s make sure they don’t live much longer!” shouted Hayworth.

“I agree,” Gabe said, nodding at the petty officer. “Let’s.” He swept those gathered with his gaze, metal head creaking softly as it turned. The battle haze was still leaving him, which the dream rendered by making the faces of his audience shimmer slightly. “Let’s hit the Quatro in their home, now, with everything we have. Let’s do to them what they just tried to do to us. Let’s make it so they can never hurt us again.”

That was it—all he had. The speech brought ragged cheers and a grim resolve, which Gabe could see etched in the face of every soldier. He could even see it in the posture of his team members.

Since before the battle, he’d suspected that the Quatro must have had a reason for hitting Plenitos. Possibly, they’d been provoked—they’d certainly been provoked twenty years ago, when Darkstream’s forces had first driven them deep underground, using the most devastating weaponry they had access to.

He no longer cared. Provoked or not, the Quatro had taken everything from him that had given his life the paltry meaning it had had. His love, as well as his pride.

They’d taken everything that had driven him. And now, nothing drove him, except his desire to kill every last Quatro on Eresos.

The sky stopped flashing, settling into a red the color of blood.

That seemed fitting. The sky mirrored the ground, and soon the ground itself would be soaked through.

Chapter 57

A Troop of Giant Aliens

 

The Quatro couldn’t fit through the regularly sized airlocks, and so Lisa had to order the vehicle bay airlocks opened for them.

Normally, the decision whether to open up the vehicle bays for a troop of giant aliens would have fallen to Chief Lannon, head of security for Habitat 2, but unfortunately he was unable to dispense his usual duties due to languishing in an eight-by-six cell. As for the other Darkstream employees, it turned out the company had negotiated with Daybreak for their release from Habitat 2, and they were long gone.

So Lisa had made the call, and now forty-two Quatro roamed Habitat 2’s wider streets, leaving narrow lanes on either side of them—enough space for little more than a hoverbike to pass.

The aliens seemed totally unconcerned about blocking traffic, unless it was the part of traffic that consisted of Lisa, Tessa, and Andy, and the vehicles they drove.

Before the Battle for Habitat 2, Lisa had doubted whether the Quatro had it in them to be as vicious as battles tended to require.

Now, they surprised her in the opposite direction, with their cold demeanor toward every human that wasn’t one of the first three they’d spoken with.

The communication barrier wasn’t the problem. The Quatro translator had progressed to the point where their speech was basically indistinguishable from colloquial English.

Basically.

No, the Quatro simply didn’t seem to like the majority of the human species. Or at least, the majority of the portion they encountered.

When she asked Rug about it, the alien paused pensively. “How best to explain,” she muttered, midnight eyes staring into the distance. Before she spoke again, those eyes locked on to Lisa’s, unwavering.

“In providing you succor while you were stranded on the barrens of Alex, we signaled that you were part of our drift—to you, and to ourselves. As far as we are concerned, you, Andy, and Tessa are Quatro as well as human.”

Lisa blinked. “What is everyone else in Habitat 2, then?”

Rug snorted, sounding like a horse, or at least like the recordings of horses Lisa had heard. “They are potential Meddler agents.”

“But…they’re humans, too. They’re my neighbors, friends. If they’re agents, then wouldn’t we likely be agents as well?”

“We have already taken that gamble, Lisa. It was a necessary one, and there is no going back.”

“Then why not take it with the others?”

“That would represent a foolhardy risk.”

Frowning, Lisa took a turn to stare into space. There was a gap in either Rug’s logic or her own, and the Quatro’s circuitous semantics had her doubting which it was.

Of course, there were other reasons for the Quatro’s distress. Soon after the surviving Daybreak fighters were squared away in holding cells, along with the few Three Points members they’d kept alive, Lisa and her companions had learned of the war on Eresos, which seemed to shock the Quatro.

“Our species does not engage in gratuitous conflict,” Rug said, flanks heaving. She was the only Quatro in sight at the time, and Tessa and Andy stood nearby as well. The Quatro were too large to fit inside most Habitat 2 structures, so they mostly remained in the climate-controlled out-of-doors. “They would not have engaged without provocation,” she said.

“The reports say they attacked two cities, Rug,” Tessa said, her tone gentle. “And that they killed hundreds of innocent civilians.”

“Plus, you are pretty lousy to humans who aren’t us,” Andy chimed in. Lisa glared at him, which he studiously ignored.

“It is one thing to regard someone with suspicion,” Rug said, sounding scandalized. The translator was pretty good at converting Quatro inflections into spoken English, too. “It is quite another to do them harm.

“After the Meddler attack, we lost contact with the other Quatro that accompanied us to this system. We feared they had died. But this is almost as concerning as that prospect. If they’ve strayed so far from Quatro norms…” Rug shuddered, also like a horse, a gesture Lisa had come to think of as equivalent to a human shaking their head. “It is difficult to countenance.”

Lisa felt for the Quatro. And whether they came to trust more humans or not, so long as they did no harm, they were welcome to remain in Habitat 2 indefinitely, as far as she was concerned.

That said, she didn’t have the time to play therapist to them. The social fabric of Habitat 2 had been damaged badly, and now it fell to Lisa to ensure that damage got repaired.

“You’ve come a long way,” Tessa said to her, without prompting, as they both worked through damage claims made by residents of Habitat 2. “I’m prepared to consider you graduated from my training program. Congratulations.”

“Wow. Thank you.” It truly did mean a lot, and it elevated Lisa’s mood, which she sorely needed. 

“Just don’t put too much pressure on yourself. Right now, everyone’s treating you like you’re the city council and Darkstream’s physical incarnation all wrapped up in one.”

“It’s just until a new council is elected, ma’am.”

The older woman smiled. “You can call me Tessa again, Lisa.”

It was good to have her old friendship with Tessa back—surprisingly intact, despite the rigors the former soldier had put her through.

She wished she knew where she stood with Andy, though. They’d been through a lot during their journey across Alex, and they’d even seemed to bond a little at the end of it. But now that he was back in Habitat 2, he seemed just as smug as ever, and possibly even more aloof than before. Lisa told herself that she didn’t really care about that, but still, it would have been nice to think what they’d endured together had meant something.

Tessa was right about the pressure Lisa was under, and they couldn’t hold elections for city council soon enough. Cooper had executed the entirety of the old city council on his way to seizing control.

With the exception of one man: Councilman Leonardo Fiore had not been executed, which Lisa found highly suspicious. It probably meant he’d been corrupted by Daybreak all along, but there was no actual proof of that—just some pretty damning reports of special treatment during Cooper’s occupation.

I guess I should just be grateful that the drug problem isn’t likely to resurface anytime soon.

Tessa had her own view on that, of course.

“The drugs will come back,” she said. “They’re a factor in every human society. Besides, Darkstream needs them around, so that they can continue policing the populace. Controlling them.”

That had made Lisa repress a sigh. The star of the company she worked for had certainly fallen somewhat in her eyes, but she still had trouble swallowing Tessa’s endless conspiracy theorizing.

And then, something happened that lent a level of credence to those theories that Lisa would never have anticipated.

Part of repairing the social fabric inside Habitat 2 involved investigating exactly what had led to Daybreak’s insurrection, and then to putting on trial those who’d been involved. It would likely take months, but she figured that to properly recover from the crisis, they had to figure out exactly what had happened.

To speed up that process a little, she floated the prospect of leniency for any prisoner that offered information that either led to a conviction or was judged significant in uncovering the truth.

She wasn’t sure how well that would work, since she didn’t have the authority to decide on how much leniency could actually be given, or whether any could be given at all. A message she’d sent to Valhalla requesting guidance on the matter had not yet received a reply.

So it surprised her when one of the prisoners came forward, a man named Samuel Dalton, almost immediately.

He claimed to be a high-ranking member of Daybreak, and citizen reports seemed to confirm that—he’d been seen giving orders and generally bossing around some of the Daybreak underlings.

The guards brought the man before Lisa in shackles, inside her temporary office in the Constable Station near the center of town.

“Well?” she said, eyebrows raised, trying for a mix of skepticism and cool disinterest.

“Darkstream willingly allowed the takeover by Daybreak,” he said. “Encouraged it, even.”

That shattered Lisa’s mask of detachment. She furrowed her brow and stared at the man. “Why would they do that?”

“Because they knew Daybreak would take away everyone’s assets, along with their rights. They’d be slaves, basically, and that’s what they were until you came back here with those savages.”

Lisa’s head jerked back, as though she’d been slapped. What the man had just told her almost perfectly mirrored what Tessa had said on the day all of this had happened.

That doesn’t make it true, she tried to tell herself.

But the thought rang hollow, and she began to sense that something fundamental had changed in her little world. Something that couldn’t be repaired or put back in place.

Chapter 58

Retreat

 

Bronson lent his full approval to Gabe’s crusade against the Quatro dens, sending most of Plenitos’ garrison to accompany Oneiri Team, along with what remained of the reserve force the company had sent down the space elevator. The captain also gave command of the battalion to Gabe, given Clifford’s death.

The fact that Plenitos was being left with a skeleton force of defenders bothered Gabe, on some level. It reminded him too much of Northshire.

But on another, more immediate level, he couldn’t care less. The extermination of the Quatro was what mattered, and everything else was subordinate to that.

Everything.

The entrance to the Quatro tunnels was comprised of solid rock, and too tiny for the mechs to enter. They might have blasted it wider, but the claustrophobic conditions persisted for half a kilometer, and it would have taken them days to finish the job, possibly weeks.

The tunnels probably narrow again farther in, anyway.

It didn’t matter. Each member of Oneiri was trained in every weapon Darkstream had ever made, along with several it hadn’t. If the lucid network was good for anything, it was that. Preparing players in the basics of combat, priming them for being trained and molded by the company later.

In particular, Oneiri had focused on drilling dozens of scenarios it was likely to encounter on the surface of Eresos, over and over again, until they were etched into the surface of their brains. As a result, their instincts would guide them through much of any engagement, and training and conditioning would see them through the rest.

So when Gabe ordered his pilots out of their mechs, no one complained. No one even blinked.

They’re ready. After Ingress and Plenitos, he doubted there was much they weren’t ready for, actually.

The dead Force Multipliers had left behind plenty of weaponry, with which he outfitted his team now. Shotguns for Marco and Beth, assault rifles for Gabe, Ash, and Jake, a flamethrower for Richaud, and a heavy machine gun and tripod for Tommy and Henrietta to operate.

Hopefully we won’t have cause to set that up. It would mean they were in the direst of straits, and frankly, Gabe did not expect to enter those.

Most of the Quatro are already dead. They have to be, after the battles we just waged. 

Either way, the heavy machine gun was the most powerful artillery Darkstream had signed off on for this mission. Mortar shells would be useless in the caves. Rocket launchers and grenade launchers were invitations for friendly fire. And fuel air explosives…

Well, they weren’t approved for use at all anymore. They’d been meant for clearing out the Quatro en masse, before any of Darkstream’s noncombat personnel had colonized Eresos. The same personnel who had later mostly quit the company to become the planet’s citizens, unaffiliated with their former employer, except via the equipment they leased.

Now that Eresos was more heavily populated, the Darkstream board considered the use of fuel air bombs too…“sensitive for the current environment,” was how Gabe remembered it being put.

Oneiri Team led the way into the tunnels, scouting ahead for the rest of the force. They were the best-trained and best-prepared out of everyone on the mission.

And yet, outside of his mech, Gabe felt incredibly vulnerable. Incredibly small.

Not to mention, he suddenly felt somewhat divided about what he was about to do.

There’s no going back now, he told himself. This isn’t the time to cut and run. You’re the one who orchestrated this. See it to the end.

Remember Jess, he told himself.

He did. And he advanced.

His body was somewhat stiff as he did, probably from being inside his mech for so long. He tried to work it out as he walked, as best he could, taking overlong strides to stretch his muscles a bit.

The implants had night vision capability, obviating the need for lights. The Quatro would have no warning. And Oneiri would give no quarter.

Tommy and Henrietta were on point. At the first sight of Quatro, they would begin setting up their tripod and gun while the others charged ahead to engage, seeking to push the aliens back. If things went south, they could fall back behind the heavy machine gun, which would tear the beasts to shreds.

The tunnel they walked along continued for fifteen minutes without splitting, and barely changing direction by more than a few degrees here and there.

“Contact!” Tommy shouted after twenty-five minutes of walking along the same tunnel, his voice cracking, and he began fumbling with the tripod.

Gabe, Jake, and Ash surged forward, raising their SL-17s to sight along the barrels, firing at a pair of Quatro standing side-by-side fifteen meters in. The gun muzzles flashed, creating a strobing effect in the gloom.

Nothing happened. The Quatro stood there, completely immobile.

“Wait,” Jake said. “Are they, like, statues?”

They weren’t. A series of clattering noises followed, which Gabe quickly realized was the sound of bullets falling to the rock.

Then the Quatro took a step forward in tandem. Another.

“Fire!” Gabe yelled, and they did again, all three of them sending a volley of lead directly at the aliens.

Again, nothing. Again, the bullets hit the ground with dozens of clinking noises.

The Quatro stepped forward.

Suddenly, Gabe’s gun was wrenched from his grasp, and so were Ash’s and Jake’s. The weapons flew through the air toward the Quatro, disappearing into the dark behind them.

Then the aliens charged.

“Back!” Gabe barked. “Fall back behind the tripod! Tomlinson and Jin, prepare to fire!”

They retreated behind the heavy machine gun, which commenced its staccato roar, a blinding starburst spouting from its muzzle.

The effect was exactly the same, with the Quatro continuing their charge. One of the aliens pulled ahead of the other, reaching Tommy to swat his face with a paw larger than the boy’s head.

Tommy flew into the tunnel wall, neck twisted at an unnatural angle, staring back at the rest of his team, rivulets of blood dividing his face into vertical segments.

“Retreat!” Gabe screamed over the battalion-wide channel, running from the Quatro as fast as his stiff body permitted. “Everyone out of the tunnel, now! Get out! Get out!”

Chapter 59

Quadruped

 

Gabe was one of the last to rush out of the tunnel mouth—not due to some valiant instinct, but only to his position in line.

His breathing came out hot and ragged, and his innards felt like they were vibrating. Without the mech dream separating him from the world, he’d been completely certain he was going to die down there.

If I’m being honest, I have no idea why I didn’t.

“Get into some kind of formation,” he ordered over the wide channel. “Prepare to send everything we have against those Quatro.”

For his part, he made a beeline for his mech, using his implant to send it his unique signature. It detached its back, lowering it to form a ramp for him to climb.

He reached into the mech, groped the pocket just inside and to the right, and sighed with relief when he found the sedative he used to enter the dream and control his machine.

Popping it, he climbed into the claustrophobic confines of the mech, trying not to let the closeness increase his sense of panic.

At last, he slipped into lucid, and a dream-replica of the world replaced reality.

In that dream-replica, Gabe became his mech once more. Its limbs were his limbs, and so was its bristling artillery.

But the tunnel mouth remained empty. The Quatro did not pursue them onto Eresos’ surface.

Why didn’t our bullets affect them? The Quatro are invincible!

But invincible or not, the aliens did not emerge.

All of Oneiri were inside their mechs now, pacing back and forth in front of the tunnel mouth, but always facing it.

Their confidence had returned, now that they had resumed control of their mechanized colossi, and they positioned themselves between the tunnel and the rest of the battalion, ready to protect their fellow soldiers from whatever the Quatro had become.

Still nothing. Why don’t they come?

“What happened to Tommy?” Richaud asked.

“The Quatro got him,” Henrietta said, her voice quavering slightly. “One swipe was all it took.”

Richaud shook his head, silent.

“Sir?” Jake said.

Gabe turned to look at him, and when he did, he found Price facing away from the tunnel. Following the seaman apprentice’s gaze to the horizon, he saw…

Nothing.

“What is it, Price?”

“I—maybe it’s nothing. I thought—”

Something streaked across the sky, toward the surface of the planet, and when it met the horizon there was a brief, faint glow before darkness returned.

“There!” Price said. “That was it.”

Another meteorite fell as he said it, and then another. Except, these did not behave like regular meteorites. A fourth fell, much closer, and this time it was followed by a rumble that Gabe felt from inside his mech, from within the dream.

“They look like they’re coming down pretty close. Think we should check it out, sir?”

“Yeah,” Gabe said. “Just you and me. You others, stay here and guard the tunnel mouth. Notify me immediately if you detect any movement at all.”

“Yes, sir,” his team responded in rough unison.

Gabe and Price loped toward the low hill where the meteorites had seemed to fall, not saying anything else, both presumably lost in their thoughts.

Eresos’ landscape sped by, and it occurred to Gabe that he was finally starting to take it for granted—even the weird, leafless trees, and maybe even that constant mildew smell.

Maybe this was home.

Or maybe it’s just a suitable place to fight the Quatro till I find an early grave.

At the top of the grassy hill, they found a wide area that had been flattened, and at its center was a perfectly circular crater, no doubt caused by one of the things that had fallen.

Adjusting his night vision and using his implant to magnify his sight, Gabe studied the spherical object lying in the exact middle of the fresh crater.

He approached it.

“Sir, do you really think…?”

Price trailed off, probably after realizing Gabe intended to continue ignoring him. When he reached the sphere, which was easily five meters across, he noticed several crescent-shaped crevices. He stuck his hand into one, tugging at it, but not expecting it to do anything.

So it surprised him a fair bit when something did happen.

“Sir, get back! It’s opening up!”

Gabe didn’t need to be told twice. He danced back, then leapt backward into the air, coming to land on the rim of the crater beside Price.

“Is that…?” Price trailed off again, apparently hesitant to classify the object that the sphere had opened to reveal.

The surface of that object was very similar to that of the Gatherers, of the Amblers…

And of the mech Price and his father had found on that comet.

In fact, it clearly was a mech. But just as clearly, it was not one that had been designed for human use.

“Quadruped,” Gabe muttered, his voice hoarse. “Someone built this for the Quatro to use.”

“Who’s sending these here?” Jake wondered aloud. He clearly didn’t expect an answer.

Which was good, because Gabe didn’t have one for him.

“Could it be a species that lives in one of the nearby star systems?” Jake went on.

“We don’t know for sure that those systems are occupied by anyone.”

“Okay, but it seems pretty—”

“Sir!” It was Ash, apparently forgetting to subvocalize. She sounded panicked.

“Report!” Gabe barked.

Exertion strained her voice as she continued. “We’re engaging the Quatro. There are fifty of them up here already, and they’re showing no sign of stopping!”

Gabe turned to Price to find the boy looking back at him.

“If we let those creatures get to these things, we’re done. Humanity is done—on Eresos, at the very least. You ready, boy?”

“Yes, sir. I’m ready.”

“Then let’s head back to that cave. See if we can contain them there. If not, we’ll fall back to here, and do what we have to in order to keep the Quatro from accessing these things. Let’s go.”

Gabe sprinted back toward the tunnel mouth, and behind him, he heard Price pounding across the earth.
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Chapter 1

Into the Shadows

 

As Gabe and Jake Price sprinted toward the tunnel mouth, the earth was still vomiting up Quatro by the dozens.

Oneiri Team was fighting hard, but it wasn’t enough. The aliens were still managing to get between them to attack what remained of Darkstream’s reserve battalion, the Force Multipliers, along with the soldiers from Plenitos’ garrison.

Bayonets extended from several of the Quatro’s backs, and they gouged at the humans viciously while the other aliens mostly hung back to pelt the soldiers with artillery, which was also strapped to their backs.

How the aliens managed to operate the firearms remained a mystery—but it wasn’t the most mysterious thing about them.

“Hit them with everything we have,” Gabe growled over the team-wide. “Do not let them reach the hills. If that happens, this is all over.”

And so the MIMAS mech pilots stepped up their game. For his part, Gabe extended both bayonets as he slammed into the first wave of Quatro, skewering two of them at once, and withdrawing the blades to plunge them into alien flesh again.

His targets down, Gabe engaged both flamethrowers, crisscrossing the long streams of flame as he took one hard-fought step after another.

The fire flickered over the shapes of allies and enemies alike, casting them in sharp relief. It wasn’t just that: everything had a hyper-realness to it, which Gabe took as the dream rendering the urgency of keeping the Quatro away from what he and Price had discovered in the hills behind them.

It was hard to fathom the timing. Just as they’d emerged from the tunnel, after being pursued by a pair of Quatro with the unexpected power to stop bullets in midair, Price had spotted unusually colored meteorites streaking toward the planet.

He and Gabe had investigated, and what they’d found troubled Gabe as much as it confused him: mechs, clearly of alien make, and just as clearly built for Quatro to use.

Having cleared the area in front of him, Gabe instructed his mech’s hands to retract, splitting to settle back against his wrists as he spun up the rotary autocannons they revealed.

Armor-piercing shells sped through the air—more than enough to part Quatro flesh and rupture their innards. Providing they didn’t stop the rounds before they struck their target, using the same magic trick they’d used underground.

They didn’t. The Quatro no longer seemed to have the ability to halt bullets in midair, for reasons just as inscrutable as the power’s existence before.

Was I hallucinating?

No. His mental state had been iffy, lately—even he could see that—but the others had also seen what the Quatro had done.

Besides, if he’d hallucinated that, then he’d also hallucinated Tommy’s death.

I know when I’ve lost a soldier. I wouldn’t just dream up something like that.

Gabe added Tommy’s death to the long list of things for which he intended to repay the Quatro. Never mind that it had happened while the Darkstream soldiers were invading the aliens’ home. They’d deserved that, too. They deserved everything that had happened to them, as well as everything Gabe intended to do to them.

Having driven the Quatro front back, Gabe reformed his hands in front of the autocannons, switching to rockets. The other members of Oneiri had followed a progression of weapons similar to Gabe’s, and together they’d had the desired effect, of pushing the Quatro farther and farther back toward the tunnel mouth.

At last, the aliens began to slip into the shadows, disappearing from the surface of Eresos.

Slithering back into their dank holes. Where they belong.

Gabe switched to a battalion-wide channel, so that everyone could hear his orders. Bronson had given him the command, which was lucky. He doubted any of Arkady Black’s people would appreciate the gravity of the situation they faced, and the same went for the remnants of the late Benjamin Clifford’s Force Multipliers.

To prevent humanity from getting wiped from the face of Eresos—maybe even the whole system—he was glad to have the command.

“I want both the soldiers of Plenitos’ garrison and the Force Multipliers to continue guarding the tunnel mouth. Oneiri Team, to me.”

As he spoke the last words, Gabe jogged to the edge of his forces, allowing enough space for the giant MIMAS mechs to gather around him.

They did, many of them stowing artillery as they ran, metal parts clicking together with a pleasing cleanness.

All of Oneiri’s mechs appeared to have retained one hundred percent functionality, even after several battles, which spoke highly of Darkstream’s engineering. That said, they’d suffered a fair amount of superficial damage. Price’s MIMAS looked singed from the bottom-up, with his feet almost totally black while above his elbows was barely touched. Ash Sweeney’s torso was crumpled slightly near the center, though the damage wasn’t serious.

Almost all of the mechs were scored in several places, whether by the Quatro’s bayonets, their claws, or their knife-like fangs.

“I’ll keep this short, since I don’t know how much time we have,” Gabe said over the team-wide. “When Price and I went into the hills to investigate the meteorites, we found mechs that appear to have been designed for Quatro use. Someone’s screwing with humanity, and judging by these quadruped mechs’ similarity to the Gatherers and Amblers, the culprit seems likely to be whoever made those.”

He let that sink in. Other than a couple of glances exchanged between some of the team members, everyone remained silent. Gabe had told them of the need for haste, and he was glad to see they didn’t impede that with any stupid questions.

“Our task right now is to locate as many of these Quatro mechs as we can find. If we miss even one, it could mean disaster for every human settlement on Eresos. I hope I don’t need to explain why.”

He looked around expectantly at his team. No one seemed to require an explanation.

If Tommy was still alive, he’d probably need one.

The thought was callous, but he was prone to those, especially lately.

“Good,” he said. “Move out.”

The MIMAS mechs spread through the hills.

Chapter 2

Quads

 

“Found another quad, sir,” Beth Arkanian said. “You wanna check this one out, too?” They’d settled on the name “quads” for the quadruped mechs naturally enough.

It fits well enough, I suppose.

Gabe considered Beth’s question. This was the eighth quad they’d found. “Does it look similar to the others?”

“Yes, sir.”

“Then I’m good. Send the Force Multipliers its coordinates, and tell them I said to back up a personnel carrier next to it. Gonzalez, Sweeney, and Price, help Arkanian to load the quad aboard.”

They’d discovered that if they stripped out one of the Force Multipliers’ armored personnel carriers, they could just fit two of the quads inside.

“Why don’t we just destroy them, sir?” Price had asked when Gabe first gave the order to load the quads onto the personnel carriers.

Gabe had turned toward him. “Remember when I said, back on Plenitos’ walls, that I welcome decent suggestions from my subordinates?”

“Yes, sir.”

“This isn’t one of them. If the quads are anything like the alien mech your father found out in the Belt, their armor’s as strong as hell. I’m not sure we even have enough ammunition to destroy them, and if we ran out before we finished the job, the quads would become easy pickings for the Quatro. Better to save our ammo for the aliens themselves.”

“Makes sense. Thanks for breaking that down for me, sir.”

Gabe couldn’t hear any sarcasm in Price’s voice, but the boy had given him attitude before, and he was always on the lookout for it. Even if he hadn’t been at his wits’ end, he wouldn’t have wanted to continue putting up with it, and he certainly didn’t plan to while he was this on edge.

“What about Tommy’s mech, sir?” Marco Gonzalez asked after they’d finished loading the latest quad.

Glancing toward the tunnel mouth, Gabe grimaced, which manifested inside the dream as the sky flashing emerald three times in rapid succession.

Tommy’s abandoned mech stood alone, arms extended forward slightly, looking as though it was ready to do battle.

But it won’t. At least, it wouldn’t until Oneiri Team gained another qualified mech pilot. Backup pilots had been trained, but they were still up on Valhalla Station as far as he knew, and Tommy’s mech was all the way out here.

“We’re going to have to secure it to one of the tanks. It’ll impair the tank’s functionality, but it’s all we can do. We can’t leave a MIMAS out here for a mercenary to stumble across.”

For two more hours, they combed the hills near the entrance to the Quatro tunnels. But after the eighth quad that Beth had found, no more turned up.

Which was lucky, considering they’d run out of personnel carriers to transport them in. Gabe didn’t want to impair another tank if he could avoid it.

“All right, then,” he said over the battalion-wide. “We have a journey ahead of us. I want these quads off this planet, as fast as we can make that happen. Which means we’re headed back to Ingress. We don’t have shuttles big enough to ferry them up to Valhalla, and I’m sure as hell not crawling inside one of those things to check whether they have launch capability. So the space elevator’s our only option. Let’s roll out.”

Without further ceremony, they started down the same Gatherer path they’d taken to get here.

Gabe had wanted Oneiri Team to take a long break in Plenitos—to rest, but also to spend time out of their mechs.

Inside the MIMAS mechs, each member of Oneiri Team felt powerful, nigh-indestructible. Outside of them, they felt small, vulnerable…weak.

They were becoming increasingly dependent on the machines, not only physically, but psychologically. Gabe had already noticed a few of his Oneiri soldiers walking with slumped shoulders outside their mechs, and he’d snapped at them to straighten up. They no longer walked with confidence, with heads high. No, they reserved that for their mechs, now.

None of them brought up any of that, of course. But Gabe could see it in them. And he recognized it in himself.

That wasn’t all. Gabe had also come to find that piloting the mechs had a disquieting distancing effect. The dream, which had been meant to increase immersion in battle, was instead causing him to feel detached from its effects, its consequences.

The dream made him feel justified in everything he did, by default. That was more or less how he’d always felt anyway, but now he didn’t even bother to examine his own actions, and that was starting to get to him. Especially during the fleeting moments he spent outside of the mech, which seemed to be characterized by a lot more self-reflection than when he was inside the thing.

And so, he’d wanted his team to take time in their own bodies, to reconnect with their humanity.

But the quads’ arrival had dashed that hope. Now, they’d have to spend weeks more in the mechs, weeks full of long days of journeying. No one else could pilot the mechs for them—no one else was authorized to, for good reason.

Until the quads were safely aboard the space elevator and on their way to Valhalla, Oneiri Team would live inside their mechs.

Chapter 3

Classic Conspiracy Theorist

 

As she walked, Lisa sighted down the barrel of her assault rifle at the ground.

I need to calibrate the sight again.

She’d had to do that several times since leaving Alex’s wilderness for the confines of Habitat 2. The planet had given her a souvenir in the form of its blue dust, which had filled every crevice of her body, clothes, and weaponry. She’d dealt with the first two with multiple washings, but her guns were posing a stiffer challenge. She’d probably have to dismantle and clean them yet again.

Tessa had joined Lisa on her rounds, patrolling the streets of Habitat 2. With drug crime either eliminated or driven deep underground in the wake of Daybreak’s defeat, she didn’t expect to encounter much that needed her attention, but that wasn’t really what this was about.

After what they’d been subjected to, living under the thumb of Quentin Cooper and his goons for two months, the people of Habitat 2 needed to see that Darkstream military personnel were patrolling the city keeping them safe.

Unfortunately, right now, all they had in the way of Darkstream military personnel were Lisa and Tessa, and Tessa didn’t even work for the company anymore. In fact, she loathed it.

“Have you given any more thought to what Samuel Dalton said?” Tessa said. “About Darkstream allowing Daybreak to take over Habitat 2?”

Lisa frowned. She hadn’t meant for Tessa to find out about that. The guards that had brought Dalton before her had been sworn to secrecy, but they’d blabbed about the interview to Andy Miller anyway, because they knew Andy was a friend of hers and they figured it wouldn’t matter.

Andy, God love him, had told Tessa.

“I’m afraid I don’t consider the words of a criminal enough to indict my employer, Tessa.” Lisa checked down an alley as she spoke. Nothing. As usual. “I’m going to need more than that to go against the organization that everyone’s lives are built on, in the Steele System.”

“Oh, that’s classic,” Tessa said. “Blind yourself to immense danger, because seeing the truth would be too inconvenient. Yes. I do love it when history repeats itself.”

Lisa decided to change the subject. “Have you been talking to any of the Quatro lately?”

“A little. They’re not much for chitchat. That said, they seem to like us a lot more than they like the rest of humanity.”

Lisa nodded. “That’s for sure.” She sniffed, double-taking at a darkened window, which she felt pretty sure was the one she’d peered out from during her temporary imprisonment in a basement, the day Daybreak had taken over. “Rug keeps pushing to go to Eresos. She thinks they can convince their fellow Quatro to stop attacking settlements.”

Tessa barked laughter, at that. “Rug doesn’t even know why they’re fighting. Besides, the way Rug treats most everyone in Habitat 2, I would have thought she’d want the Eresos Quatro to kill as many humans as possible.”

Lisa turned from her study of a shadowy doorway to look at Tessa. “That isn’t fair.”

“I know. It was a joke. A poor one.”

“All right.”

“Bottom line about going to Eresos is, we have no way of doing it. I mean, we could head out toward the space elevator, I guess, but I’m not keen to get blue dust in every orifice again.”

“Me neither,” said Lisa. “Either way, Habitat 2 needs us. We can’t leave now.”

“We’ll have to leave eventually, though,” Tessa said. It was her turn to study Lisa’s face. “If you’re going to keep the promise you made to the Quatro, that is.”

“I intend to. I’ll figure out a way to do it. Just not yet.”

That seemed to satisfy the white-haired woman, and she nodded, causing her hair to sway. “Good. I’m not eager to go to Eresos, myself. Not sure I like the look of the new toys Darkstream’s acquired for itself.”

Lisa said nothing to that, reluctant to criticize her employer at all in front of the older woman. Although the images floating around the system net, of Darkstream mechs walking the streets of Plenitos, certainly were striking. Lisa wasn’t sure she wanted to meet one, either.

I’m just glad they’re with us and not against us.

A notification appeared in the upper-right of Lisa’s vision, informing her she had a vid message. She played it right away—her interface’s transparency settings were high enough to allow her to view media as she walked.

It was Commander Laudano, finally responding to her message asking for authorization to offer leniency to Daybreak prisoners in exchange for information on Quentin Cooper. Lisa had gone ahead and offered that leniency anyway; this message would let her know whether she could actually make good on the offer.

“Do not under any circumstances grant leniency to any of those prisoners,” Laudano said.

Oops, Lisa thought.

Commander Laudano went on: “They violated the peace and prosperity of Habitat 2, and they are to be punished proportionately. Darkstream will soon send a battalion of soldiers to administer justice and also to secure Habitat 2. Laudano out.”

Though she felt a little sheepish at being denied permission to do what she’d already done, she didn’t feel too badly about breaking her promise to the people who’d subjugated her friends and neighbors.

Lisa forwarded the message to Tessa.

“See?” she said once the older woman had watched it. “Darkstream isn’t evil, Tessa. They clearly plan to be pretty hard on these Daybreak jerks. This isn’t the sort of message a company sends who wants to turn people into slaves.”

“I still don’t trust them,” Tessa said, and fell silent.

Shaking her head, Lisa decided not to press the issue.

Tessa’s a classic conspiracy theorist. She only accepts information that supports her beliefs about the company she hates.

Lisa just hoped the former soldier wouldn’t cause any trouble, once the Darkstream battalion arrived.

Chapter 4

Valiant

 

Jake plodded across the hard-packed terrain, his mech towering above most of the battalion that rolled through Eresos’ wilderness at a steady clip.

They’d long ago left Plenitos behind, and now they pushed through the woods that surrounded the planet’s largest city for miles. Every so often, they had to stop to avoid one of the giant Amblers patrolling the Gatherer paths. The battalion had more than enough artillery to take an Ambler down, but they’d take significant, unnecessary damage in doing so.

Eventually, the woods would give way to the great Barrens that stretched between Plenitos and Ingress, where the space elevator was located.

Their forced march didn’t leave much room for chatter, but even so, Jake couldn’t help but notice the almost complete lack of rapport between Oneiri Team, the remnants of the Force Multipliers, and the Plenitos garrison soldiers, who’d been authorized to abandon their posts in favor of preventing the quads from falling into the hands—paws—of the Quatro.

I would have expected a little more camaraderie between brothers- and sisters-in-arms.

It didn’t seem like a good sign that the three groups treated each other with vague suspicion.

I guess we all come from different places, with different short-term goals.

The garrison soldiers were used to staying in one place, digging in, and protecting the inhabitants.

This long march probably has them agitated.

Indeed, they were the ones who seemed to snap at each other the most, with voices that raised with little prompting.

The reserve battalion, the Force Multipliers, were used to going wherever the company needed them, applying extra force to meet the company’s goals in a given sector.

And the MIMAS pilots were the newbies, favored by the company, and walking around in what probably seemed like newfangled contraptions to the other soldiers.

The only thing that unites us is that we’re all paid to further Darkstream’s position and profits.

But they had a higher aim, whether anyone acknowledged it or not. Sometimes, Jake wished they would talk about it more: by keeping the quads from the Quatro, they were sparing the people of Eresos untold suffering.

Ash drew up beside him, subvocalizing to keep their conversation private out of habit. “Hey,” she said. “Have you been browsing the system net at all with your implant?”

“A little bit,” he confessed. It wasn’t encouraged to browse the net while operating a MIMAS, but all they were doing was walking, and he knew he could handle both.

“Did you see that they found Quatro on Alex, too? Wearing pressure suits and everything?”

“Yeah. Just full of surprises, aren’t they?”

“Indeed. I can’t wait to find out how they ended up there. Pretty scary, to think the ones here might have access to that level of technology. Though, you know, I’m not sure Darkstream hates the Quatro as much as they claim to.”

Jake glanced at her. “Why do you say that?”

“Well, look at Ingress. The city has been trying to sell off the tunnel borer they used to dig their walls, just to cover the rising costs of their contract with Darkstream. If they ever need to do repairs on those walls, they’ll be screwed.”

Though he nodded, Jake didn’t answer. It seemed like too much to process, just now. The constant marching was getting to him already, and he just wanted to be alone inside his own head for a bit.

Of course, the battalion couldn’t walk indefinitely—they had to stop to eat, and to sleep.

If it weren’t for those necessities, Chief Roach probably would never have permitted them to take the time to hold a funeral for Tommy.

“We can hold one,” he said when Beth Arkanian broached the subject. “It’ll mean less sleep, but we can hold one.”

So they did.

If nothing else, the funeral brought them together—Oneiri Team, the Force Multipliers, and the Plenitos garrison, all gathered in a broad clearing where rays of sun broke through the forest canopy to kiss the ground.

It was also one of the few times Oneiri Team were outside their mechs, though they’d left them nearby, in case of attack.

To Jake, it felt odd not to be encased in metal and artillery, encased in the dream. It was a little exhilarating, but also a little terrifying. The track marks along his forearm caught his eye, where, whenever he needed to get out of his mech, the machine injected him with the antagonist to the sedative he used to enter lucid. That made his stomach shift uncomfortably.

Everyone bore as a mark of shame the fact that they’d been forced to abandon Tommy’s mangled corpse deep within the Quatro tunnels, but given the circumstances, it didn’t seem likely his body would ever be recovered.

Nothing to send back to his parents but a letter of condolence.

“Tommy never got a nickname,” Beth said to those gathered. “Which is unacceptable, to be honest. He fought in the Battle of Ingress, contributing to a victory that saved that city, and he helped us retake the streets of Plenitos after the Quatro broke through her walls. But we never did him the honor of marking him as our brother by granting him a nickname. We were too caught up in the turmoil and stress of battle.”

Beth cast her gaze over her fellows, over all of the Darkstream soldiers gathered in the clearing. “Tommy would probably forgive us for it. He wasn’t one to hold a grudge. Even so, I still think it’s unacceptable.”

“I agree,” Ash put in. “He’s the one who gave me my nickname. Steam. Even in the heat of battle, he took the time to acknowledge my contribution, to recognize me as his sister-in-arms. Where else will we get our nicknames, if not from battle?”

“Exactly,” Beth said, nodding, smiling at Ash. “That’s why I’m proposing that we give Tommy a nickname now. He was a true brother. He stood by us, and he kept us all in his heart. He led the charge into the Quatro tunnels. Does anyone have an idea for a nickname that would do his memory justice?”

“Hero,” Ash said.

Jake stepped forward. “Valiant.”

They put it to a vote, and Valiant won out. After that, they held a ceremonial internment, with the dirt of Eresos shoveled symbolically into a shallow, empty grave.

When they departed the clearing, they left behind a sturdy cross in their wake, driven into the ground by the powerful hands of a MIMAS mech.

Chapter 5

Two-Legged Murderers

 

He stalked through the wilderness, having ranged ahead of his fellows.

A breeze rose, and he paused, lifting his nose to learn what it carried.

There. The faint stench of the enemy. Stronger than it had been the last time he’d detected it.

We’re getting closer.

It was curious, how time could change your relationship with a smell. When he’d first breathed in the scent of the two-legged beasts that now infested this planet’s surface, it hadn’t seemed especially offensive. Now, he found it repulsive.

Back in the Home Systems—so many years ago, so many stars away—he’d been among those calling loudest for his drift to leave.

And it had worked. Now, here they were, the Grounded, reduced to a primitive, brutish life, hunted by aliens much smaller than they.

He took responsibility for that. He didn’t know whether atonement was possible, but either way, he felt determined to better his drift’s lot.

The memory of sailing through the stars remained vivid for him—probably because he revisited it every day. Sometimes, he wondered whether his starlust hadn’t been a bigger factor in his desire to leave than the freedom his drift would gain by doing so.

Of course, it hadn’t been the two-legs who’d ended their flight through the stars. No, that had been the work of the Interlopers. They’d smashed open his drift’s starships, extracting them from the vessels bodily, and destroying everything that lent their lives comfort and meaning.

That done, the Interlopers had stranded them on this planet, to become the Grounded. They separated each crew by hundreds of miles, sometimes thousands. In doing so, they turned a single, unified drift into many.

Why?

He still didn’t understand it. His species had never encountered the Interlopers before. The rest of his species—the majority, still back in the Home Systems, which his drift had abandoned—they had warred with the Pyleen for the better part of a decade, but the Pyleen were not known to have allies.

What had the Interlopers gained from destroying their ships and scattering them all across this world? What had they gained by turning them into the Grounded?

That had only been the start of their woes. The two-legged aliens had arrived shortly after, driving his now-splintered drift deep underground, denying them access to the resource-bearing machines that were the planet’s only original occupants.

Except, he’d learned that not all the two-legs were alike. Another group of them had approached his drift very recently, shortly after an attack by the others. This new group dressed in more motley garb, and not the uniforms worn by the murderers.

The shabbily dressed two-legged drift came bearing arms, but not to use against the Grounded. Instead, they’d left them artillery—crates and crates of it—for the Grounded to use. Then, the two-legs had departed, without any attempt to communicate.

Their behavior had confused many among the Grounded, but they’d dragged their offerings underground nevertheless. As always, their powers returned to them in full force as they progressed deeper into the earth, and their superconducting brains allowed them to extract the weapons and affix them to their backs using great metal bands, which they bent and twisted to their will.

As his splintered drift armed for war, they’d sent out messengers to the other Grounded—to every other fractured drift whose location they knew. There were almost certainly many drifts of Grounded whose locations they didn’t know, in caves and tunnels elsewhere on the planet. But the local ones had been enough to form a massive host, ready to visit havoc on the two-legs that had attacked them in their homes.

The Grounded’s ability to manipulate metals was significantly diminished when they went aboveground, but it was enough to pull the trigger of a gun—or of a rocket launcher.

In the end, it hadn’t been enough to defeat the two-legs, who’d sent mighty machines into battle; robots that towered over even the Grounded. Those had driven his drift back into their tunnels…but then the masters of the machines had made a mistake. They got out of their walking weapons, and they followed the Grounded underground.

There, they’d encountered his true might. He’d been the one to kill one of the machine masters, and after that, he’d chased the two-legs to the surface. In the battle that followed, he killed several more, though he’d had his right ear shot off in the exchange.

The two-legs had regained the advantage once they’d climbed back inside their machines. But something changed when strange objects fell from the sky…something that caused the two-legged murderers to beat a hasty retreat, instead of lingering in the area to torment the Grounded further.

I mean to find out what that something was.

Whatever it had been, it clearly frightened the two-legs. And anything that frightened them had to be good for his drift.

He took responsibility for what his drift had been reduced to. He felt determined to better his drift’s lot.

It seemed probable that effort would start with hunting the two-legs and uncovering what had startled them so.

Having picked up the scent of the two-legged murderers once again, he turned back to notify the other Grounded that accompanied him.

Chapter 6

Mating Ritual Initiated

 

“Do you really think these humans will try anything with forty-two Quatro walking the streets?” Rug asked, the deep, rich tones of her translator filling the narrow lane.

A shopkeep sweeping her front step glanced up at the giant alien, face blank, and quickly returned to her work, keeping her head down.

Either the Quatro aren’t aware of the effect they have on the residents, or they don’t care.

Lisa’s theory was that they weren’t aware of it, but if they had been, they wouldn’t care anyway.

“No, not really,” Lisa said, speed-walking out of necessity, to keep up with the royal purple alien. “I actually think crime will probably stay as low as it has been, for a while at least. But seeing a Darkstream operative on patrol is more for their benefit than it is for security. You Quatro may keep the peace in effect, but I’m not sure you exactly instill a sense of—”

Lisa drew to an abrupt stop. “Come on, Rug. I just remembered that I left a report on my desk that needs to be filed.”

But that wasn’t the real reason she had for stopping, and as the Quatro peered at the street ahead, Lisa thought the alien probably sensed that. A block away from them, near the entrance to Habitat 2’s only lucid arcade, Andy was standing with a girl several years younger than him. She was shoving him lightly, laughing, the sound of it grating on Lisa’s ears.

Rug followed her as she turned back the way they’d come, beating a hasty retreat. The Quatro plodded along the narrow lane in silence for a time, other than her heavy footfalls, which produced a considerable amount of sound against the simulated cobble.

At last, Rug glanced backward toward Andy, which was not a discreet gesture, given the size of the alien’s head. Then, she turned toward Lisa, studying her with onyx eyes.

“You seem upset by the mating ritual Andy initiated with that human female. Why?”

“I’m not upset,” Lisa said, a little too tersely.

“You seem so. Which confuses me. We Quatro make all of our mating decisions based on what serves the drift. We did not reproduce at all after the Meddlers stranded us here, because of our severely limited resources. But a Quatro would have been pleased, in your place, to have witnessed Andy’s act.”

It was Lisa’s turn to study Rug’s face, though she wasn’t sure why she bothered, as it was usually pretty inscrutable. “Why in Sol would they have been pleased?”

“Because the female with whom Andy engages in the ritual does not seem likely to attract many mates. By choosing her, Andy would serve your drift by maximizing the number of possible couplings.”

Lisa laughed, then—a true laugh, which came straight from her belly to ring out in the narrow lane and bounce off the metal buildings.

“Thanks, Rug.”

Somehow, the alien had managed to make her feel better. She hadn’t expected that.

Chapter 7

Fury and Justice

 

A klaxon cut through the night, prompting Jake to claw his way to wakefulness. Blinking rapidly, he refused to let grogginess impede him.

Deep sleep was not a luxury afforded to soldiers.

What’s going on?

The camp was a flurry of movement, with Darkstream soldiers running this way and that, snatching up guns, climbing into tanks, taking positions behind the armored personnel carriers.

It wasn’t as much information as he would have liked, but it was enough to tell him that he was almost certainly much better off inside his mech than outside it.

Luckily, he slept underneath the MIMAS mech, between its giant legs.

Slapping the machine’s calf caused a ramp to detach from its back, popping open to lower itself to the ground. Jake clambered up it, tossing a REM sleep-inducing sedative into his mouth as he did.

Soon, he was inside the mech, the back sealing up once more as he slipped into the dream.

Then, he was the mech. He was its massive frame, and he was the artillery that bristled all over it.

Inside the dream, he was fury and justice and death, in metallic form.

Now to find some enemies to visit that death upon.

Charging through the camp, taking care not to knock over any of his fellows, he yelled, “What’s going on?” His voice crashed like thunder.

A member of the Plenitos garrison turned toward him, white-faced, shaking. “Quatro,” he said, and that was all he had time to get out.

Behind him, one of the beasts crashed through the trees, heading straight for them. The soldier hunched, raising a wavering shotgun to his face to point in the alien’s general direction.

Jake stepped over the man, heedless of the shotgun, which looked like little more than a twig from inside the mech—from inside the dream.

“I’ll handle this,” Jake muttered as both his hands separated into segments, coming to rest against his wrists while twin rotary autocannons spun up, delivering hot death straight into the Quatro’s hide. Dark spurts of blood flew into the night air, and the beast crashed to the ground well before reaching them.

There were plenty more where that came from, apparently. Before long, it seemed the Quatro were everywhere, some of them charging the human ranks, making liberal use of long bayonets, while others hung back among the trees and returned fire with the various guns strapped to their backs.

The strangled roar of a rocket leaving its tube sounded nearby, and Jake’s eyes fell on the Quatro that had loosed the projectile, which headed straight toward the soldier still cowering at Jake’s feet.

Jake ran forward, arms extended as though to catch the rocket. His fractured hands yet rested against his forearms, however, and he continued to fire his autocannons, armor-piercing shells peppering the oncoming missile.

The rocket exploded a meter away, and its momentum carried the explosion forward, bathing Jake’s arms and head and torso in flame.

Jake was the mech, and what it felt, he felt. Pain lanced through his body, and he screamed with the agony of it.

He would not let it stop him, however. Striding forward despite the physical torment, he reached behind his back to detach his heavy machine gun, swinging it around to fire at the Quatro who’d launched the rocket.

The alien twisted around, desperate to evade the storm of bullets. And it succeeded for a time, the ordnance tearing up trees instead, causing them to explode into hundreds of shards of dry bark.

Then Jake caught up to it, extending both bayonets, and plunging forward with them.

The Quatro backed up, so Jake engaged both flamethrowers, directing the streams of fire in the direction where he anticipated the Quatro would go.

It worked. The creature’s fur caught fire, along with the tree it crouched behind.

The alien recoiled in pain, but Jake followed, and this time his twin blades found the Quatro’s flesh. The monster slumped to the ground.

Not taking any time to congratulate himself, he turned back toward the camp, which had descended into chaos during the seconds it had taken him to deal with the rocket-launching Quatro.

The invaders had infiltrated the human ranks, pushing past them, making dangerous progress toward the middle, where the personnel carriers were that housed the quadruped mechs.

Jake dashed toward them, and as he did, he noticed a particularly large Quatro briefly silhouetted against some burning trees. It looked to be missing an ear, and it was making straight for the quads, unnoticed by most of the human defenders, who were locked in furious combat with yet more aliens.

Jake did notice the beast, and he sprinted toward it, even as it reached the personnel carriers, disappearing behind one of them.

Seconds later, as Jake rounded the same corner, he saw what had happened: one of the personnel carriers had been blasted open, revealing the high-tech cargo inside.

The one-eared Quatro stood before the nearest quad, standing perfectly still, in stark contrast to the chaos around it.

Jake surged forward, right bayonet extended to take the beast in its haunch. But before he could, the quad opened up, its top half rising to admit the alien, who stepped inside it.

Both halves met once more, and the quad rose up, turning, its eyes aglow.

The thing’s shoulders morphed, and giant, identical cannons took shape. The next instant, Jake was flying through the air to crash to the ground on his back, his head glancing painfully off a rock. If it had been his own head, he would have died.

By the time he got up, the quad-piloting Quatro was already halfway to the trees, bellowing wordlessly.

The other Quatro disengaged, then, turning only to conduct covering fire, to facilitate their retreat.

Chapter 8

Adventurous Benders

 

Unlike most people who’d accompanied Darkstream to the Steele System, Bob O’Toole had never actually worked for the company.

He’d been a chartered accountant back in the Milky Way, and he’d invested almost all of his discretionary income in Darkstream shares. That had paid off quite lucratively, for a long time—until the stock fell on hard times, when the company was booted clean out of the galaxy.

Ah, well. No one had ever said that playing the stock market wasn’t a bit of a gamble.

Since, to continue benefiting from all that stock he owned, Bob would have to follow Darkstream to a galaxy where humans had never set foot before…well, that’s exactly what he did. And although the economy the company proceeded to set up in the Steele System was much smaller than the Milky Way—yet growing rapidly!—Darkstream was paramount within it, and owning a hell of a lot of company stock was just about the best position for an expatriate accountant past his prime to find himself in.

Long story short, it meant he had a lot of credits to throw around. He could live anywhere in the Steele System he wanted. He could do anything he wanted. Nothing limited him. Why would it? He was rich!

And so, with all those riches, with all that limitless opportunity, he’d decided to live in Habitat 2, permanently indoors in the middle of a dusty nowhere, to become an avid alcoholic with the help of Phineas Gage, owner and sole proprietor of the Dusty Bucket.

That had been fine, for a while: hanging off the end of Gage’s bar and calling out the other patrons whenever he felt like it. Then those Daybreak freaks had taken over, coked out or whatever they were, pushing everyone around and hogging most of the booze for themselves. During those dark months, Bob had to pay top dollar just to buy enough grog to get a good buzz on.

But with enough credits, one could do anything. Including bribe Daybreak asshats to let him do basically whatever he wanted, like get drunk whenever he felt like it.

But those asshats had loved to come into the Dusty Bucket and stick their noses in every conversation. Plus, there hadn’t been nearly as many patrons left to make fun of, what with all the slave labor that had gone on at that time.

So Bob had taken it upon himself to make friends with the nerds of Habitat 2. He used to slip them little nips of brandy or vodka or rum or whiskey or whatever he had on him at the time.

It hadn’t taken much of the stuff to make the nerds love him, and once they loved him, they’d started doing little favors for him, like hacking the habitat’s security feeds and giving him direct access on his implant, so he could track where the Daybreak goons were at any given time. His favorite nerd, a fellow named Wyatt, even deleted some footage for Bob, of him urinating on Quentin Cooper’s hoverbike during one of his more adventurous benders.

Yes, getting friendly with the nerds was a fine thing. Almost as good as having a lot of credits, these days. And when that gorgeous brunette Lisa Sato returned with Tessa Notaras and their hairy friends to break Cooper’s hold on the place, Bob had made sure to continue maintaining those friendships. Everyone loved free booze, whether they were living in a druglord’s dystopia or not, so he continued to supply them with it.

It didn’t take long for them to turn up something juicy for him. Something he could use, something he could take to Lisa Sato as an offering. It didn’t hurt to get on the good side of a Darkstream soldier, no it didn’t, and the fact that she was drop-dead stunning didn’t deter him in the slightest.

“What do you want, O’Toole?” she asked, her mouth twisted into a grimace as he staggered through the door of her office.

“I brought you a present,” he mumbled, scratching his backside and trying to remember whether he’d showered today.

“I’d be incredibly surprised to find myself interested in any present you would care to give me.”

“Prepare to be surprised!” he said, grinning, and then he fired over the files his nerds had dug up for him.

“What are these?” Lisa said, frowning slightly as she stared into the space just over Bob’s left shoulder, no doubt reviewing the files on her implant.

“Messages,” Bob grunted. “Sent from our esteemed former councilman, Leonardo Fiore, to Quentin Cooper himself. Recently. Have a look. He really spills his guts out, in ’em. Tells Cooper all about our security, or lack thereof. Our defenses, such as they are. And especially about the number of Quatro you brought in here. How fearsome their teeth look, and so on, and so on.”

“Wow,” Lisa said, inclining her head, her raven hair swaying slightly with the movement. “This is just what we need to nail Fiore to the wall.”

“Well, that’s not all,” Bob said, scowling. “I’d love to see Fiore fingered as much as the next guy, but that isn’t the most important implication of these messages. The most important thing is—”

“Cooper’s planning to attack Habitat 2. Again.”

“Uh, yes,” Bob said. “That’s exactly right.”

“I’m not sure how he proposes to do that, given we killed most of his thugs, and arrested almost all of the rest. But the fact that he thinks he can do it is worrying on its own. Thank you for this, Bob. If there’s any way I can repay you, anything I can do, say the word—just please don’t say something gross.”

Bob’s grin fizzled. Come to think of it, he had been about to say something Lisa would likely find gross, coming from an old man like him.

“Ah…” He cleared his throat. “I don’t need anything. Got enough drink to last me three lifetimes, I reckon. I’m good.” He bobbed his head at her, turned unsteadily, and shuffled out of her office.

Wonder who wants to have a drink with me. He racked his brain, but no one came to mind.

Probably, a sip of something strong would give him some ideas.

Chapter 9

Act like a Soldier

 

Jake trudged through what used to be their camp, looking for a way he could help the battalion pull itself back together. Nothing presented itself—nothing for a mech to help with, anyway.

Everything that had been broken was broken, and both his giant hands and his vast arsenal had been designed for destruction, not rebuilding. Beth, Marco, Richaud, and Ash had already extracted the remaining quad from the ruined personnel carrier, affixing it to the top of one of the tanks.

Now, it seemed, there was nothing left for the MIMAS mechs to do except to remain alert and on guard, patrolling to protect what had already been stolen.

I failed.

There was no escaping that fact. Jake had been the one to spot the one-eared Quatro making for the personnel carriers—the others had been busy fighting for their lives. Circumstances had assigned him with the task of making sure the Quatro didn’t manage to access one of the quads. But he’d failed. And now, all of Eresos was at risk.

“Price.” It was Roach, subvocalizing.

“Sir?”

“Get over here.”

Jake’s HUD flashed with Roach’s location, a hundred meters or so past the camp’s perimeter, well within the trees.

How’d he end up there without anyone noticing?

With the mech’s long legs and its unrivaled locomotion, he reached Roach in less than a minute, even though he had to jog around the camp to avoid running over anyone, and then he had to weave through the trees to avoid knocking one of those down and making a racket—never a welcome outcome, especially in the wake of a Quatro attack.

He found Roach sitting on a thick, fallen tree. From the looks of the stump, Roach had cracked the thing off to serve as his mech’s seat. It was odd to see the great war machine in repose.

Jake saluted. “You wanted to speak with me, sir?” He decided not to ask why Roach had risked straying so far from the camp. Lately, he’d been trying not to question his superior.

“I want you to take command of Oneiri Team and push on toward Ingress.”

For a moment, Jake didn’t know what to say to that. “Sir…take command? Plenty of people in the reserve battalion outrank me, and a lot of the garrison soldiers do, too.” He wasn’t sure why that was the first point he raised, but there it was.

“They can sort themselves out,” Gabe said. “But they don’t understand mechs, and I don’t want them directing you to do anything. I’ll transmit signed orders to that effect.”

“I take it this means you’re leaving.”

“Good deduction. I intend to track down the Quatro that stole that quad, and when I find it, I mean to disable it. Do not follow me, and make sure the others don’t, either. That’s an order, Price. I want you to impress that on the others. An order, damn it. I’ll be blocking my transponder from broadcasting my location to you, but I hope that’s an unnecessary measure.”

“Sir, do you really think you need to deny us knowledge of your location? I mean, we won’t follow you, but if you run into trouble—”

“Damn it, Price, this is exactly why I need to block my transponder. You were about to say that if something happens to me, you’d come try to pull me out of it, and that’s what I just ordered you not to do.” Roach’s mech was shaking its head. “Typical.”

“Sir…why choose me to command Oneiri? I failed. I let the Quatro steal the quad.”

Roach surged to his feet, crossing the distance between him and Jake in an instant, so that their faces were inches away. Even though Jake was also inside a giant robot, Roach still managed to be intimidating.

“Is this the result of your training, Seaman Apprentice? Did I teach you to mope around when the going gets tough, or did I teach you to act like a soldier?”

“The latter, sir.”

“Then act like one! That’s an order, too.”

“Sir…why do you think the Quatro retreated? Why not press the advantage, once they had the quad?”

“They were taking heavy losses. If the battle had gone on much longer, most of them would probably be dead. But they have the quad, now, and they’ll learn the thing’s power, the extent of which we’re not even sure about. They could do a lot of damage with it.”

Jake nodded. Ever since the Siege of Plenitos had begun, the chief had been exhibiting signs of exhaustion and mental instability. He’d screwed up the launch that had brought them wide of the Quatro force besieging Plenitos, which had resulted in the enemy breaching the walls. Shortly after that, Jake had found him standing on the edge of the woods, motionless, staring at the fractured city.

And now, he was heading alone into the wilderness, to chase a weapon whose capabilities he knew nothing about.

But Jake had resolved not to question the chief.

“It’s possible I’ll find the Quatro dead inside the quad it took,” Roach said. “The mech your father found in that comet killed Zimmerman when he couldn’t control it. But I have to make sure. Do you understand that, Price?”

“Yes, sir.”

“Good. Now, get those quads to Ingress. Don’t let me down.”

With that, Roach turned and walked into the woods. Jake watched him until the trees blocked him out, and then he listened until the sound of Roach’s mech crashing through the undergrowth faded away.

Chapter 10

Played

 

“Don’t tell me,” Former Habitat 2 councilman Leonardo Fiore said as he sneered at Lisa through the bars of his cell. “Are you going to offer me leniency in exchange for information? We all know how that turned out.”

The former councilman was tall, lithe, and tanned. The kind of tan that was difficult to attain inside a sealed habitat, without spending ample time lying in a tanning bed.

“Actually, I haven’t decided what I should offer you,” Lisa said, returning Fiore’s gaze without breaking eye contact. “What did Quentin Cooper offer you, that made you spill your guts so liberally?”

“Oh, I’m confident he will find a way to reward me. I’m a man with…broad tastes.” Fiore’s eyes slithered up and down Lisa’s body, which made her feel like vomiting.

Refusing to let her nausea show, Lisa continued to study the man’s lean face.

She knew what her father would say about a man like Fiore: his overconfidence blinded him to his own shortcomings. It was easy to find that sort of man’s buttons, and once you found them, it was even easier to jam your thumb down on them till he behaved exactly as you wanted.

“I’m afraid he won’t get the chance to reward you,” Lisa said. “Darkstream is deploying an entire battalion of trained soldiers to Habitat 2. Cooper doesn’t have a prayer of victory. He’s already enjoyed all the success he’s going to.”

“You’re a fool, girl,” Fiore spat, and Lisa didn’t react to that either, despite how much she hated being called “girl” after months trapped inside a beetle with Tessa Notaras. “Cooper’s spent years preparing for this. You’ve done nothing but set him back a little. He has sprawling facilities that he built years ago, inside hills well outside the beetle routes. I helped him do that. I used my position on the council to redirect what resources I could to him, and I was repaid in kind. Plus, Cooper has soldiers of his own, armed with weaponry I helped him to secure, and beetles built with parts that I procured for him. How else do you explain the sheer volume of drugs that flooded not just this habitat, but all of the habitats? Cooper’s operation is not some two-bit racket. It spans the planet, with operatives in every habitat, as well as inside Darkstream’s own power structure. Those operatives will be on their way, soon. You’re done, girl. Done.”

Lisa nodded, saying nothing. By bruising Fiore’s pride, she’d prompted him to give her exactly what she wanted, and it had been almost as easy as pushing “play” on a vid using her implant.

Of course, to tell Fiore he’d been played would put him on guard against the tactic in the future, and she wanted to preserve it, in case she ever needed it again.

So she maintained her silence as she exited the cell block, which she knew would likely make him think his words had had the impact he’d wanted.

“Do visit again,” Fiore shouted after her. “It would be my pleasure to educate you as much as is needed.”

As Lisa returned to her office, she received a message from the council of Habitat 1, notifying her that their entire fleet of beetles had been stolen.

That was as good as confirmation of Fiore’s boasting.

So he was telling the truth. Cooper really is coming.

“Let him come,” she muttered to the empty room. “We’ll be ready and waiting.”

Chapter 11

Vaguely Humanoid

 

“Another day, another comet, eh boss?” Ellis Green said with his easy grin. “You want me to double check your pressure suit?”

“The computer should have it covered.” Peter Price had once been a lot more diligent about manually checking over the suit’s seals. That had been when his son had worked with him, and he’d wanted to instill good habits.

I should still be that diligent.

Jake might not be here, but Sue Anne was still counting on him, and it wouldn’t help her if he died because he’d been negligent about his pressure suit.

All the same, he didn’t ask Ellis to check it. Instead, he stepped inside the airlock and waited for the man to join him.

“Where’s Noah?” Peter asked as the inner door sealed.

Ellis’s eyes flitted away before returning to meet Peter’s once more. “He said he’d be right out.”

“Uh huh.” Slept in again.

“What do you think we’ll find inside this ice ball, boss?”

It was a joke. Peter hadn’t found anything unusual since he’d uncovered the mech with his son, which had turned out to be a tremendous windfall. Darkstream had paid him two billion credits for his share of the find, and he’d used the money to lease another comet hopper from Darkstream, and to hire two men and three women to help him increase the number of comets he could turn into homes each year. After a few months, he’d made enough credits to lease a third.

In exchange for all that, he’d allowed Darkstream to take his son away from him. To go kill Quatro on the surface of Eresos, millions of miles away.

To lose his soul.

He tried to return Ellis’s grin, with one of his own. It felt halfhearted on his lips. “There’s only one way to know what we’ll find,” he said as the outer hatch opened to let them out onto the ice. “We just have to find it.”

He knew Ellis was only trying to build up a rapport with him. The three of them had to live together, after all, in fairly close quarters. It got lonely out here in the Belt, far away from the inner system, and far away from Hub, the Belt’s only real city.

But part of Peter still didn’t want to accept that he’d lost the dynamic he’d had out here with his son, and that he’d never get it back. There’d been something special about there just being the two of them, going it alone against space and ice, carving out a living, as well as enough money to pay for Sue Anne’s medical treatment.

He was sure Jake had never enjoyed the experience as much as he had. Most likely, Peter was just as foolish as any father who tried overzealously to share his passion with his son.

That didn’t change the fact he missed Jake dearly.

He walked around the comet hopper, which Jake had always called the Whale, and now Peter did, too. He reached the compartment that housed the half-kilometer coiled drilling hose.

By now, Ellis didn’t need to be told what to do. He approached a panel near the bow of the ship, which extended outward to reveal the antenna array. That done, Ellis would instruct the array to use step-frequency radar to scan the comet, so they’d know what they were in for in terms of the ice’s density.

“Noah,” Peter said, using his radio to broadcast his voice throughout the Whale. “Have you activated the water harvester?”

“I will now,” came the reply, and Peter rolled his eyes before returning to the task of preparing the hose to blast the comet with boiling water.

At least, I’ll blast it with boiling water eventually.

Because Noah was so late in getting started on his part of the job, it would be some time before the water harvester collected and heated enough liquid to begin drilling.

“Boss,” Ellis said. From his gestures, Peter could tell he’d been reviewing the radar scan’s findings, but his hand had paused in midair. “The scan found something.”

“Is that another joke?”

“No. Seriously. Just a few meters below the surface. Take a look at this.”

Ellis made the flicking gesture that would transmit an image to Peter’s HUD, but before it rendered, something emerged from the comet, breaking through the ice and crawling out onto the surface.

As it got to its feet, it was vaguely humanoid, though it wasn’t much higher than Peter’s belly button. That said, it seemed to hunch slightly, gleaming dully in the dim light.

The thing had dark gray, metallic arms like elongated shields, and its thighs and shins had the same shape, only shorter. Peter couldn’t discern a face anywhere on its elongated head, which extended forward as well as backward. The thing didn’t even seem to have any eyes, or sensors of any kind. None that were evident, anyway.

Without warning, the machine’s arms snapped downward against the ice, sending it sailing off into space with startling speed—deeper into the Belt.

“What was that thing?” Ellis asked, his voice filled with awe.

“I have no idea,” Peter said. “But I’d better go back inside. Darkstream will want to know about this right away.”

“You really think you’ll be able to sell this one too, boss?” Ellis asked, jocularity already creeping back into his voice. “I mean, it got away, didn’t it?”

But Peter didn’t answer. Suddenly, he felt even less receptive toward Ellis’s jokes than he’d been before.

Chapter 12

Militia

 

“It’s interesting that Daybreak didn’t position any snipers up here,” Lisa said, her pressure suit’s audio picking up her own footfalls across Habitat 2’s gunmetal gray roof.

Ahead of her, Tessa shrugged her slim shoulders. “Doesn’t surprise me, honestly. I doubt Daybreak expected to be attacked. They were negotiating with Darkstream, and other than the company, who would have the resources to oppose them?”

“Us.”

“Us and the Quatro. Who no one knew were even on Alex. Besides, we lured them into the valley, which a rooftop sniper wouldn’t have been able to hit anyway.”

Lisa didn’t answer. As always, Tessa’s tactical analysis was dead-on, but that didn’t mean she needed to be praised endlessly for it.

She’s confident enough as it is.

If only Tessa had been able to appraise Darkstream just as accurately. Lisa had a lot of affection for Tessa, but the woman’s hatred for Darkstream made their friendship a little strained at times.

“Andy’s been talking you up, lately,” the former soldier said, turning so Lisa could glimpse her amused expression through her faceplate. “Says he’s impressed with everything you’ve accomplished, this last little while. I do believe the boy is growing smitten with you.”

Lisa offered a terse chuckle. “If he is, it won’t be for long. Andy’s as fickle as a pickle.”

“How fickle is a pickle, exactly?”

Shaking her head, Lisa grinned to herself as they reached the edge of the roof and she gazed out over Alex’s blue expanse. “Just a cheesy saying my dad used to trot out way too much.”

Dust devils chased each other across the terrain, putting on a little performance for the two friends. After long months cooped up in a beetle, with nothing to look at but this, Lisa would have thought she’d have tired of the planet’s beauty.

Not so. And, watching more loose shapes of dust form and dissipate, over and over, she doubted she ever would.

Tessa turned to her. “Unlike Cooper, we have the advantage of having advance notice of the coming attack. We can put snipers up here.”

“Yeah. Although, they’ll be most effective if we can anticipate what direction they’ll hit us from. Otherwise, we’ll have to allow time for our snipers to move across the roof. Which might take too long for them to have any effect at all.”

Tessa sniffed. “Shouldn’t be hard to anticipate where Cooper will hit. We can just keep an eye on the satellite images—providing Darkstream allows us continued access to them.”

For the second time today, Lisa responded to her friend with only silence.

The older woman sighed. “I know how fond you are of your employer, Lisa. But whether I’m right about them or not, I hope you realize that we can’t leave the safety of Habitat 2 up to the timing of their arrival. If they take their sweet time to get here…well, I don’t need to spell it out, do I?”

“I’ve already thought about that, Tessa. And I agree.” Her friend did have a point. The charge that Darkstream’s bureaucracy could be slow and cumbersome held a lot of water. “I’m going to start training a citizen militia. Providing the council approves, obviously.” A new city council had just been elected by the habitat’s residents, and Lisa had no intention of subverting them. “I think they’ll approve it. Darkstream won’t like it, but Habitat 2 is too important to leave its fate to chance.”

Through Tessa’s faceplate, Lisa could see that her eyebrows were hiked up as far as they would go. “You surprise me more every day, Lisa. I honestly didn’t expect to hear you say that. Not without a lot of convincing.”

“Well, don’t expect me to start endorsing your crazy theories just yet. This is strictly about pragmatism.”

Tessa smiled. “I’m choosing to see it as a sign there’s some hope for you.”

 “Yeah, yeah. Think we’ll get Andy firing a gun and shooting straight?”

“He won’t be thinking straight enough to shoot straight. Not with you around.” Then, Tessa’s smile turned down a couple notches. “You know, Daybreak did leave a few Three Points members alive.”

Lisa tilted her head to the side. “Wow, Tessa. Really? Are you really about to say what I think you are?”

“There’s no one who hates Daybreak more than them.”

“Out of the question. They’re staying in their cells, and they’re certainly not joining any militia. The council would never sign off on it, for one.”

Tessa turned from the edge of the roof and started back toward the nearest airlock leading down into Habitat 2. “Well, here’s hoping recruitment goes well for you. If it doesn’t, and Daybreak shows up with Darkstream still nowhere in sight, you may find yourself singing a different tune.”

Chapter 13

Not Just a War of Expansion

 

Whatever else was true about the quad the Quatro had stolen, tracking it did not offer much of a challenge.

That was because it apparently had the power to obliterate trees, leaving only splintered stumps and a shower of bark. The MIMAS mechs could do that to smaller trees, at a full run. Gabe had no idea how fast the quad was moving, but the wreckage it left in its path…

Suffice it to say I’d rather it didn’t do that to my mech.

Despite his growing trepidation, it brought him a measure of relief to do something other than fight in a battle.

Killing had never been a problem for him before, but since the start of this war, it tended to cause him paralyzing, guilt-ridden flashbacks of the first missions on Eresos, to subdue the Quatro population.

He didn’t know why it was flashbacks of killing aliens and not fellow humans that haunted him, but he didn’t pretend to know how the human brain worked.

The one thing he was certain of was that chasing the quad did not seem to trigger any flashbacks. He welcomed the reprieve.

Then, he started seeing Jess.

He was loping along the swath of destruction the quad had left in its wake when she appeared right in the middle of it. Her arms were folded across her stomach, and her auburn hair shifted in the breeze.

Gabe twisted to the right, trying to change his course, but he only succeeded in losing his balance, crashing forward. If Jess had been real, he would have crushed her.

But the MIMAS passed through nothing, and he hit the ground hard, the dream translating the mech’s impact as a wave of pain that spread through Gabe’s body.

He pulled himself to his feet and checked all around him, but there was no sign of Jess, other than his racing heartbeat, which manifested inside the dream as a shimmer over everything in his sight.

The dream.

It was only supposed to make people appear like that when Gabe was communicating with them, to provide the illusion of an in-person conversation, which was supposed to improve the quality of long-distance meetings.

It was also supposed to only show him people who still lived.

But Jess did not live. He’d seen her body with his own eyes, after the Quatro attacked Northshire, which he’d been assigned to protect.

She was the reason he’d embarked on this war in the first place. It wasn’t just Darkstream’s war of expansion; it was also his own war of personal vengeance, and for Gabe, the second came before the first.

And now here Jess was, to…what? Cheer him on?

He didn’t think so. He didn’t think she was here to do anything.

She hadn’t been there at all, of course—not really. It was just the mech dream conspiring with his increasingly unstable subconscious to unsettle him.

It was also a reminder, an affirmation, that he really would stop at nothing to secure his vengeance. He wouldn’t even be stopped by the dead girl he was striving to avenge.

Gabe resumed his headlong dash through the forest, determined not to rest until he caught up to the quad. No matter what happened next.

Chapter 14

Extermination Is Also Acceptable

 

The Quatro had proved themselves formidable warriors during the Battle for Habitat 2, and they were willing to help again in its defense.

But according to Fiore’s boasting, Lisa would need more than just the Quatro to defend her home.

And so, she put out the call to all residents of Habitat 2 interested in fighting Daybreak—anyone who wanted to prevent their home from being taken once again by ruthless criminals were told to meet her in the central plaza at six AM.

She got five people.

Tessa Notaras, Andy Miller, Bob O’Toole, Phineas Gage, and a red-haired man named Rodney Vickers, who Lisa was pretty sure just wanted an excuse to play with explosives.

“Um, do you think it’s the early hour?” Andy asked, scratching his head through his brown hair.

Lisa frowned. “For the opportunity to defend your home, the time of day shouldn’t matter.”

Presumably, no one wanted to become slaves to Daybreak again. But apparently, they assumed that period of oppression had been just a momentary blip, an anomaly, which couldn’t possibly happen again now that a Darkstream military operative had taken care of the situation and more operatives were on the way.

The residents of Habitat 2 clearly felt that someone else would handle things, and that they could simply return to their normal lives.

“Well,” Lisa said, “I guess we’ll make do with what we have, for now. Who knows, if we all work hard, maybe we’ll inspire others to join us.” She cleared her throat. “Okay. First things first. I thought we’d start by putting on pressure suits and going out on Alex for some real-life shooting. I know you’ve all probably fired a gun before, in lucid, and maybe even during your waking life, but we’ll mostly be training in the latter. There’s nothing like firing a real gun. Someone I have a lot of respect for once told me that.” Exchanging smiles with Tessa, Lisa said, “All right. Everyone make for the western airlock.”

As they reentered Habitat 2’s narrow streets, Lisa drew up beside Tessa and said, “You’re not really going to let me train you, are you? You know way more than me. Plus, you have way more actual battle experience.”

“Consider me here in an observation capacity,” Tessa said. “I trained you how to fight, and how to endure the rigors of combat. I didn’t teach you how to train others. So I’m interested to see how you make out.” Tessa shrugged. “Besides, it never hurts to brush up on fundamentals.”

“Fair enough.” Lisa chuckled. “I guess I can get you to take over, too, in case I need to use the washroom.”

She’d just started to put on her pressure suit when her HUD notified her that she had an urgent message.

It was from Commander Laudano. “Seaman Sato. A subordinate has forwarded me a link to a system net news site, and I found what I saw there deeply disturbing. Unless these photos are doctored, it would seem you have Quatro freely roaming the streets of Habitat 2. I find it curious that you failed to include their presence in any of your reports. Worse, according to this news site, you arrived with these creatures. Now, I have no idea how the Quatro are even on Alex, but what I do know is that the species is responsible for thousands of deaths on Eresos, and counting. Clearly, they’re far more advanced than we’ve dared to consider. How they traveled from Eresos to Alex is beyond me, especially considering no unidentified traffic has been detected between the two planets. Maybe they’ve discovered a way to open up some sort of quantum tunnel between their caves on Eresos and on Alex. Either way, I’m willing to give you the benefit of the doubt and assume that these beasts have tricked you somehow. But that benefit only extends so far. If you’d like to continue availing of it, I highly recommend you apprehend every Quatro currently inside Habitat 2. Exterminating them will also be acceptable. Laudano out.”

“I have to go,” Lisa said, dropping the pieces of her pressure suit. “Tessa, if you could take over for me?”

Her friend nodded, and Lisa ran back into Habitat 2. By the time she found Rug, she was completely out of breath. The alien was doing what she always did: pacing the streets of the city, completely ignoring its inhabitants.

“Rug,” Lisa managed through her panting. “You have to leave. It isn’t safe for you here anymore.”

Rug regarded her with large midnight eyes. Those eyes always seemed so calm, and they still did now, reflecting none of the anxiety Lisa was experiencing. “Why do you say so, human?”

“I just heard from one of my Darkstream bosses. He ordered me to either arrest you, or…or exterminate you. I have to assume the Darkstream soldiers in transit to here will know I’ve been given those orders, but either way, I doubt they’ll react to your presence positively. I have no idea when they’re going to get here. They could arrive within the hour. I’m not about to let any harm come to you or your people, Rug. I refuse to. Especially after everything you’ve done to help us.”

“And I refuse to abandon you to Daybreak, Lisa. I know that the others of my drift will feel the same.”

“You don’t understand, Rug. You must leave.”

“No, Lisa. You misunderstand me. We will leave Habitat 2. But we will not go far. My drift will remain nearby, and when Quentin Cooper returns to try to take from you what is rightfully yours, we will strike him with the full extent of our fury. That is not open to negotiation.”

Lisa felt a smile break over her face, and she surprised them both by reaching up to wrap her arms around the large alien. Rug seemed to take it in stride.

“Thank you, Rug.”

Chapter 15

Operational Details

 

The Darkstream soldiers finally arrived, and they didn’t bother to notify Lisa until their shuttles were landing on the roof of Habitat 2.

She quickly assembled a welcoming party, consisting of her, most of the new council, and some of the habitat’s prominent business leaders, including her friend Phineas Gage.

She even included Candace Peele, owner of the Swinging Eel, whose clientele had once consisted mostly of Daybreak and Three Points members. Peele herself had never been found guilty of anything, and the Swinging Eel had fallen on hard times since Quentin Cooper’s defeat.

Peele was currently in the midst of a halfhearted rebranding, but sometimes Lisa suspected she was quietly rooting for Cooper to return and take over Habitat 2 once more.

The freight elevator from Habitat 2’s roof opened, and a squad’s worth of soldiers poured out. Lisa was surprised to see that Mario Laudano was one of them.

She marched forward, drawing to a halt in front of him and stomping her right foot perfectly in line with her left, coming to attention. Her right hand snapped up to her temple in a crisp salute. “Welcome to Habitat 2, sir. I was not aware that you planned to personally lead the battalion.”

Laudano returned her salute, his much sloppier than hers, as though he found the exercise tiresome. “Ranking Darkstream security personnel don’t typically make a habit of keeping seamen appraised of every little operational detail.”

Well, this seaman happens to have saved this city. She didn’t say that, though. “Yes, sir. Where are the rest of your soldiers?”

Laudano’s mouth twisted slightly. “They’ll be down shortly.”

And so they were. Ten shuttles had made their way from Valhalla, carrying a sizable force.

Things changed rapidly, after their arrival.

For one, Laudano’s people were even more standoffish than the Quatro had been toward humans who weren’t Lisa, Tessa, or Andy.

The Darkstream operatives marched the streets stiffly, in full uniform and carrying heavy artillery everywhere they went. Like the Quatro, they did not stop or make way for anyone else, instead claiming the right-of-way everywhere they went.

Lisa’s workload diminished drastically, which was a welcome change. However, the work she did find herself doing was much less interesting than investigating and prosecuting Daybreak, or helping the new council get accustomed to their administrative duties.

On his third day in Habitat 2, Laudano offered to renew Darkstream’s old contract with the council at a cut-rate price. It was an offer too good to refuse.

Not long after, Laudano approached Lisa in a jet-black pressure suit as she was training her militia out on Alex, in the evening hours after she got off work.

The militia had more than tripled in size since she’d started it. That only amounted to sixteen members total, but they’d come a long way, and she was proud of them.

That ended today, apparently.

“What is this?” Laudano barked over a wide channel, so that all of Lisa’s militia men and women could hear.

Hesitating, Lisa indicated her soldiers with a spread hand. “These people want to help defend their homes when Quentin Cooper comes for it.”

“I just brought an entire Darkstream reserve battalion for that purpose.”

“I realize that, sir…but the more fighters we have, the greater our chance of victory will be.”

Laudano shook his head back and forth vigorously. “Our chance of victory already rests at one hundred percent. As you well know, Darkstream soldiers are highly trained, and mine are some of the most battle-hardened in the entire company.”

I’m not sure Tessa would agree with that assessment. Indeed, the ex-soldier stood stiffly nearby, glaring at Laudano through her faceplate.

The commander didn’t seem to notice. “Speaking of which, Darkstream did not invest tens of thousands of credits in training you, Seaman Sato, so that you could give away that training for free. You are to desist immediately. That’s an order.”

“But, sir—”

“One more word, and I’ll mark you for disciplinary action. I’m not one who stands for having his orders questioned. Not in the slightest.”

“Yes, sir.”

With that, Laudano spun neatly on his heel and marched back toward Habitat 2.

“I don’t trust that at all,” Tessa said, and Lisa’s HUD told her she spoke over a two-way channel.

“Neither do I.” She couldn’t quite put her finger on it, but the fact that Laudano would want to stop her from increasing residents’ ability to defend themselves seemed very odd. It reminded her of the way the commander had insisted on the arrest of the Quatro, even though the aliens had helped retake Habitat 2, which should have been obvious to anyone with a system net connection.

Laudano still hadn’t asked what had become of the Quatro, and Lisa wondered whether he would. Maybe he had chosen to assume she had actually killed them, but wasn’t interested in dealing with the paperwork that would result from discovering that she had.

She opened up a wide channel with the members of her militia—one that excluded Laudano, who still hadn’t reached Habitat 2 yet.

“You heard the commander. I’m going to have to stop using Darkstream resources in order to train you.” That hadn’t been exactly what Laudano said, but the interpretation suited her purposes. “So I guess we’re just going to have to continue our training in lucid, aren’t we? I’m sending you the code for a meeting lobby now. In the meantime, I suggest you all go perform some ‘non-training related PT’ with Tessa, so that she can ensure your implants are calibrated to accurately reflect your physical abilities. Just as a favor to you, of course—nothing to do with our militia.” Lisa smiled at them. “I’ll see you all tonight.”

Chapter 16

Eyes Aglow

 

Gabe took pride in the fact that, the next time Jess appeared to him, he managed to keep his composure.

This time, she wasn’t standing directly in his path. Instead, he spotted her on a low hill to the right of the swath left behind by the quad. He almost missed her, in fact. That notion struck him as incredibly bizarre.

Imagine missing your own hallucination.

Would it still be hallucinating if you didn’t even notice your delusions?

It was a question for another time. For now, he stopped amidst the downed and splintered trees, staring at her and keeping his mech’s hands by its sides.

“Why are you running?” Jess said, in the same matter-of-fact fashion she’d always said…well, pretty much everything.

Gabe didn’t answer.

She looks just as beautiful as the day we…

No. More beautiful. Her beauty was increased by the fact he missed her so much.

“Are you running toward something? Or from something?”

“Toward,” Gabe said.

“I say from. And I think I’m right. So now that we’ve determined that, the only thing that’s left is to find out what it is you’re running from. Could it be the Quatro whose air you turned to fire under the orders of your employer?”

“Jess. Please.”

“You didn’t even give them the chance to fight, did you? You incinerated them in their homes. Is that how a soldier behaves?”

“Yes.”

“Maybe I’m wrong about what you’re running from. What do I know? I do like guessing, though. Let me guess again. Maybe you’re still running from the Bastion Sector, back in the Milky Way. I was born in the Milky Way, just like you. But I only spent a couple of years there. I didn’t get the chance to see the things you saw. To do the things you did.”

Gabe didn’t speak, having already gained the sense that doing so would only make things worse. That had often been the way, with Jess.

“Are you running from the boy you found, after UHF bombs destroyed the radicals’ base on Thessaly? He begged you to kill him, didn’t he? He was gone below the waist, completely gone, and he was bleeding out, but it was taking a long time. There was no saving him. Probably. Either way, he begged you to kill him, and you did. Didn’t you?”

Everything in the world had turned various shades of blue. A MIMAS mech could not weep, but the dream did turn everything blue.

“Have you forgotten about the boy, Gabe? Have other horrors replaced his memory?”

A strong wind picked up, causing the sapphire trees to sway.

“I’m glad to have reminded you about him,” Jess said. “He seemed like he was probably a nice boy, all things considered. And he was even younger than I was when I died.”

Jess vanished, and at the same time, the woods regained their normal colors. Gabe was alone again.

He resumed running.

It was beginning to get dark. But something made him feel like he was getting close. The woods were thickening, and judging by the slightly reduced length of the quad’s strides, as indicated by its tracks, it had been slowed by it. Not by much, but some.

Gabe was not slowed. His path had been cleared by the quad’s labor, and soon he would catch up.

Then, I’ll kill it. For Jess.

The woods ended with an abruptness that clearly wasn’t natural. Someone had cleared a wide space, for defensive purposes.

Indeed, a tiny cluster of structures lay in the middle of the cleared area. When Gabe consulted his map, this wasn’t on it. That meant mercenaries.

The thought didn’t stop him. Nothing but death would, now – he’d resolved that long ago.

Instead of stopping, he charged faster, intending to take anyone who remained in that ramshackle settlement by surprise.

But it was he who was taken by surprise.

The buildings were arranged in a rough circle, and in their center stood the quad, its eyes aglow in the waning light.

MIMAS mechs were much taller than Quatro, but inside its own mech, the alien came almost to the shoulders of Gabe’s.

It made no move toward him, and Gabe did what he could to arrest his own momentum, catching himself on the side of a shed, which caused the wood to splinter, buckle inward, and crack.

Twin cannons formed to flank the quad’s head, pointing straight at Gabe.

He leapt to his left.

Chapter 17

Feedback Mechanism

 

Gabe tucked into a roll as a blast of energy made a crater where he’d been standing. The quad turned to fire on him again, but he was still moving, speeding up, and the shot only succeeded in setting another wooden structure ablaze.

Ducking behind a third structure, he paused for a second to gather his wits and attempt to formulate some kind of plan. But the Quatro piloting the quad clearly had no intention of giving him any time for that. It fired again, this time with what seemed like armor-piercing rounds, against which the building Gabe hid behind offered basically no protection.

A round caught his arm, denting it and flinging it backward. Another hit his shoulder, causing him to spin. He turned into the revolution and fled once more, retracting his hands against his wrists and spinning up both autocannons to fire on his enemy as he did.

The Quatro was completely undeterred. It ran straight into the hail of bullets, the ordnance making pinging sounds as it glanced off the quad’s armor.

Steeling himself, Gabe squared up to meet the charge, bracing himself by shifting his right foot back and bringing both hands up before him, metal fingers spread to catch the beast.

The quad simply trampled him, heavy paws knocking him down and pummeling him into the earth.

He cried out in agony as the dream tried to convince him that his body was shattered beyond repair, bones ground to dust, organs ruptured like overfilled balloons.

Maybe that feedback mechanism is a little too intense. Or maybe his body really was destroyed.

Deciding to do what he could to test the hypothesis, he pushed himself to his feet, forcing himself to run at his foe, who was coming about to charge again.

This time, Gabe was ready. With a mighty leap, he sailed over the quad, pelting it with his autocannons all the while.

A weapon that closely resembled a rocket launcher took shape from the metal on the quad’s back, and indeed a rocket emerged from it, timed to catch Gabe at the peak of his jump. The missile scored a direct hit with his right side, and the explosion threw him farther into the air, limbs flailing uncontrollably.

As Gabe descended, the quad’s tail took the shape of a great blade poised to skewer him on the way down.

It was possible that the MIMAS mech’s armor was strong enough to withstand being run through, even with its full weight coming down on a single wicked-looking point.

But Gabe wasn’t eager to test that. Instead, he fired every rocket he had in his arsenal in the quad’s direction. The effort served to stabilize his descent somewhat, and he turned his autocannons on the alien once more as he finished falling.

The kickback from his firing served to push him backward slightly, and he missed the blade by a matter of centimeters.

Extending his own blades, Gabe drove them forward into the quad’s armor, producing a piercing shriek of metal against metal. His effort produced only thin, white lines, like those made by a butter knife across a wooden table top.

The Quatro spun, swinging a massive paw at Gabe’s head in a gesture reminiscent of the one that had killed Tommy deep underground. Gabe felt sure he had time to dodge, but he was wrong. The blow knocked him to the ground, where he rolled sideways to avoid whatever the Quatro was planning next.

Gabe regained his feet, but immediately a blast of energy threw him straight through another structure. He landed inside, his entire body on fire.

The quad came in after him, landing on top of him, raking him with razor claws that had formed the moment the Quatro had need of them. Furrows of pain sprang up all down Gabe’s body.

He let two grenades tumble out of his grenade launchers, without actually launching them. Both exploded, causing Gabe’s anguish to spike brutally but forcing the Quatro to ease up enough for him to scramble out from underneath it.

Charging at one of the unbroken walls, he succeeded in breaking through to the outside.

There, he came face to face with a group of two dozen mercenaries, bearing all manner of artillery. They stood approximately thirty meters away.

Two of them directed rocket launchers at Gabe and fired.

Chapter 18

Creative Karma

 

Another energy blast followed him between the trees as he attempted to flee into the rapidly darkening woods.

The dry, leafless trees all around him exploded into flame, and Gabe pitched forward, face-first into the forest floor.

He staggered once more to his feet, a rocket sailing past him to hit an unusually large tree, which the explosion enveloped. Gabe stumbled around it, though the heat found him, spurring him to run as quickly as he could.

His mech was behaving erratically. He suspected the fight had done serious damage to the actuators and servomotors in several of his joints, as he was having great difficulty in making the MIMAS go where he wanted it to.

An attempt to sprint between two trees resulted in colliding with the leftmost one, causing him to spin and almost lose his balance again. He found his feet, somehow, and staggered on, the shouts of the mercenaries close behind him, their bullets ripping up the ground all around him.

Make for the densest cluster of trees. That’s your only hope.

Gabe did. It was almost night, and he prayed his pursuers would lose track of him…if he could just keep moving.

His HUD had been nagging him to review his vitals, but he hadn’t found the time for it in between running for his life. While the dream interface granted him an incredibly close connection with his mech, it distanced himself from his own body.

He reached a part of the woods where the trees grew close together, and he weaved through them as best he could, hoping they would slow the quad some. Only then did he glance at what his implant was trying to tell him about his body’s health.

The prognosis wasn’t good. He was slowly bleeding out, just like the boy back on Thessaly had been, and if he didn’t get medical attention soon, he would die, just as the boy had.

That wasn’t an acceptable outcome, he decided. The other members of Oneiri team had to be warned of the devastating power wielded by the quad, as well as the fact he’d found it in a mercenary outpost.

Were those Red Company fighters?

He had no way of knowing, other than a massive hunch. Another hunch told him there was a reason the Quatro who’d stolen the quad had gone to the mercenaries. It had headed straight for their settlement, and Gabe seriously doubted that was by chance.

It thought it had something to gain there.

That meant the Quatro almost certainly had an alliance with the mercenaries, or some sort of arrangement, at least. If Darkstream’s enemies were uniting against the company, then that was a piece of information that gravely needed to be passed on as well.

If only he believed that he actually had a chance of making it back to his team.

As he ran, he briefly considered allowing his transponder to broadcast his location to Price and the others, so that they could come to his aid. But he quickly scrapped it as a horrible idea.

The fact that he hadn’t encountered any Quatro other than the one piloting the quad told him the other aliens had likely continued to trail the Darkstream battalion, looking for a chance to strike and liberate more of the quads. Even if that wasn’t the case, the quad had made short work of him, and he wasn’t totally confident that even the combined might of Oneiri team could take it down. True, it had taken the arrival of the mercenaries to finish Gabe off, but he didn’t know how long he would’ve lasted against the quad even in their absence.

It would’ve taken dying in a one-on-one duel with the quad to get a more accurate impression of its prowess, but that would not have served anyone.

He passed Jess as he barreled through the dense wood. She was standing between two trees that left a gap much too narrow for his mech to fit between.

“Do you believe in karma?” she asked, but by the time his overtaxed brain registered the question, he was already too far to answer her.

Then he saw her again, standing at the bottom of a natural bowl in a small clearing dead ahead.

“If karma does exist, I wonder what its limits might be?”

Again, Gabe rushed past too quickly to engage in any conversation, let alone one about complex philosophical issues.

But then, Jess reappeared just ahead. “If someone’s committed an excessive number of horrible acts,” she said, “how can karma possibly compensate for that?”

Gabe stumbled on, but this time Jess shrieked loud enough for him to hear: “How creative is karma willing to get?”

As Gabe continued on through the woods, the gunfire and explosions grew dimmer behind him. He wasn’t sure whether that was because he was succeeding in putting distance between him and his pursuers, or because he was losing consciousness.

He gradually became obsessed with the concept of blood loss, and the dream facilitated that obsession. Droplets of blood started to ooze from every tree, and pools of it welled up from the ground.

The sky itself began to bleed.

Chapter 19

Sucker for Punishment

 

“See you tomorrow night,” Bob O’Toole said, peering at Lisa.

Lisa grunted, and he vanished.

Tessa grinned. “That’s the one circumstance where he’ll ever get to say that and it’ll be true.” Then she disappeared too, leaving just Lisa and Andy in the lucid lobby.

Since Laudano had disbanded it, Lisa’s militia had almost doubled in size. Nothing quite got the word out like having a secret group that no one else was meant to know about, she supposed.

She turned most of their lucid simulations down to minimum lucidity, so that her trainees forgot entirely that they were dreaming for the duration of the dream, convinced the sims were real life and that they truly were in danger.

At the end of each sim, however, they were all sent to a lobby with the lucidity turned up to max so that they could review whatever scenario they’d just run—what had worked, who had died, and what might have gone better.

They’d just conducted tonight’s final scenario, though she wished there were more. She found it incredibly rewarding to watch her charges improve.

They’d been doing that a lot, lately. Improving. Especially since they’d begun training entirely in lucid. Dream-time was incredibly condensed. One minute of real-time could equal fifteen minutes of dream-time, often more. That meant they were able to get at least fifteen times the amount of training in.

Daybreak won’t stand a chance.

“I feel like tonight went great,” Andy said.

Lisa nodded. “They’ve all been going great. Everyone has their basics down pat, so now we can finally begin to innovate.”

“Yeah.” Andy rubbed the back of his neck, which must’ve been a gesture of discomfort, considering it was unlikely he would dream he had an itch in full lucidity. He met her eyes. “Listen, do you feel like getting a drink together soon? Tomorrow, maybe?”

That took her aback. “Um, yeah! Sure. I get off at eight in the evening. So, maybe nine? Dusty Bucket?”

“Sounds good! See you then.” With that, Andy winked out of existence.

Before returning to her regular sleep, Lisa took a moment to process that. If she was being honest with herself, and she saw no reason not to be, she was excited by the attention from Andy. But it also made her wonder—why the sudden interest now?

Nevertheless, when her shift ended the next day, she headed to her compact, two-room home, got into a black dress that was a little more flattering than her uniform, and headed for the Bucket, half expecting to be stood up.

But when she arrived, there he was, waving at her from a table in the corner. She stopped by the bar for her usual whiskey sour from Phineas Gage, which he gave to her on the house, and then she went to join Andy.

“I’m a little surprised you agreed to this, to be honest,” Andy said as she took a seat across from him. “I would’ve thought that, after months of being stuck with me inside a beetle out on Alex, you would’ve had enough of my company to last a lifetime.”

“I must be a sucker for punishment.” She offered a grin, to soften the snarkiness.

“Do you ever think about those times?”

Do you? For the first several weeks after returning from their journey, Andy had barely spoken to her. “Sometimes,” she said.

“I have to admit, I’m impressed by what you’ve been able to accomplish since you’ve gotten back.”

Even though Tessa had already told her he’d said that, Lisa was still surprised when she heard it from him. Since returning to Habitat 2, she felt like she’d been grasping for the right choices the entire way, groping in the dark, and only chancing to make anything work. Maybe she was being hard on herself, but that was how it felt, from retaking Habitat 2 to starting her citizen militia. “Well, thanks, Andy. It means a lot, really. Stuff like this, trying to make a difference—it’s the reason I came to the inner system from the Belt in the first place.”

“Do you miss it? The Belt?”

“I miss my father. My mother died when I was young. Father had to play the role of both parents, and I have to say, he did it well.”

“What’s he like?”

Lisa paused as she searched for the right words to describe her father, which was something she hadn’t had occasion to do very much. People normally didn’t ask about her family, or about anything else, really. Why would they? She was just a lowly seaman, on the bottom rung of the Darkstream corporate ladder.

“He’s kind,” she said. “Wise. Deeply distrustful of governments, too, which is the reason he gives for being happier here in the Steele System than he ever was back in the Milky Way. He was always super suspicious of Darkstream, though, too, which got on my nerves sometimes. It was always my dream to work for this company. Not everyone gets to do that, anymore. It’s not like it was before.”

Andy watched her as she spoke, not attempting to interject with his own opinions, which was good, because they would be irrelevant. He’d never met her father, and likely never would, so what did it matter what he thought about him?

“I say I came out here to make a difference,” Lisa went on, “and I did – at least, that’s what I tell myself. But others would probably just call it plain old ambition. My father would’ve said that that’s not such a bad thing. He would’ve called it a good thing, actually. He always said that if I can get to the point where what’s best for the world is also best for me, then I’ll know I’m on the right path.”

“I like that.”

“Yeah. Me too. What about you? You’re from Eresos, right? Do you miss it there?”

Andy shook his head. “I had two parents there—have, I guess—but they amounted to less than one, between them. They took no interest in my life. Had no time for me. I was always convinced I was an accident, and one night, when he was drunk, my father admitted it’s true: that I was an accident.”

“Wow,” Lisa said. “I’m sorry, Andy. Though it sort of explains why you have such commitment issues. You’re too afraid of getting hurt to let anyone get close.”

That brought an extended silence from Andy, and he ran a hand over his freckled chin. She knew she shouldn’t have said it, but he had hurt her, both after returning from their journey and well before they’d ever left. She wanted him to know that. To acknowledge it, in some way.

“Yeah,” he said. “I guess it kind of does.” He took a long pull from his beer, which looked to be a stout of some kind. “I don’t mean to change the subject, but did you hear that Darkstream released David Lannon and sent him in a shuttle to Valhalla?”

David Lannon was the former head of security for Habitat 2. The one who’d been caught helping Daybreak to enslave the people Lannon had been in charge of protecting.

“To stand trial?”

“No. To evade consequences altogether, it would seem. They’re finding him another posting.”

“Are you kidding me? That’s ridiculous.”

Andy shrugged, his shaggy brown hair bouncing a little. “Laudano assured me the move is strictly business. According to him, if Darkstream started prosecuting their employees all over the place—his words, not mine—then they’d receive fewer applications from qualified candidates.”

“So they’re just sending him elsewhere. To empower criminals to abuse some other innocent people, maybe.”

“Maybe.”

Lisa shook her head. I really don’t want to have to admit to Tessa that she’s right.

Chapter 20

Alliance

 

 The Quatro—he now knew that was what he was, or at least what the humans called his species—soon tired of the chase.

If they’d been able to finish off the human mech, that would’ve been good, but it wasn’t his priority. They had limited time.

He halted, the powerful suit he wore immediately arresting his momentum, and he shouted, “Stop!” The suit’s voice boomed through the forest, and the mercenaries that Wound could see came to a halt, turning to study him wearing expressions ranging from wonder to shock.

“Let us return,” Wound bellowed, and he began to lope back toward the settlement that he and the human had mostly destroyed with their combat.

Wound was the name he had chosen for himself, after learning from the suit’s translation function about the importance of having a name when communicating with humans. The name referenced his blown-off ear, but it also represented something much deeper.

The suit’s translator is one of its most powerful weapons. Possibly, it was the most powerful. At least, that was what Wound hoped.

Even so, the suit was a technological and military marvel by any measure. Its versatility seemed almost unlimited, and one of the main limits that did exist was Wound’s own imagination.

The suit was capable of morphing to form nearly any weapon he cared to wield, and given enough time, it could manufacture ordnance within itself in preparation for a coming engagement, using materials harvested from Gatherers. It could blast enemies with energy, too, the capacity for which also took some time to recharge.

Most importantly, whoever had built the suit had designed it to detect and amplify the Quatro superconducting ability. It responded to his magnetic nudges by translating them into powerful movements, completely negating the disadvantage Quatro normally experienced aboveground, and instead turning it into an incredible advantage.

The only thing that worried him were the whispers that he’d begun to hear during the quiet moments.

“You are not the humans who attempted to eradicate us from this planet,” Wound said to the mercenaries once they were gathered before him inside the circle of wrecked structures. “You are not the ones who filled our tunnels with fire so that our young could not breathe. Instead, you gave us the weapons we needed to oppose the ones who did that. And you just now aided me in battle against one of the indiscriminate killers of your species.” Wound swung his head so that he took in all the bipeds standing before him. “Why?”

A man who was large for a human stepped forward. His face was broad and red, as though it endured prolonged exposure to the sun on a regular basis. He spread his hands. “We figured, if we could make friends with great big fellas like you, together we could do a lot more damage to Darkstream than we could’ve otherwise. I’m Saul, by the way.”

“I am Wound. What is Darkstream?”

“They’re the ones responsible for all your hardship. I’m a lieutenant in Red Company—we’re the good guys. Let me ask you a question. How is it you’re able to talk to us right now?”

Wound regarded the man Saul carefully. “It is not I who speaks. It is the suit that I wear. Whoever designed it included the capacity to translate speech from my language to yours. Which I take to mean the designers wished for you and I to converse.”

“That thing looks something like the Gatherers and the Amblers. Strange, that they’d leave these machines lying around that end up helping both our species. How did you end up on this planet, anyway, Quatro? I’ve been hearing word that your species is on Alex, as well.”

Wound tilted his head. “Alex?”

That brought a nod from Saul. “It’s just what we call the other planet in this system that humanity has business on.”

A thrill of excitement ran through Wound’s body. “Other Quatro survive in the system? Have they been cast as low as my drift, with all their tools stripped away from them?”

“Well, I don’t know what you consider tools, but one of the images I saw showed one of your kind wearing an advanced-looking pressure suit that had two honking big energy weapons attached to it. Back to my question, though, Wound. How’d you end up here?”

“We fled. Back in the Quatro Home System, all are expected to carry out the will of the Assembly of Elders. The Assembly provides all Quatro with the necessities of life, ensuring that all have proper food, shelter, comfort-enabling technologies, as well as machines that safeguard our health. In return, the Assembly expects its beneficiaries to behave exactly as the Assembly wants. The drift that fled to this system, to which I belong—we did not agree that we should be ruled by the dictates of the Assembly just because they provided the basics of life. We viewed those basics as our natural due, and we think that in a just society, the only expected recompense would be to contribute our views toward the governing of that society, while retaining a vast measure of freedom.”

As Wound spoke, Saul had nodded along. “It sounds like you Quatro have reasons a lot like ours for coming to this system. It’s strange we don’t get along better. Hell, from the sounds of it, we should. Why don’t we start today? You obviously came to us for a reason. What are you here to propose?”

“The humans have seven more suits just like the one I’m wearing. I do not believe they built them. They had no reason to. I believe they found them, and I believe the discovery has worried them greatly. With the suits in our possession, our chances of defeating this Darkstream will be multiplied by orders of magnitude.”

“And you want us to help you secure the suits,” Saul said, pointing all five fingers of his left hand at Wound. “Am I right in thinking that?”

“Yes.”

“What’s in it for us?”

“Once we kill the murderers of Darkstream, you may have the suits they wield.”

Saul was nodding again. “Boy, do I love the sound of that.”

Something whispered to Wound from within the suit, then, and he snapped his head sideways, which made some of the mercenaries jump.

That was the loudest one yet.

But he still hadn’t been able to make out the words.

Chapter 21

Infiltration

 

Lisa paused before crossing the corridor, inching her assault rifle around the corner and sticking her head out momentarily to check for enemies. 

Clear.

She dashed on, alert for the sound of gunfire, ready to execute a tactical roll at a moment’s notice if the need for evasive maneuvers arose.

“Seaman Apprentice Miller, what’s your status?” she asked over the squad-wide channel.

“Some Daybreak goons have us pinned down in one of their laboratories, but they seem hesitant to cause too much damage to it. We’re using that to our advantage.”

“Good work,” Lisa said, just as she heard something skittering across the floor of the facility. Looking down, she saw it was a flashbang.

Kicking it away as fast as she could, she leapt toward a nearby hatch, with the intention of opening it and seeking cover there. But when she slapped the control panel, it refused to open.

The flashbang went off, but Lisa had closed her eyes, mitigating the effects somewhat, though it did cause her ears to ring shrilly.

She dove again, just as a burst of rifle fire scored the closed hatch. Rolling onto her back, Lisa spotted her adversary and leveled her SL-17 at her. She fired.

The white-haired woman also jumped out of the way in time, taking refuge behind the corner Lisa had just turned. It seemed Tessa Notaras was just as fast as the stories about her claimed, it seemed. She was arguably Quentin Cooper’s best operative, and she was known for her ruthlessness.

Regaining her feet as quietly as she could, Lisa crept down the corridor toward Tessa’s cover, doing everything she could to make no sound. She doubted her adversary would expect the move, and when she popped out to fire again, Lisa hoped to take her unawares.

But instead of Tessa’s face or torso, a grenade came around the corner. Lisa turned to flee, but it was too late. The grenade exploded directly underneath her, blowing her apart.

The simulation deposited her back into the high-lucidity lobby, where most of the participants were already waiting, including Andy.

“Things didn’t go so well in the labs?” Lisa asked.

“Nah,” Andy said, shaking his head. “I guess they cared less about the equipment than I thought. Looks like Daybreak wins this one, judging by who’s here already.” Phineas Gage, Bob O’Toole, and several others from the team tasked with infiltrating the Daybreak hillside facility were also in the lobby, meaning they’d died in the sim. “What got you?” Andy asked.

“Tessa. It was close, though. Sort of.”

This was the umpteenth time Lisa had gotten her militia to run this scenario, and she would likely get them to do it umpteen times more. For one thing, it helped them to better grasp the principles of a good defense, when they were on the side of the Daybreak defenders. For another, it gave them practice performing a strike with the aim of disabling a facility, which was exactly what Lisa planned to do to Daybreak in real life, after successfully defending Habitat 2 from them.

As an added bonus, the exercise would hopefully get them inside the heads of Daybreak’s operatives a little more.

The objective of the scenario was for the invaders to reach the facility’s life support system and blow it up. That had happened in roughly three-fifths of the simulations, which Lisa viewed as a promising sign. That said, there was a very strong correlation between the winning team and whatever side Tessa Notaras happened to be on.

Soon, the simulation ended, with Daybreak having successfully defended their illegal settlement. Now, everyone waited in the high-lucidity lobby while Lisa set up the next scenario.

“We’re running the same one again,” Lisa said. “This time, we’re switching sides.”

Without any more warning than that, she loaded them all into the simulation again.

Lisa’s team fared a little better in this one, despite Tessa still being on the opposing side. The older woman had been teaching Lisa about commanding a unit—tactics, formations, prioritizing objectives, and so on. Unfortunately, that made it fairly easy for Tessa to recognize whatever approach her pupil was trying.

Even so, Lisa felt proud when they succeeded in holding out against Tessa’s onslaught for the longest period yet. Tessa herself even went down, to a lucky shot from Andy. But in the end, the opposing team pressed on toward the life support infrastructure, and victory.

Lisa managed to survive for the entire simulation, this time, which she decided to view as a minor victory, as well.

In the seconds before the simulation ended, it always gave her a few moments of increased lucidity, during which she became aware again that she was not in fact a member of Daybreak trying to protect their secret facility.

This time, during those brief moments before getting sent back to the lobby, she strolled around a bit, wondering how accurately their implants had depicted the hillside facility. They knew it existed, based on the intel she’d extracted from Leonardo Fiore, but they knew nothing about its layout.

A figure appeared at the end of the corridor she walked along. Lisa didn’t recognize him as a member of her militia, and his behavior wasn’t typical of the simulation’s AI.

When he saw her, he turned to run.

Lisa brought her assault rifle up, spraying the corridor with bullets in a line, meaning to cut across the man’s legs. She was trying to disable him, so she could catch up and identify him before the simulation ended.

But then it did end, and she was back in the lobby with the others. The man she’d seen was not among them.

“You look spooked, Lisa,” Andy said. “Did you see something?”

“I saw someone who shouldn’t be there.”

“Who?”

“Not sure. I’m guessing it was either a Darkstream employee or a Daybreak operative…unless it was someone else altogether. Either way, none of those options seem great.”

Chapter 22

Imminent Danger

 

Jake and Ash walked the perimeter of the camp, outside of their mechs, assault rifles held at the ready, pistols in holsters, and a healthy helping of grenades distributed among their persons. Plus, a couple of combat knives each.

They were trying to follow Roach’s command to spend as much time as possible out of their mechs—during the night watches, in the evenings before sleep, and in the mornings before they started out for the day.

“Still can’t believe the chief put you in charge and not me,” Ash said, her short, light-blond hair waving as she walked. “I’m clearly smarter and more resourceful than you.”

Jake laughed. “I’m not about to disagree with that, Steam. But the smartest people don’t always make the best leaders. I think Chief Roach recognizes that.”

“What? That doesn’t make any sense. Of course they make the best leaders. They’re smart.”

“I don’t mean your ability to lead is less because you’re smarter. You’d probably make a better leader than me, in a lot of ways. But that doesn’t mean much if your subordinates won’t follow orders as readily as they follow mine.”

“Why wouldn’t they?”

“Because I’m dumber than you. And people trust dumb people way more than they trust smart ones.”

Ash paused, seeming to contemplate the idea. “You know, that does ring kind of true.”

They walked on. Somewhere on the other side of the camp, Beth and Richaud would be doing the same thing. The night remained quiet, just as every night had since the attack when the Quatro had liberated one of the quads. Oneiri Team took turns with the Force Multipliers and the soldiers from the Plenitos garrison in patrolling the camp at night, though Oneiri took a disproportionate number of shifts. 

Jake had requested that, to build time outside the mechs into their journey. For their part, the soldiers from the other divisions didn’t seem to have much problem with taking fewer watches.

No one’s about to turn down extra sleep.

“Do you think the chief will make it back?” Ash said as they rounded one of the armored personnel carriers.

“Well, he’s made it through a lot.”

“He has, but I’m worried about his mental state, lately.”

“You too, eh?”

“We all are,” Ash said.

“Really? I was making a point not to bring it up to the team. I didn’t want to bring morale down any lower than it is.”

“Well, we’re not stupid. Anyone can see Chief Roach is falling apart. Part of me wants to say you should have tried to prevent him from chasing the quad. But I doubt I would’ve had the guts to do anything different, in your position.”

Jake decided to change the subject. “Have you heard from your mother, lately?”

Ash nodded. “Yeah. She’s settling into Valhalla.”

“Wow. Valhalla, eh?”

“Yep. My father left a fair number of credits behind when he died, and she’s too scared to stay on Eresos, considering the Quatro managed to get inside Plenitos and the same thing nearly happened to Ingress.”

“I can hardly blame her. I’d get out of here in her position, too, if I had the credits. Or if I didn’t have access to a giant robot to protect me.”

A chuckle from Ash. “How about you? Have you been getting any messages from your family?”

“Yeah,” Jake said with a long sigh. “I have. Sue Anne took a turn for the worse, last week. The doctors aren’t giving her very much longer.”

“Oh, wow. I’m so sorry to hear that, Jake.”

“Thanks. It’s weird, you know. Sue Anne’s been such a large part of my life, for so many years, and yet I barely feel like I know her. I mean, sure, we lived together for the first five years of her life, but then she got sick, and soon after that me and dad started up the comet development business to try to raise enough money for her treatment.” Jake shook his head. “Sue Anne’s why I’m on Oneiri Team at all. I mean, yes, it’s my dream, but thinking of how much the pay would do for her got me through training, and it keeps me acting like an okay soldier and not questioning orders too much. It gives me my drive in battle. If she goes…”

“You’re going to be okay, Jake. No matter what happens, you’re going to be okay. You have us. You have your team. And we have you. We need you, as a matter of fact.”

“Thanks, Ash.”

 Beth’s voice came over the team-wide channel. “Clutch. Steam. We have something over here.”

“What is it?” Jake said.

“Richaud thinks he just saw a man running through the trees. Looks like he might have been spying on the camp. You think it was someone from Red Company?”

“Possibly.” At least it wasn’t a Quatro. Red Company, they could deal with fairly easily, or so Jake figured. He pondered whether he should wake the rest of Oneiri Team and order them into their mechs, until they were certain no danger was imminent. “If you see anything else, anything at all that seems out of place or unusual, let me know straight away.”

“Will do.”

“Jake!”

He turned, and immediately, he saw what had put so much fear into Ash’s voice.

It was the stolen quad, barreling toward them at full gallop.

Chapter 23

Back in Business

 

Both Jake and Ash turned as one, barreling back through the camp. As they did, Force Multiplier and Plenitos soldiers closed around them, doing whatever they could to try to slow the charging quad.

And just as fast as they lined up to oppose it, they died.

Ash reached her mech first, and Jake saw her pop a sedative into her mouth before slapping the machine’s calf and climbing up the ramp that lowered.

He breathed a sigh of relief that she’d made it to safety. But he didn’t dare stop to celebrate.

Instead, he asked everything of his body that it had to give as he strove toward his own mech, which was several meters away.

Fumbling with the belt pouch that held his fast-acting sedatives, he finally got one out and into his mouth. Rounding his MIMAS’ leg, Jake slammed his palm into the biometric sensor on the back of it. The ramp lowered promptly, and he clambered inside his mech, already beginning to feel better—safer.

He started to slip into lucid, but before the ramp had time to close, the quad crashed into the front of the MIMAS, knocking it backward so that it slammed against the ground.

Jake was half-asleep, his body partially drooping out of his mech. With a great effort, he pulled himself back into the cockpit, grunting, pain making his body spasm.

At last, he managed it, and the back of the MIMAS sealed up.

Back in business, he thought from within lucid, ignoring the med-alerts telling him he’d pulled at least two muscles while straining against gravity.

Turning on the spot, he scanned his surroundings for the quad, but it had moved on to another foe—or, more accurately, foes. The thing rampaged through the camp, cutting through the ranks of humans like a scythe through wheat.

Jake would have pursued, but he had his own foes to deal with. The camp wasn’t just under attack by the quad—there were also Quatro all around them, fighting to access the personnel carriers, and humans as well.

Red Company. That seemed certain, now.

Jake fired up his flamethrowers, using the streams of flame to sweep several targets at once.

A Red Company fighter ran toward him, grenades clutched in both hands, and Jake simply raised his foot, stomping the human so that he slammed backward onto the hard ground.

Stepping forward, Jake’s left foot found the man’s head, causing it to pop like an overripe melon. He didn’t even turn when the twin explosions ripped through the night.

Stowing the flamethrowers for now, he forewent his rotary autocannons as well, wary of hitting friendlies with their powerful yet somewhat less controlled spray of armor-piercing rounds.

Instead, he detached the heavy machine gun from his back and chose his targets carefully.

A Quatro went down to a prolonged burst. Then he lined up the machine gun with a row of three humans, who were creeping toward a personnel carrier, clearly trying to be stealthy. Jake put bullets in their backs, and they all went down, never to rise again.

When he realized that everyone surrounding him were enemies, he switched to his autocannons after all, mowing down as many foes as he could.

It wasn’t enough. The combined numbers of Quatro and Red Company were overwhelming the remnants of the Force Multipliers, and the Plenitos garrison soldiers weren’t used to this sort of pitched combat.

Backed up by the evident power of the quad, the enemy seemed unstoppable. The Darkstream battalion was crumpling, and not even the combined might of Oneiri Team could stop it.

The Quatro had almost reached the personnel carriers, where they clearly planned to enter quads of their own. If that happened, Jake was certain the night would be lost altogether.

“Jake.” It was Chief Roach’s voice, coming over what Jake’s HUD told him was a two-way channel.

Hearing his first name in Roach’s voice gave him a momentary sense of surreality as he continued to unload with his autocannons. “Uh…sir?”

“Turn around.”

Jake did, stopping the stream of bullets and stowing the autocannons by reforming his mech’s hands in front of them.

He saw Gabe’s mech walking out of the woods toward him, but it was moving oddly—stumbling, limbs moving in a fashion that was awkward and cumbersome. Certainly not how they’d been designed to move.

The mech itself had a crumpled look, with dents and deep furrows all over it, as well as a massive scorch mark all down its right side.

“I see you did a fine job with taking command,” Roach said, his voice acidic. With that, the chief switched to a team-wide channel. “Oneiri Team, this is Chief Roach. You are to abandon this camp and rendezvous at a location I will send your implants. Now.”

“But, sir…” Ash said. “The quads! And Tommy’s mech!”

“Listen to me, Sweeney. If we stay, we will be defeated by the Quatro, who will soon access those quads. There’s no preventing that. The camp is lost, and if we remain, the mercenaries will kill us and get our mechs, too.”

“What about the Force Multipliers?” Jake said. “And the soldiers from Plenitos?”

“They’re lost,” Roach barked. “And so will all of Eresos be if you don’t do your job and follow my order, right now.”

Chapter 24

On Patrol

 

Lisa missed having Rug and Tessa with her during patrols of the city streets. Returning to her old duties was a change in more ways than one, and few of them were exactly pleasant.

Other than the lack of companionship, and her diminished role and authority, she also felt fairly tired most of the time.

She attributed that to the training she conducted every night with her militia. Even though they did it while sleeping, there was no question that lucid affected quality of sleep.

She refused to take stims except during battle, and even then only when she truly needed them. Coffee, on the other hand, she drank by the gallon.

It’s worth it. To hold on to Habitat 2, it’s all worth it.

Today, her patrolling mattered more than it normally did. The entire Darkstream battalion had donned pressure suits and headed outside Habitat 2, to scout the surrounding terrain at the request of the council, so that they could prepare for the coming battle with Daybreak.

The idea was to consider each possible attack angle, and also what the defensive strategy would be for each one.

Lisa would not be part of those discussions. Even though she’d played a major role in retaking Habitat 2 from Daybreak, she was still just a lowly seaman as far as Darkstream was concerned.

Before the Darkstream soldiers fanned out of Habitat 2 to scout the neighborhood, Lisa had covertly contacted Rug over an encrypted channel, warning her and the other Quatro not to remain near the city for the time being. A chance encounter between Darkstream and Rug’s drift was the last thing they needed. Not to mention the last thing Lisa needed.

A man farther down the street caught her eye, and she started walking briskly toward him. He seemed to notice her approach, slipping into an alley as though to hide from her.

I’m sure that was Samuel Dalton. He was the Daybreak member who she’d offered leniency to, in exchange for information on Quentin Cooper.

Except, he was supposed to be in a jail cell.

She quickly checked her SL-17’s action and broke into a run. Her first impulse was to barrel around the corner and into the alley, but remembering her training from Tessa, she checked that impulse.

Her restraint saved her life. Two more soldiers waited with Dalton in the alley, and all of them were armed.

As soon as her head appeared around the corner, all three of them pointed their guns at her. She pulled back just as they began to fire.

 Lisa wasn’t authorized to carry actual grenades while on patrol, because of the risk of structural damage to Habitat 2.

Luckily, she was authorized to carry flashbangs, and she had one on her today. She ripped it from her belt, activated it, cooked it for a second, and tossed it into the alleyway.

It worked exactly as advertised, disorienting the trio of escaped prisoners with a deafening bang and a flash of bright light.

Lisa huddled against the structure she was using for cover as it went off, plugging her ears, and then she walked backward into the street until her first target came into view.

It was Dalton, and he had his hands clamped to his ears. She shot him in the chest, and he dropped.

That’s one of the major disadvantages of being an escaped prisoner. No body armor.

Moving to the left, she got the next Daybreak operative, a woman, in the throat.

The third fired wildly out of the alley, but none of her shots hit, and Lisa put her down as well.

That done, she switched on a channel she’d set up weeks ago but had yet to use—one that gave her direct access to every member of her militia. 

“The Daybreak prisoners have escaped,” she subvocalized. “I just took down three of them, but if they released their friends as well, and I don’t know why they wouldn’t have, then we have dozens more to contend with. I’m transmitting my location to your implants. Make your way toward me, but proceed with extreme caution, and unite with each other along the way whenever you can. Sato out.”

I wonder where the prisoners got their guns. Not that firearms were hard to acquire inside Habitat 2.

She began running along the street she’d been patrolling, toward the jail where the prisoners had been kept. It was fairly close to here, meaning the other Daybreak operatives were likely to be near.

The thought that Daybreak might retake Habitat 2 while most of her Darkstream colleagues were out on Alex, without Quentin Cooper even needing to show up—well, she just couldn’t let that happen.

Chapter 25

Constable Station

 

Out of necessity, every structure in Habitat 2 was the same height: two stories. The ceiling—comprised of parallelogram lights designed to simulate skylight with the sun beaming through—capped buildings at that level, and if you reached up with a broom from a second-floor balcony, you’d hit it with the bristles.

It was the balconies that now gave Lisa the most trouble: few buildings had them, but there were enough to make defending against three dimensions a real thing.

A prisoner popped above one now, firing down on her with a shotgun.

Lisa reacted instantly, diving behind a hoverbike nearby and making sure to position herself behind the engine block, which was the only part of hoverbikes that offered real protection from gunfire.

When the shooting stopped, she popped up immediately, hitting the balcony with suppressive fire while walking backward toward a nearby alley.

She stopped shooting, as though she needed to reload, at which time she would have typically taken cover.

But she didn’t actually need to reload, and when the Daybreak fighter appeared above the balcony again, she put the two rounds left in her magazine right in his face.

I’m getting tired of this.

A soft, high-pitched whine came from behind her, which she recognized as the sound of an approaching hoverbike. She swung around while slamming another magazine into place at the same time.

It was Andy, applying steady power to his forward propulsor so that he came to a stop directly beside her.

“Need a lift?” he said.

“Thought you’d never ask.” She climbed onto the bike behind Andy and wrapped her left arm around him while letting her right dangle, assault rifle nestled against the hoverbike’s side.

Andy gunned the motor, and they continued in the direction Lisa had been headed.

“Seems they’re headed toward the Darkstream Constable Station,” he subvocalized.

“Yeah. Not really surprising. That’s where they’ll have access to the airlock overrides. Where they can prevent the Darkstream soldiers from getting back into Habitat 2.”

Andy chuckled, which sounded flat, subvocalized as it was. “I have to wonder how they knew to time this so well.”

“I have to wonder how they escaped in the first place.”

“Let’s wonder later. Looks like we have company.”

Andy patched his view of the street ahead through to Lisa’s implant. It showed three Daybreak goons running to take cover from them.

“Ready?” Andy subvocalized.

“Ready,” Lisa answered, not exactly sure what he was planning, though she had an idea.

He engaged the forward propulsor while easing up on the back one, causing them to swing around until they were coming at the Daybreak goons sideways.

Lisa raised her gun, catching one of them out in the open, dropping her, and clipping another one in the arm before he managed to conceal himself.

Then, Andy was accelerating into a side alley.

“I wonder if they know Habitat 2 as well as I do,” Andy subvocalized. “Doubt it. No one’s cruised these streets more than me.”

“What’s the upshot, Andy?” Lisa said, not quite in the mood for his boasting at the moment.

“This alley connects with the one they’re taking cover next to. Ready to get high?”

“Punch it.”

Andy cut through the network of alleyways, handling each corner like a champ. Soon, they were headed in the opposite direction—straight at the pair of remaining Daybreak fighters.

As Andy sped up, Lisa remembered him saying that he’d modified his hoverbike so that it was capable of exceeding the speed cap Darkstream installed to prevent accidents within the confines of Habitat 2.

As he accelerated, the hoverbike went higher, until Lisa worried they would collide with the artificial ceiling.

They sailed over the heads of their foes, who were gaping upward, slowly raising their guns to track them.

Too late.

Lisa fired off one round, two. Both escaped convicts hit the ground.

“That was fun,” she subvocalized. “Let’s do it again.”

“Yes, ma’am.”

Bob O’Toole’s voice came over the militia-wide channel. “Lisa, I mean ma’am, me and Rodney Vickers and a few others are holding out against more than two dozen Daybreak asshats, here in front of the Constable Station. We’re giving them everything we got, but there’s a lot of them, and I’m scared they’re gonna break through our defense soon.”

“Acknowledged, O’Toole,” Lisa said. “Tessa, you hearing this?”

“Sure am. Meet you there?”

“You got it. Just tell me when you’re in position.”

When Lisa and Andy arrived, thirty Daybreak fighters had O’Toole and the others pinned inside the Darkstream Constable Station. The enemy fighters were crouched behind hoverbikes of their own, which they must have stolen along the way.

“Tessa? How are you looking?”

“Peachy. You?”

“We’re here. Hit them now.”

Andy veered into the square in front of the Constable Station, executing a controlled fishtail so that Lisa could hit the enemy formation from behind.

Several of them turned to fire back, and Andy came to a stop.

“Take cover behind the engine block, Andy,” Lisa shouted. “The engine block. And cover me!”

For her part, Lisa leapt off the hoverbike, running across the square while firing at the nearest enemy fighters, who shot back at her.

Andy’s covering fire kept some of the pressure off of Lisa. Then, directly above the Daybreak fighters, the ceiling broke apart as four parallelogram lights shifted aside.

Tessa and the four-person team she’d led across Habitat 2’s roof rappelled down, still wearing pressure suits. They came to a halt in midair and fired on Daybreak from above.

Lisa reached the alley she’d been making for, using the combination of adequate cover and the enemy’s disorientation to open fire.

The soldiers suspended in the air rained bullets onto the enemy’s head, and emboldened, O’Toole and those with him emerged from the Darkstream Constable Station, guns blazing.

The escaped prisoners threw down their guns and put their hands in the air.

“We surrender. We surrender, you bastards!”

Of the original thirty soldiers, there were eleven left.

“We accept,” Lisa said. “I just hope you’ve learned your lesson. Now get back in your cells.”

Chapter 26

If I Bleed, I Bleed

 

I’m slowing them down.

On his way back to Oneiri Team, Gabe had been sure the mercenaries and the quad were about to catch and kill him at any minute.

His mech was badly damaged, the servomotors failing and the actuators misaligned.

To return, he’d essentially needed to learn to walk again, on the fly. He’d quickly figured out that when he tried to walk forward, he listed dramatically to the left, but the stutter in his right leg was random, impossible to predict, and he tripped several times. His left arm was almost totally useless, but the right still mostly worked.

“I’m slowing you down,” he said to the rest of Oneiri Team. Did I say that already? “You need to go on. Save your mechs. Mine will probably be useless to the enemy, anyway. I doubt they’ll be able to repair it.”

“No, sir,” Jake Price said.

“Excuse me, Seaman Apprentice?” Gabe stopped walking to glare at Price.

“I said no. I refuse to follow that order. We aren’t abandoning you to the enemy. I’m prepared to declare you unfit for command, if that’s what it takes to disobey that command and get you to safety. Failing that, I’m ready to be straight-up insubordinate. But we’re all getting out of this alive. All of us. We’re not leaving anybody behind.”

Gabe stared at Price, feeling wretched, his mech curled in on itself even as he stood still. “Fine,” he spat.

Price only nodded, and they continued on, the others marching and Gabe limping, his feet dragging across the ground.

He forced the mech to increase its pace, in an awkward, stumbling run that he felt sure was difficult to behold. But they needed to speed up. Otherwise, they were all done.

There’ll be harsh discipline for Price if we get out of this. He’s endangering all of Eresos by risking the MIMAS mechs.

But Gabe doubted he would survive long enough to administer that discipline.

“Sir…” Ash Sweeney said.

“What, Steam?”

“Your vitals, sir. I just had a look at them. You’re bleeding out.”

“It’s irrelevant,” he said.

“You have several broken bones. Your suit has detected internal bleeding. I have to insist that we stop now so we can give you first aid.”

“No way are we stopping,” Gabe said, his voice strained. “If we stop long enough for me to fall out of my mech, so you can take turns playing nurse with me, then we’ll all need medical attention. The Quatro are close behind us, I can guarantee you that.”

Price stepped forward. “Sir,” he said, clearly trying to sound authoritative.

Gabe raised his one functioning arm, his hand splitting apart to expose the rotary autocannon waiting behind it. “Yes, Price? What is it you need me to do in order for you to get it through your air-filled head how serious I am?” The autocannon began to spin.

“All right, sir,” Price said quietly. “All right.”

They pressed on.

As they did, Gabe said, “The mercenaries already have Tommy’s mech, and I expect they’ll figure out how to override the biometric lock in short order. If they left those tanks intact, then they have those, too. If I bleed out, I bleed out, and if that happens, you are to destroy my mech beyond all use or recognition. I will not empower our enemies just because you’re all acting like a bunch of bleeding hearts.”

Chapter 27

A Lot to Answer For

 

After they finished re-incarcerating the Daybreak prisoners, Lisa and Tessa went back on patrol, just like old times, as they waited for the Darkstream soldiers to return.

Other than Daybreak members and soldiers of Lisa’s militia, there were only two casualties among the habitat’s civilian population, both injuries from which the victims were expected to make full recoveries.

One of Lisa’s soldiers had died, and two more had suffered fairly serious injuries. Those incidents were tragic, but Lisa considered the civilian casualties totally unacceptable.

She knew it could have been a lot worse. Still, the prisoners should never have gotten free in the first place.

“We need to find out how they escaped,” Lisa muttered.

Tessa turned to her as they walked, her expression grim. “Yes. We do. But I don’t think you’re going to like the answer, once we find it.”

To that, Lisa had nothing to say. She kept her eyes on the surrounding buildings. Very little structural damage had been done during the attack, so they’d been fairly lucky, there.

“I didn’t see the Darkstream operatives surveying anything while my team and I were getting into position on the roof,” Tessa said. “I didn’t see them at all, as a matter of fact. It was almost as if they cleared out intentionally, so that they couldn’t possibly come to our aid when the Daybreak prisoners broke out.”

Once, Lisa would have immediately condemned Tessa’s comments as needless conspiracy theorizing. Now, she found herself without any words for them.

Then, unexpectedly, she found some: “Habitat 2 is big,” she said. “The Darkstream soldiers might have been out of your line of sight.” But even she could hear how halfhearted that sounded.

Tessa shook her head. “You need to start putting together the pieces, g…”

Glancing at her sharply, Lisa said, “You almost called me girl again.”

Tessa’s mouth formed a thin line. “Look at what’s happened to us, since Daybreak took over the first time. Darkstream’s attempts to reclaim Habitat 2 were basically nonexistent. Out on Alex, we had our system net access blocked, in a way that could only happen if someone powerful was directly targeting us. And now this. I appreciate how loyal you are. I think it’s one of your best traits—I really do. But it’s begun to verge on insanity. You need to wake up.”

Lisa shook her head. Everything she’d dreamed of, everything she’d worked toward… everything she’d always believed Darkstream stood for.

Profits, yes, of course—but also security. Everyone in the Steele System benefited from the stable environment the company created. And those that worked hard, who were smart, who acquired enough money because of the genuine contributions to society that they’d made…well, they could afford even more security. They could afford to hire Darkstream military operatives, to protect them from the danger that lurked everywhere.

Everywhere in the universe, it seems.

Tessa was calling all of that into question. She was attacking the idea that Darkstream was the force keeping a lid on evil—indeed, she was arguing that Darkstream itself was a source of evil.

It had Lisa’s stomach in knots as she tried to contend with the idea. Bile crept up her throat, and she forced it down, only for it to surge back up again.

“Lisa?” Tessa said. “Are you okay?”

What would my father say? She took a moment to cast her fevered mind back to the Belt, where her father toiled. Part of her believed that he would always be there, toiling eternally, and that she’d be able to visit him any time.

He would have agreed with Tessa. Without a doubt. Her father had never trusted Darkstream.

“Seaman Sato,” a voice said, coming through her implant. It was Commander Laudano.

“Yes, sir?” she said. “Have you and the others returned? I have a lot to report.”

“I’d say you do. A lot to answer for, too. Get to my office in the Darkstream Constable Station, right now.”

Chapter 28

Contract Violation

 

“Close the door,” Laudano said once she entered his office, his voice steel.

She complied, turning to come to attention and salute.

He took a seat behind his desk, but did not offer for her to sit in one of the three chairs reserved for visitors.

“Would you like to tell me what happened while I was away?”

“Certainly, sir. The Daybreak prisoners escaped from their cells. We haven’t been able to ascertain how, yet—as far as we can tell, they somehow accessed the keycards to open them. We managed to stop their incursion. That required killing most of them, but the remaining prisoners are back in jail.”

“You keep saying we,” Laudano said, his eyes never leaving hers. “What do you mean by we?”

Lisa cleared her throat. “Uh, I had the help of some of the other residents of Habitat 2.”

“Yes, clearly, but there was something different about these residents, was there not? They seemed to have a reasonably high level of training in firearms, as well as unit tactics in an urban environment. The sort of training that only a member of a professional military body could have imparted. Do you have any idea how these residents came to benefit from such training, seaman?”

Lisa’s eyes found the floor. “I trained them, sir.”

“Of course you did. I knew that already; I just needed to get your confession on record. Are you aware of the consequences of insubordination, Seaman Sato?”

Whatever you want them to be? “Yes, sir,” she said.

“I am well within my rights to discharge you dishonorably—and that’s just for insubordination. For violating your contract with Darkstream, which also forbids passing on the training we have given you to others, the company can sue you into oblivion. Either way, your name would be disgraced throughout the Steele System, and your aged father would hang his head in shame, I am sure of that. I told you not to give these residents the gift of military training. By doing so, you have granted them a dangerous weapon, without the sense of duty and honor that is meant to accompany it.”

But I have emphasized the importance of duty and honor. And most of them didn’t need to be told in the first place.

It was an argument that Lisa could hold only in her head, however. She was already in deep enough trouble without contradicting Laudano more than she already had.

“I’m prepared to accept whatever consequences you deem fit, sir,” she said. Though if Laudano actually intended to dishonorably discharge her, she expected he would have done it without all the fanfare.

Laudano wants something else from me.

“Yes, I expect you are prepared. But perhaps we can arrive at a situation where there is no need for me to administer any consequences.”

Here we go.

“The resource collection from the Gatherers,” Laudano went on, “though it took a sharp dip before and during the battle you fought to retake Habitat 2, has gone way up since then. I’ve been monitoring the reports closely, and it wasn’t a momentary spike caused by a glitch in the machines. No, this is sustained. Do you know why that might be, Seaman?”

Lisa did know why, and her lip trembled as she struggled with the question of whether she should volunteer the information. No doubt Laudano would extract it anyway, but she didn’t want to betray the Quatro by passing on their secret. That said, Rug had never asked her to conceal it from anyone.

“You really need to start being more forthcoming with me, Sato,” Laudano said, with a sigh. “Very well. We will walk through it, shall we? To have increased resource collection, you must have increased Gatherer traffic to Habitat 2, meaning you have discovered how to influence the machines somehow. I can only assume your Quatro friends helped you to do so. If you want to escape your dishonorable discharge, you will tell me how this was done. Immediately.”

Now, it was Lisa’s turn to sigh, much more tremulously than Laudano had. “You have to feed them a very particular amount of a resource they aren’t currently collecting. I don’t know the amounts, but I do know they correspond to deposits scattered throughout the planet. If you feed one just the right amount of terbium, for example, it’ll start harvesting from the corresponding terbium deposit.”

A smile grew like a cancer across Laudano’s face. “Congratulations, Sato. You have escaped discharge this day. You may return to your duties of patrolling the streets of Habitat 2 and never sticking your nose where it doesn’t belong, ever again. Further, if you are caught training civilians anymore, you will find yourself not just discharged, but also incarcerated. Do I make myself clear, Sato?”

“Clear, sir.”

“Dismissed, then.”

Chapter 29

Significant Deviations

 

Since Roach was unable to concentrate on anything other than staggering forward in his battered mech, Jake retained the command, if only in function and not in name.

He ordered Oneiri Team to stick as close behind him as they could, though he regularly glanced back, to make sure Chief Roach was keeping up.

In the meantime, he randomized their path as much as he could, in an attempt to throw off pursuers. That said, it was difficult to conceal the passage of seven MIMAS mechs.

Then they hit the Barrens, and the terrain changed so radically it was as though they’d teleported to another planet.

During their first trip through this region, on their way to help break the Siege of Plenitos, Jake remembered thinking that if he had to come up with a single word to describe the Barrens, it would have been “vertical.”

Sheer, craggy cliffs seemed to be their chief characteristic, and his implant had helpfully volunteered the information that the Barrens were known for their frequent volcanic activity; one of the main reasons very few humans lived here.

The Gatherers traversed the Barrens just fine, of course. Nothing seemed to ever impede their progress.

Jake’s mind kept flashing back to the memory of his fellow Darkstream soldiers back in the camp, fighting for their lives, and falling by the dozen.

We left them. Abandoned them.

They’d been following orders when they’d done it, but that didn’t change things. Yes, they’d left to keep the MIMAS mechs out of enemy hands. And that was a positive thing, from a strategic perspective.

It still doesn’t change the fact that we spent the lives of good men and women to accomplish it.

“Clutch.” It was Ash, subvocalizing over a two-way channel.

“Yeah, Steam?” he said, too focused on keeping his footing on the uneven landscape to look back at her.

“The quads…”

That made him look. Far behind them, appearing as tiny specks on the sere landscape, were the Quatro in the mechs they’d stolen.

They were gaining ground rapidly. Even as he watched, the tiny specks grew in size.

“We need to move faster.” Jake looked at Roach. “Sir, we have to speed up.”

“Easy for you to say,” Roach growled. “I told you to leave me behind.”

“Sir, we’re operating under the same principle we did outside the walls of Plenitos. If you stay behind, we all stay behind, and then we fight the quads together, probably losing in the process. So if you consider it important strategically to keep the MIMAS mechs from the enemy, I suggest you find a way to speed up.”

Roach didn’t answer. Instead, his mech did speed up, and because he’d left his transponder on, they all could hear the agonized screaming that accompanied the effort.

Jake turned back and continued leading Oneiri Team across the Barrens of Eresos. They bounded across ravines, leapt from hilltop to hilltop, and sprinted across brief stretches of flat terrain as fast as they could.

It didn’t seem to make a difference. The quads still gained steadily, and in the meantime, a sheer cliff rose up in front of Oneiri Team.

That thing must be two-hundred feet high.

“You all see that cliff? When we reach it, I want you to jump as high as you can—find a handhold somehow. Use your launch thrusters, if you need to. I can guarantee you that those quads can’t climb as well as we can. It’s the same principle as hiding from a bear in a tree.”

He’d tried to sound confident, but the fact was that they were still in uncharted territory when it came to exploring the MIMAS mechs’ capabilities. Yes, they knew what the designers claimed they could do, but there’d already been significant deviations between those claims and reality.

Jake had sent an evac request to Bronson well before they’d entered the Barrens. No shuttles had yet been built large enough to accommodate the mechs, and so escaping a planet quickly involved using the mechs’ rockets to achieve low orbit, to land on a waiting warship.

Unfortunately, the maneuver required considerable precision, and Bronson wasn’t even in position yet. Once he arrived, Oneiri Team would have to execute the launch on the run from the quads.

Speaking of the Quatro…

When he glanced back, he saw that they were hot on Oneiri Team’s heels, a mere fifty meters away.

Good God. Their speed was unbelievable. Jake turned to run backwards for a while, risking losing his footing on the treacherous terrain. He flashed back to training on Valhalla, when Roach had frequently demanded they run backwards

Now I know why.

Jake loosed rockets at the quads in front. Great explosions blossomed on the dry terrain, and the quads did make the effort to evade them, which bought Oneiri a few seconds. But no more than that.

He continued to fire rockets at whichever Quatro was in the lead. Once his payload was spent, he said, “Steam, use your remaining rockets to do what I just did, and Arkanian, you do the same after Steam is finished. We need more time.”

One by one, Oneiri Team turned to run backward while firing on the chasing quads, allowing the MIMAS mechs to inch closer to the cliff that was their goal.

But their rockets ran out with the cliff still a considerable distance away. And the front quad had almost reached the rear MIMAS.

Jake stopped running. “Keep going!” he barked at the others.

That was all he had time to say. The quad was upon him, and Jake charged straight into it, both bayonets extended.

The alien knocked him backward with a shocking abruptness. One instant he was grappling with the quad; the next he lay flat on his back, pinned by the thing, who looked like it was about to savage him.

A blur of dark-gray and orange streaked toward the alien. It was Ash, using her launch thrusters to tackle the Quatro.

It worked. The quad rolled sideways, scrabbling for purchase on the sunbaked clay. Ash found her footing faster than the alien did, arresting her momentum and dashing back toward Jake, extending her hand toward him.

He took it, and she flipped him to his feet. Together, they chased after the rest of Oneiri Team.

“Surely now we’re even,” Ash said.

“Not quite,” Jake said.

“Seriously?”

“Yeah. I owe you, now.”

Chapter 30

Jump

 

The cliff loomed before them, with the Quatro practically nipping at their heels.

Within the dream, the sky yawned open, revealing a widening scarlet chasm. The ground appeared to steam, and periodically the world flashed blood-red.

The mech dream was doing everything it could to make sure Jake knew exactly how much danger he was in.

He didn’t really need the reminder. The power of the quad he’d taken on had astounded him, and he was still reeling from getting slammed into the ground. Med-diagnostics flashed in the upper left of his HUD, informing him that he needed the attention of iatric nanobots as soon as possible, to repair some internal bleeding. It was odd to have to be told by the interface that he was hurt, while he felt every injury to the mech itself as though it were his own.

I wonder if iatric nanobots will be enough to return Chief Roach to health.

He’d snuck a glance at Roach’s vitals, just as he was sure the rest of Oneiri had. If he was being honest, it seemed amazing that Roach still lived to operate the mech, let alone remain conscious. The chief wouldn’t have been able to move at all if it wasn’t for the MIMAS carrying him, even if it did run in a bizarre, stuttering fashion.

At last, they drew close enough to the cliff.

“Jump!” Jake yelled, and the others needed no further prompting.

As one, Oneiri Team leapt, their powerful legs carrying them dozens of meters into the air.

Jake slammed into the cliff face, and his implant simulated the air getting knocked out of his lungs, while he viewed the rock in front of him through a haze of maroon.

He scrabbled against the cliff side for a handhold, and when he couldn’t find one, he drove his metal fingers into the rock, creating one.

Meanwhile, a piercing keen cut through the pain, and he realized this was an additional effort by the dream to convey the danger, as well as the damage that had already been done to his machine.

Well, that’s new. At least the implant was coordinating with his subconscious to keep things fresh inside the dream.

He took a moment to glance around at his team, making sure everyone had managed to latch onto the cliff.

Ash had landed just above him, and now she dangled from one hand while scrabbling against the rock to find lodging with the other. Sure hope she doesn’t fall. If she did, she’d come down right on top of him.

Marco was below him and to his left, and just beyond Marco, Beth clung to the rock.

Jake looked to his right. There’s Richaud. And Henrietta. For an instant, he wondered where Tommy was, then he remembered with a pang that he was dead.

Where’s Chief Roach?

He looked down. Roach had managed to make the jump, and he’d found purchase on the cliff face, too. But he’d landed far below the rest of Oneiri Team—only around half as high.

The Quatro had also leapt, and while most of them had failed to cling to the rock, two of them remained on it—both of them on narrow ledges not far below Roach.

One of them was attempting to claw its way up the rock, long, wicked claws taking shape as they were needed. The quad drove those newly formed claws into the cliff, pulled itself up, then did the same with its other front paw, using its back paws to stabilize itself.

It would soon reach Roach.

Captain Bob Bronson appeared beside Jake on the cliff, seeming to stand on nothing.

“Price. Thought I’d drop by to let you know my destroyer’s in position. Feel free to launch whenever you, uh…whenever you find a good surface to launch from.”

“Thanks, Captain,” Jake said.

The quad reached Roach, then, surging upward to swipe at him with a giant paw. It succeeded in knocking Roach’s mech from the cliff, and the chief tumbled toward the ground below.

 Jake released his grip on the rock, pushing himself off slightly to the left as he plummeted.

A counter appeared along the top-center of his vision, calculating his acceleration due to Eresos’ gravity.

He ignored it, focusing instead on Roach’s MIMAS. The mech quickly grew larger in the visual feed from Jake’s left foot, which he was patching through to his HUD.

Jake reached Gabe just before the quads on the ground did. He seized the commander of Oneiri Team, wrapping both arms tightly around Roach’s mech, and he engaged his rockets.

The two of them launched toward the sky together, while below, the quads came together where Roach had lain.

Chapter 31

This Thing Is Moving

 

Despite Ellis’s continued jokes, Peter could tell that both he and Noah were on edge since their strange discovery on the last comet they’d worked on.

Even the jokes themselves were getting more strident and less funny. They were just Ellis’s way of coping, Peter had come to realize, and so he tried to tolerate them as best he could, despite how annoying he found them.

But neither the fresh memory of the robot that had crawled from the ice nor Ellis’s jokes could account for a fraction of the stress Peter experienced every second of every day.

Even when he managed to sleep, his dreams were dark, fevered things. The reason was that adenosarcoma had finally begun to win the fight it had waged with his daughter for years.

Peter’s business was booming. With the war on Eresos, and the trouble on Alex, there was a backlog of people who suddenly wanted nothing more than to live on a comet, millions of miles away from the inner system. Peter had recently leased a fourth comet hopper, and all four were fully operational, meaning he developed four comets at a time, with all of the materials he needed to do so—another luxury he’d rarely enjoyed before the boon brought by the discovery of the mech he’d sold to Darkstream.

A booming business meant having enough to cover the exorbitant costs involved with getting Sue Anne the advanced medical procedures she needed, this far out in the Belt. He’d even sprung for an experimental treatment, fresh from the cutting edge of medical science. Sue Anne hadn’t been a good candidate for the treatment, given her deteriorated health, and to convince the researchers to accept her into their program, Peter had had to grease their palms considerably—to the tune of quadruple the cost of what more traditional treatments cost him.

Despite everything he’d done, the specialists he’d paid to come out to the Belt to personally oversee Sue Anne’s care now told him she had mere weeks to live, if that.

Upon learning the news, his wife had begged Peter to come home. “You have to be at your daughter’s side…” Brianne hadn’t quite been able to bring herself to say the words “when she dies.”

“Sue Anne needs you,” she said instead.

But Peter had refused. There was no chance he was coming back. Not yet, at any rate. If Sue Anne died, she would die with him in the harness, working as hard as he could to save her.

That way, his conscience would never be able to tell him that he hadn’t done absolutely everything he could to save his daughter’s life.

Something will change. The doctors will come up with something. They have to.

He didn’t truly believe that, but it was what he told himself at night, to snatch what little sleep he was able to.

Now, he stood in the Whale’s bridge, watching on the small viewscreen as they approached the next comet slated for development.

Ellis joined him, and they both watched as the comet grew larger on the screen.

“What do you reckon they’ll end up building here, boss?” Ellis asked. “Maybe a shopping mall, this time? A theme park, perhaps?”

That did make Peter smile. It would be a long time before the Steele System’s economy was developed enough to support a shopping mall anywhere, let alone in the Belt.

“If you don’t get suited up soon, you’d better hope they build an unemployment line there, Ellis.”

Ellis stared at him, blinking. “Was that…was that a joke, boss?”

“Yes, Ellis. It was a joke.”

“Ah. It was funny! Sorry. Not used to hearing those from you.”

Peter felt his smile tighten up, and he said nothing else.

They donned their pressure suits, and this time, Peter did ask Ellis to triple-check his, while he performed the same service for his employee.

“Safety first, eh, boss?”

“That’s right.”

By now, he and his two employees had figured out their routine, as well as their division of labor. Without having to say anything, Peter and Ellis scouted a suitable spot to start drilling, deployed the hose, and extended the radar from the side of the Whale.

As for Noah, he remained inside and forgot to turn on the water harvester until Peter reminded him, which reliably delayed everything, every single time.

Peter really should have terminated Noah a while ago, but he didn’t have the heart. The man had children of his own, back on Eresos, and Peter knew he sent most of his paychecks back to their village’s council, so that they could bolster security.

Personally, if Peter had been in Noah’s situation, he would have been working like a dog. Hell, he basically was in Noah’s situation, and that was exactly what he was doing. But he supposed not everyone had the get-up-and-go that others did.

“Boss…”

It was Ellis, examining the results from the step-frequency scan.

“What is it this time?” Peter asked.

“I think you’d have a better look at this.”

Ellis flicked the radar image over to Peter’s HUD.

It showed a mech, which looked identical to the first one that Peter and Jake had found.

“Boss!” This time, urgency filled Ellis’s voice. “Boss, I just had a look at an updated image of this thing, and it’s in a different position. This thing is moving, boss!”

Ellis sent the second image over, and Peter reviewed it, nodding grimly.

“It’s trying to escape. Our arrival must have activated it, somehow.”

“What do we do?”

“We get off this comet right now, and we contact Captain Bronson. Let’s move, Ellis.” Peter widened the radio channel to include his other employee. “No need to join us, Noah. We’re coming back in.”

“Why, boss? Something wrong?”

“Don’t worry about it. You just go back to sleep.”

Chapter 32

Coma

 

Oneiri Team all stood around Roach’s bed in the Valhalla sick bay that Darkstream kept reserved for its soldiers and trainees. Captain Bronson was here, too, hands folded in front of him, eyes glued to the sheet that covered Roach.

Roach was totally unresponsive—deep within a coma that the doctors said could be permanent. Nanobots were hard at work within him, but the technology did not yet exist to repair the sort of damage done to Roach’s brain, which the blood loss had resulted in. Their only hope now was that his brain repaired the necessary connections for consciousness by itself, which the doctors said did happen in rare occasions.

Chief Roach had aged markedly, which Jake hadn’t noticed before. Probably his injuries had accelerated his aging, but Jake knew another reason he hadn’t noticed was how much time they all spent inside their mechs. Though Roach’s face was as hard as it had ever been, his forehead had acquired more lines, and his short black hair now had a couple of gray streaks. 

“Isn’t there anyone we should call?” Beth Arkanian asked. “Family? Friends?”

Bronson shook his head. “Gabe wasn’t related to anyone who came with Darkstream to the Steele System. Plus, he mostly kept to himself, outside his interactions with fellow soldiers.” Bronson narrowed his eyes, as though he was thinking. “There was one…” He seemed to glance at Ash. “Never mind. There’s nobody.”

“What’s the situation, down on Eresos, Captain?” Jake said.

That brought a sigh from Bronson. “Not great. The eight Quatro piloting those mechs—quads, you call them, right?—they’ve broken away from their brethren as well as their new Red Company friends, and they’re crossing the Barrens with incredible speed. Tomlinson’s mech is with them, presumably piloted by one of the mercenaries. The expectation is that they’ll start razing villages the moment they encounter them.”

“So, what’s our response going to be?” Ash asked. “From what we’ve seen, the quads are far more powerful than the MIMAS mechs. Just one of them alone nearly killed Chief Roach.”

“You’re going to go back down there and try your best. What else can we do? The alternative is to abandon the people of Eresos, and I’m sure none of you want that. I do have some good news. Based on our study of the Ambler that Chief Roach found after it was taken down by Quatro, we’ve worked out how to make lasers function within a planet’s atmosphere, and your mechs are being outfitted with them as we speak.”

“Well, that’s something,” Henrietta said. “Probably not nearly enough, but something.”

“Why couldn’t we use them before?” Richaud asked.

Bronson shook his head. “I don’t think I’m able to explain it. Something to do with the atmosphere.”

Marco spoke up. “The problem with lasers in atmospheres has always been that thermal blooming heated the air around the laser and caused the beam to spread out too much, rendering it useless. I’m assuming the solution was to use adaptive optics technology. If you could figure out the correct distribution of mirrors, you could distort the laser beam in a way that canceled the effect of the atmospheric turbulence, tightening up the beam. Is that how they resolved it, Captain?”

“Um…I do recall R&D mentioning mirrors…”

They all fell silent, then, their eyes on Roach’s inert form.

“Is his implant still intact?” Jake asked.

“I don’t remember the doctors saying either way,” Bronson said, “but I’d be very surprised if it wasn’t. Even Zimmerman’s implant was intact, after the alien mech folded inward to pulverize him. Why do you ask?”

“Well, the implant allowed him to control the mech through lucid. Maybe it will allow him to communicate with us in the same way.”

Bronson was nodding. “It’s worth a shot.” He pointed toward an empty bed nearby. “Why don’t you give it a try? Do you have any sedatives on you?”

“Always.” Jake made his way to the bed and lay on top of it, popping one of the sedatives into his mouth as his head hit the pillow.

Soon, he was in lucid. By default, he had his implant set to drop him into a high-lucidity area first, so that he could calibrate the experience he would have while asleep, instead of having to screw around with it before going to bed.

He instructed his implant to connect him via lucid with Roach’s implant. Soon, he found himself inside a tiny village that looked like it was on Eresos. There were bodies strewn all over the ground, most looking like they’d been torn apart by savage beasts, their clothes soaked red.

It didn’t take long for Jake to find Chief Roach. He was standing in front of what looked like the nicest house in the village, staring at a young woman lying on the grass, who wore a bloodstained white dress.

“Chief?”

Roach looked up, his eyes underscored by dark blotches.

Taking care not to move too fast, Jake approached. “Who’s that?” he asked, nodding at the woman.

Silence from Roach.

“She looks like Ash,” Jake said.

“It’s her sister,” Roach said. “Her name was Jess Sweeney.” The chief’s shoulders rose and fell. “Don’t tell Steam you found me here, okay?”

You mean, don’t tell her you were in love with her sister? “Okay.”

“Why are you here?”

“You’re in a coma. Totally unresponsive. Don’t you know that?”

Roach nodded. “Yeah. Again. Why are you here?”

“We… wanted to see whether we could talk to you.”

“Surely you don’t think I can go on being your leader? After this?”

“It’s not just about that. We’re all worried about you.”

“You’re wasting your time.” The chief’s eyes returned to Jess Sweeney’s body. Then they met Jake’s again. “You really want to help me?”

“Yes.”

“Then you can carry my body to the mech you and your father found inside that comet. Put me inside of it.”

For a long time, Jake simply returned the chief’s stare with one of his own. Then, he exited lucid.

When he woke, the others were studying his face expectantly.

“What did he say?” Beth asked.

“He doesn’t want to talk. To anyone.”

Her face fell, and the rest of Oneiri team looked pretty dejected, too. Only Bronson didn’t react.

The rest stuck around for an hour or so more, watching Roach’s motionless body, seldom speaking. After that, they all started to leave, one by one.

At last, it was just Jake and Roach, as well as the three other soldiers occupying beds in the sick bay, none of whom seemed to be paying any attention to Jake.

He detached three separate tubes from the chief’s body, causing the machinery around him to start beeping stridently. When Jake picked him up, the chief didn’t feel as heavy as he’d expected him to.

Ignoring the beeping, as well as the soldier it had woken, who was staring at Jake wearing a perplexed expression, Jake carried Chief Roach through the exit.

An empty wheelchair sat outside sick bay, and Jake lowered the chief into it, his head lolling back.

The hour was late. Jake barely encountered anyone as he rolled Roach across Valhalla Station. Mostly civilians.

One officer—Commander Stevens, Jake read from the man’s nametag—stopped Jake before he entered Darkstream Research and Development.

“Where are you taking Chief Roach, son?”

“We’ve discovered he’s responsive to lucid, sir, even from within his coma. I’ve been ordered to take him to R&D to see about developing an exoskeleton, in order to restore mobility to the chief.” The lie was fairly close to the truth, and it rolled off of Jake’s tongue. That was essentially what Roach had ordered him to do.

“At two in the morning?” Stevens said.

Jake shrugged. “I guess somebody works best during late hours. I just do what I’m told, sir.”

“Very good. Carry on.”

When Jake reached a hatch that required security clearance, he lifted Roach’s hand to the biometric scanner, pressing it against the surface. For the retina scan, Jake hoisted the chief by his armpits and used his shoulder to nudge the man’s face against the sensor.

Roach’s biometrics got them all the way to the titanium-reinforced room that housed the alien mech, which had been repaired since the damage the chief was said to have done to it.

The alien mech didn’t seem to discriminate when it came to who used it—not based on biometrics, anyway. When Jake placed his palm on the machine’s right calf, the back opened, just as it had for Zimmerman and Roach both.

Hauling Roach’s limp body up the ramp and stuffing it into the mech proved to be the most challenging part of the whole process. Once he succeeded, the ramp snapped upward, and Jake leapt clear just in time. He’d been anticipating something like that, and so he’d been ready.

He landed on his butt, sending a jolt of pain through his lower back. He sat there, staring up at the alien mech.

A few seconds later, the mech began to move, turning to stare down at Jake.

Chapter 33

That Which Nullifies

 

Gabe was whole again.

For as long as the alien mech decided to let him live, he was whole.

“Are you… all right?” Price asked him. The kid was sitting on the floor of the titanium-reinforced room, looking up at him.

The boy who’d first joined Gabe’s training program, so many months ago, had fleshed out into a well-muscled adult: a young man, whose eyes had seen more than they should have by now.

Although Gabe already sensed that he’d regained the capacity for speech, he remained silent. He instructed his implant to call up a map of Alpha Quadrant, and he set his mind to plotting a route between here and the nearest landing bay.

Got it.

He willed both of his arms to turn into cannons, the mech’s scaled surface sliding and shifting to become what he wanted. That done, he pelted the wall with blast after powerful blast of pure energy until it melted away enough for him to fit through if he ducked.

Jake followed him into the corridor. “Sir, where are you going?”

If you’re concerned about the answer, you probably shouldn’t have brought me here.

Gabe strode through the station, not bothering to run. There was no one aboard Valhalla with the ability to stop him from doing what he intended to do, so he adopted a leisurely pace.

A voice mumbled to him inside the mech dream. For the first time, he noticed that the quality of this dream was different from the one he’d experienced while piloting his MIMAS. Sound seemed to echo, here, and even though everything had a slightly hazy quality to it, it also seemed more real.

But “real” wasn’t quite the right word. The world had taken on a dire quality, and it reminded him of times when he’d been extremely tired, times when his own internal voice had seemed to scream inside his head.

This is life, now. Better get used to it.

The mumbling continued all the way to Landing Bay Alpha, though the words were indistinct, and Gabe wasn’t particularly interested in making them out, anyway. Jake followed behind him, running to keep up.

Bet you’re glad I made you do all that PT.

At last, Gabe passed through the wide, sweeping arch that led into the landing bay. Darkstream employees ran from their posts toward him, some of them waving their arms frantically, most of them shouting. Gabe didn’t care to heed their words, either. The forms approaching him were small enough to seem totally insignificant.

He crossed the landing Bay at a measured pace, until he stood before the main airlock, which was designed to admit old UHF combat shuttles, much larger than most of the craft that visited and departed Valhalla.

“You must open the airlock,” Gabe said, speaking for the first time since entering the alien mech. The way his voice filled the entire landing bay pleased him. “If you don’t, I’ll blast through the inner and outer doors, and you’ll all die. Now—quickly, please.”

“Sir,” Jake shouted. “Don’t do this.”

Gabe turned around to face him. “What did you expect? Did you think I would remain on Valhalla? Maybe do some shopping? Dip my giant metal heels in the water at the Endless Beach?”

“I expected you to rejoin Oneiri. To work with us.”

“I told you to leave me behind for the quads. You didn’t, and now you have to live with that choice. Either way, it’s probably best if you behave as though I’m dead.” Turning to face the airlock once more, he roared, “if these doors don’t open within ten seconds, they won’t be there anymore.” His arms morphed to form cannons once again.

The doors opened, parting slowly, majestically.

Gabe stepped forward into the opening. He considered warning them about what would happen to the outer doors if they refused to open them, but he decided it was probably already pretty obvious.

Inside the dream, the alien mech muttered again, and this time, Gabe could make out the words: Is our union that which nullifies?

“Yes,” he answered as the outer doors drew apart to reveal the inky blackness of space. “I believe it is.”

He jumped.

Chapter 34

Try Something Else

 

“They didn’t just know you were still training the militia because we successfully defeated the prisoner uprising,” Tessa said, glancing around the Dusty Bucket, where they were on their second drink. “They’ve been monitoring our lucid sessions—I’m sure of it.”

Lisa nodded, still unable to believe that she no longer viewed this sort of talk as borderline insane.

It’s all so crazy. Everything.

But she remembered the man she’d seen in one of their simulations. Plus, Laudano had seemed to wait for the perfect moment to spring on her the fact he knew she was still working with her militia.

What else is he keeping in his back pocket, to use against me when he has need of manipulating me again?

“What do you suggest?” she asked Tessa.

“Well, we need to talk, and I wouldn’t be surprised if the streets themselves are bugged. The alleyways, too.” Tessa nodded at the bar behind Lisa, her long white hair swaying forward. “Darkstream definitely has this place bugged. Imagine the intel they’d collect from listening in on conversations here.”

“So, what? Do we go outside Habitat 2?”

“No. Radio communications can easily be intercepted. We need to reenter lucid, just the two of us, and hash this thing out. We just need to put the proper security measures in place first.”

For that, they went to Bob O’Toole, who, conveniently, was sitting on his customary stool at the bar.

“You have need of me, m’ladies?” O’Toole asked, his words coming out slurred.

“Need of your friends, more like,” Lisa said, adopting the usual stern expression she used with O’Toole. The man had proved himself useful, but she still understood the need to keep him at arm’s length. “We need a way to disguise net traffic between mine and Tessa’s implant, maybe reroute it somehow.”

“I don’t know what most of that means, but I’ll put in a good word for you to one of my nerds. Should I have them meet you somewhere?”

“My place,” Tessa said. “And send a female, O’Toole.”

As they made their way to Tessa’s modest house, Lisa said, “If they’re monitoring our communications as closely as we think they are, isn’t it likely they just overheard that conversation?”

Tessa nodded. “Possible. But it’s a gamble we need to take. They can’t process all communications at all times. Probably they’ll get around to listening to it eventually, but by then we’ll have had our secret conversation, hopefully. And to prosecute us after the fact, they’d have to admit to spying.”

Soon, with the help of a woman named Stacey Quick, they were inside lucid, in a realm that Quick assured them was secure.

“Okay,” Lisa said, her hands folded on a table that Quick had graciously provided them with. “I assume you want to discuss preparations for dealing with Daybreak?”

“I do. And I can only assume that you’re ready to start developing a defense plan that doesn’t involve Darkstream. Because if you aren’t, you can expect to lose Habitat 2. It wasn’t a coincidence that the company operatives were all out ‘scouting the terrain’ while the prisoners got loose. I’d go as far to say that I bet Laudano furnished them with the keycard, or delegated someone else to do it, so he didn’t have to get his hands dirty.”

“What do you think they were really doing out on Alex, then?”

“If I were to bet? Looking for Rug and the others.”

That sent a shiver through Lisa. “Thank God they didn’t find them.”

“Indeed.”

“Well, I’ve seen enough to start thinking it’s far likelier that you’re right about Darkstream than wrong. I trust your judgment, Tessa.”

“You didn’t trust it enough. Not until now. If you had, we’d be better prepared for this.”

Lisa pressed her lips together. “You’re right,” she said at last. “I apologize.”

“It’s…fine,” Tessa said slowly, with a small shake of her head. “You haven’t seen what I’ve witnessed Darkstream do. You don’t know the extent of what they’re capable of.”

“What did you see, Tessa? What did you witness them do?”

“Hopefully I can tell you, one day. But that day is not yet here.”

Lisa studied the older woman’s face—the deep lines that crisscrossed it. Worry lines, stress lines. “You’re afraid of Darkstream, aren’t you, Tessa?”

“Yes,” Tessa said, without hesitation. “You should be, too.”

Lisa nodded, and then she sighed. “Unfortunately, I don’t think Habitat 2 can be saved.”

That seemed to give Tessa pause, and the white-haired woman blinked. “We have to try.”

“I agree…that we should try. But I’ve been giving this a lot of thought, and as much as it kills me to say it…I think we should try something else.”

Chapter 35

All the Cards

 

Everyone in Landing Bay Alpha had overheard Jake’s conversation with Chief Roach before the man had jumped to the planet below.

It would have been impossible not to. Jake had been shouting, and Roach…well, Roach’s voice had seemed to shake the entire station.

It was also incredibly easy to piece together that Jake was responsible for transporting Chief Roach to the alien mech and placing him inside it. The security footage was all there, in addition to the conversation overheard by the flight deck crew. Commander Stevens had seen him wheeling Roach through Alpha Quadrant.

His insubordinate act could be pinned to him in at least three different ways. He supposed he’d hoped that this would end up being one of those insubordinate acts that turned out for the best, and for which everyone praised him.

I didn’t expect Roach to behave like he did.

So it didn’t surprise him when Captain Bronson summoned him to his office.

“Seaman Price,” the captain said from behind an enormous mahogany desk. “Take a seat.”

That did surprise him, a little. Jake hadn’t expected to be permitted to sit.

“How are you, son?” Bronson asked. “A bit shaken up, I expect?”

“A bit, sir.”

“Completely understandable. But you’ll be back to normal soon. I need you to be, anyway.”

“Uh…yes, sir,” Jake said cautiously, unsure about when Bronson would begin outlining all of the consequences he’d face.

Bronson sighed, lacing his fingers behind his head and leaning back in his reclining chair. “You know, son, until very recently, Eresos was a tremendous growth market for Darkstream. The renewed Quatro threat were driving contracts like crazy, making them multiply magically. They doubled over an extremely short time—tripled, even! Not only that, the rates we were able to negotiate went way up. It was a bonanza, Price. And now, with these quads, as you call them, and Red Company allying with the Quatro…” Bronson shook his head. “Can you see the problem, son?”

“Uh, yes, sir. The people of Eresos are starting to see us as weak. We can’t hide how we were forced by the quads to abandon the surface. And with the quads as their allies, Red Company can start extorting massive fees, for protection.”

“That’s very perceptive, son. Very perceptive.”

“Well…Marco broke it down for me, mostly, sir.”

“Ah. Then I must say, it takes character to give credit where it’s due, especially when you don’t have to. You pilot your mech like a pro, Price. That’s all Darkstream has ever needed from you.”

“Yes, sir.”

“Anyway. What I’m getting at is that Darkstream is very keen to stabilize the situation on Eresos, to decisively neuter this new threat posed by the quads, and to get back to a place of growth. We’re hoping Chief Roach will help with that effort, and not hinder it, inside that new alien monstrosity of his. Hopefully he won’t end up getting himself killed, like Zimmerman did. But he’s a wild card, now, and we can’t factor him into our plans, so we’ll put him out of mind for now.”

Jake coughed into his curled fist. “Um, sir…you do know that I’m the one who carried Chief Roach to R&D, right?”

“Yes, yes. But I’d assumed he ordered you to do it. Did he not?”

“Well, yes, sir.”

“Then you were only following orders. If anyone did something wrong, it was Roach, not you. True, he deprived us of the ability to continue studying the thing—we’d only just begun to learn its secrets—but that’s not your fault.”

Jake nodded slowly. The fact that Bronson was taking it so easy on him made him suspect the man needed him for something, and so it was simpler not to discipline him.

I wonder if Bronson knows how transparent he is. Probably, it didn’t matter either way. Bronson held all the authority, all the cards. Any maneuvering from him now was likely meant to ensure Jake followed orders as enthusiastically as possible.

Bronson was smiling at him, in a way Jake assumed the man thought was comforting, but the silence was getting a bit awkward in its length.

“I’ll do what I can to resolve the situation on Eresos, sir,” Jake said at last.

“Eresos? Oh, you’re not going back down to Eresos, son.”

“I-I’m not?”

“No, no. You’re going back to the Belt.”

Another silence ensued, but Jake broke this one a lot sooner than the first: “The Belt, sir?” He cleared his throat. So, he was being disciplined for taking the chief to the alien mech after all. A jolt of fear ran through his body at the thought that he was about to lose his place on Oneiri Team.

Nodding, Bronson said, “Your father just found another mech encased in a comet. Only difference is that this one has activated, and it’s currently attempting to escape. Who knows what it’ll do once it succeeds. Your father has backed away from it, but we still don’t know what these things are truly capable of, and so we aren’t going to take any chances. You’re coming with me, in the Javelin, and together we’ll either take it in or neutralize it if we can’t.”

This time, Jake’s fear manifested as a ball of ice in the pit of his stomach rather than a jolt through his body.

Dad.

Peter Price was in danger—possibly, everyone living in the Belt was in danger.

“I’m in, sir. When do we leave?”

“Right now.” Bronson stood up, his grin widening, which Jake found fairly off-putting. “Follow me.”

Chapter 36

Oxygen

 

Lisa stood with her fellow Darkstream operatives on the roof of Habitat 2 when the Daybreak force rolled up.

Before the battle, Quentin Cooper had requested parlay with Laudano, who stood near the edge of Habitat 2’s roof, in plain sight. As agreed beforehand, Cooper also stood in full view, so that both commanders were taking on equal risk.

Upon Cooper’s first appearance, Lisa had instructed her implant to zoom in to confirm his identity through his faceplate, just as she was sure her colleagues had as well.

At least, I hope they did.

Cooper’s force had approached from the west—the same direction Lisa, Andy, Tessa, and the Quatro had approached during their attack, months ago.

As for the composition of Cooper’s force, it seemed Leonardo Fiore had been telling the truth. Between the reinforcements he’d gained from his contacts in Habitat 1, along with the forces he must have had hidden in Alex’s wilderness, away from the major supply routes, Cooper had two hundred soldiers under his command, as well as eight beetles, all of which had been modified for war.

As far as the weaponry wielded by Cooper’s people went, Lisa spotted at least four rocket launchers, plus a smattering of sniper rifles, shotguns, and plenty of assault rifles, though those wouldn’t prove very useful unless Daybreak managed to penetrate Habitat 2.

Which Lisa fully expected they would.

An intelligent defense would have rooftop snipers picking off Cooper’s rocket launcher-bearing soldiers first, followed by as many snipers as Laudano could manage to neutralize. Meanwhile, Lisa would have had Darkstream’s own rocket launchers targeting the beetles, before they did too much damage to the structure of Habitat 2.

But Lisa wasn’t confident Laudano intended to conduct an intelligent defense.

Cooper spoke first, over the wide channel they’d decided on for their parlay: “You can’t win, Commander.” Lisa was reminded of a play put on by school children, which she’d seen back in the Belt, right before she’d left to work for Darkstream. They’d been reenacting a battle from the Milky Way’s First Galactic War, if she recalled correctly. “My forces are too great,” Cooper went on. “We intend to blow open Habitat 2 and retake it for our own.”

“Just try it,” Laudano said, and his acting came across as a little more natural.

Even so, Lisa could see it for what it was, now: acting, and bad acting at that. Now that she’d come around to Tessa’s way of thinking, the truth seemed glaringly obvious to her, shining brightly from behind everything Laudano said or did.

“I’ll give you one chance to leave Habitat 2 without losing any of your people,” Cooper said. “Take it, or die.”

“We’ll never let you oppress the people of this city again,” Laudano said. “Get ready for war, Cooper.”

“Very well,” Cooper said, turning to walk toward the valley, to where it had been agreed all of the Daybreak forces would return before the battle began.

Then, predictably, Cooper broke his word. He leapt behind one of the beetles and gave the order to start firing.

His soldiers moved behind the vehicles, too, also taking cover there, while Cooper’s snipers fired on the Darkstream soldiers on Habitat 2’s roof.

For their part, the Darkstream combat operatives scrambled for cover of their own, Commander Laudano included.

Laudano let this happen. It’s all so transparent.

Indeed, the battle was unfolding exactly as Tessa had predicted.

Keeping an eye on the Darkstream soldiers nearest her, Lisa crept quietly backward, toward the nearest rooftop airlock, where she intended to take a freight elevator back down into the city.

The beetles started firing, then, and before Lisa managed to reach the freight elevator, she heard over a wide channel: “They’ve blown a hole in the side of the habitat!”

The panic Lisa heard in the soldier’s voice sounded genuine.

Maybe the lower-ranking soldiers aren’t in on it.

That seemed likely, now that she thought about it. If it had been otherwise, the chances would have been much greater of Laudano’s plan leaking.

It also meant that innocent men and women would die today. But that had been inevitable no matter what happened.

Lisa reached the airlock, palming the controls, her stomach tense as she waited for the outer doors to open. When they did, she crept inside, slapping the biometric scanner once again to close the outer doors and then to open the inner ones.

At last, she was alone inside the elevator. As it descended, another message came—this time, from the elevator’s overhead speaker. That meant it was being broadcast throughout all of Habitat 2.

It was Laudano: “The habitat has been breached. All residents, go directly to your homes, seal the entrance, and activate emergency life support until the situation is resolved. I repeat, all residents, go directly to your homes.”

The elevator doors opened onto the streets of Habitat 2, which had already descended into chaos, with residents scrambling through the streets as the oxygen they breathed was sucked out of the city by the breach.

Lisa kept her pressure suit on. She headed for the Dusty Bucket.

Chapter 37

Billy’s Bunker

 

When the other inhabitants of River Rock saw the cloud rising up over the Barrens, they called it just another dust storm—a fixture of life on the border between Eresos’ wetlands and the Barrens, where one became the other with an abruptness you rarely would have seen back on Old Earth.

“Nope,” Billy Overton said, his thumbs tucked behind his belt. “That’s no dust storm.” He’d seen plenty of those during his sixty-five years, and this wasn’t one.

Dust storms came in like giant, puffy clouds rising up from the ground. This dust-up was narrower, high, and sharp.

“Those are machines coming,” Billy said out loud, though no one had stuck around to hear him say it. As usual. “Big ones. And fast.” The others had already decided that the oncoming formation was a dust storm, though, so now they were in dust-storm mode. “Sure hope they’re friendly, those machines. Else the rest of you’s in for a mighty surprise. Ah, yes.”

Billy didn’t plan on sticking around to gauge the friendliness of the machines for himself. Instead, he meant to head for the bunker he’d paid Darkstream to install for him, right underneath his front yard.

You never knew when you might need a bug-out shelter in your front yard when you lived on a planet populated by giant aliens who could snap your shins clean in two with a single munch. Especially when your town council was too cheap to sign a security contract, not even with those ragtag mercenaries that had set up shop recently.

Billy Overton never needed much of an excuse to hunker down in his shelter. Sometimes, he even went down there if he wanted to pretend he wasn’t home, like when that insufferable Sable Hawthorne came calling. The others were used to him heading for it, so even if they noticed he was doing so now, that wouldn’t serve them as a tip-off of approaching danger, either.

“Tried to warn you,” Billy said to himself as he ambled toward his property, which he was already only a stone’s throw away from. He knew they thought of him as the old man who cried wolf, and they considered his version of crying wolf to be hunkering down in that shelter of his.

Well, someday calamity really will come. Then I’ll get my money’s worth, damn it. And you lot will be sorry.

He fumbled his keycard out of his pocket, hands trembling slightly—as they always did, ever since the accident with the farm robot a half-dozen years ago—and he made his way around the side of the house to caress the scanner with the card.

It didn’t open. Grumbling, he cursed under his breath about what a cheap product it was as he wiped it off on his shirt and tried again.

This time, it worked, the tiny hatch sliding open and a cheery voice greeting him with a “Hello, Billy,” its voice sounding a little tinny by now, after such repeated use.

“Hello yourself,” Billy said as he lowered himself carefully down the ladder and closed the hatch behind him.

Ah, yes. Security. Solitude. He put on a cup of joe and booted up the vid stream from the street in front of his house.

Quiet, so far. Probably nothing again. It was always nothing. Sometimes, he cursed himself for buying this fool shelter from Darkstream. He never would have admitted that to anyone, but down here in its confines, he did permit himself such thoughts.

Here came Sable Hawthorne, hobbling down the dusty lane, beating at patches of grass with her cane.

Tens of thousands of credits gone, all for the privilege of watching crusty old Sable Hawthorne hobble down the road at two inches an hour.

Billy knew the Amblers malfunctioned sometimes, deviating from their preprogrammed routes, but none had ever come rampaging through here, of course. No, that would have justified Billy’s purchase. Can’t have that.

He sighed, long and ragged, the kind of exhalation that he’d never permit himself around the other inhabitants of River Rock. He settled into the shelter’s single seat with the fresh coffee.

At least I have this, he thought, raising the mug to his lips.

Without warning, a great metal monstrosity came out of nowhere, knocking Sable Hawthorne clean off the screen.

Billy leapt to his feet, coffee spilling all over him, and he danced around the shelter, shouting and waving his arms. “Ah! Ah! Ah!”

At last, he regained the presence of mind to strip off his shirt, though he expected he hadn’t succeeded in sparing himself a bad burn. It had already begun to sting across his stomach and chest.

He returned his attention to the screen, and he grasped the joystick that manipulated the camera affixed to the roof of his house, jerking it to the left. His smarting gut hung out over his belt, and as the camera slowly shifted, he patted the forming welt gingerly.

There. There she was. Sable lay on the ground, her cane nowhere in sight, her face a ruined, bloody mess.

Billy’s eyes went so wide they ached. “Oh my God,” he muttered, his voice getting real high-pitched on the last word.

Somehow, he felt none of the satisfaction he’d always expected to feel in the event of a calamitous event striking River Rock. Not only that, he experienced a sharp pang of guilt over all the nasty things he’d thought about Sable Hawthorne over the years.

Poor old woman. She’s dead.

He took hold of the joystick once again, directing the camera toward the village green. “Come on,” he muttered as the view shifted at a glacial pace. “Come on…”

There.

“Wow,” he whispered.

There the monster was that had taken down Sable, shooting great blasts of energy all over the place, at every building in sight. All around it were armed men and women, gunning down the residents of River Rock like they were cutting the grass, and to top it all off, a troop of six Quatro were rampaging around town, too.

This wasn’t just calamity. This was the apocalypse, as far as Billy was concerned. And even if he made it through—even if his shelter really could withstand those balls of energy, which obliterated entire walls and set structures instantly ablaze—Billy realized he wouldn’t have a soul left to talk to. He’d never much been interested in chitchat, before, but the realization that he might lose the opportunity altogether made him feel sad.

Another metal monstrosity strode onto the village green, then, appearing around a building that the first monster had turned into an inferno. This one had two legs, instead of the four that the first one had.

I doubt that makes a difference. They look mighty similar. Now they’ll just do twice the damage.

It was that thinking that made him so surprised when the second monster squared off with the first, and they seemed to size each other up for a moment before running at one another at top speed.

The new mech brought both its hands together, and they melded together to form a giant drill-shape. It rammed that straight into the four-legged monster’s chest, sending it crashing backward into one of the buildings it had already set alight.

That done, the new monster turned on the armed humans, making short work of them in a fireworks display of explosive rounds and energy blasts.

The ranks of humans ravaged in a matter of seconds, the newcomer turned on the Quatro, blasting one of them to pieces before turning twin cannons on another.

Then, the four-legged metal monster recovered, bounding right out of its fiery handiwork to charge at the two-legged monster once more.

But the two-legged one was having none of it. Its right arm seemed to gather together into an over-sized fist, the mass of its bicep and forearm transitioning right to the front of its arm. Then it socked the four-legged machine right in the kisser, pow, and the thing went flying again.

It had had enough, this time. The thing bellowed, scampering out of town, and the Quatro left alive by the two-legged monster followed, along with three of the human attackers who could still run, though the victorious mech picked those three off before they left the green.

Billy turned to run through his shelter, key open the hatch, and dash through the village, toward the site of the battle.

“Hey, thanks!” he bawled, but by then the two-legged monster was just a speck on the horizon, running like lightning in the direction of Ingress.

Chapter 38

Slave State

 

Every building in Habitat 2 was outfitted with a temporary airlock that extended from the entrance to form an enclosure just inside. When Lisa reached the Dusty Bucket, Phineas Gage opened the regular door for her to reveal the baggy, plastic compartment that would prevent all of the oxygen from rushing out into the streets, which were quickly emptying of air, thanks to the giant hole blown in the side of the habitat by Daybreak.

“Can I get you something to drink?” Phineas Gage asked her as she emerged from the plastic cocoon.

“Very funny.” The others had dragged a bunch of tables together to form a long shape that roughly resembled a rectangle. It was odd, seeing Phineas on this side of the bar, especially wearing a pressure suit indoors, as they all were, though no one had their helmets on. Quickly surveying those gathered, Lisa said, “looks like everyone’s here?”

“Yes, ma’am,” Bob O’Toole said, hiccuping.

Lisa glanced sharply at Phineas. “You didn’t let him get into the booze, did you?”

“He certainly didn’t,” O’Toole said, actually sounding affronted. “That was an innocent hiccup.”

“That would be a first.” Gunfire sounded outside, fairly close by, but it didn’t sound like enough. She would have expected a battle for the control of an entire habitat to be a little livelier than this. Turning to Andy, Lisa said, “Have you been able to access the security feeds?”

Andy shook his head. “Looks like they have the clearance required jacked up too high. They let you keep your M-level clearance, right?”

“They did.” Darkstream certainly hadn’t rewarded her for retaking Habitat 2 from Daybreak, but it would’ve been pretty lousy for them to downgrade her security clearance for her efforts. “I’ll access the feeds and patch it through to your implants and v-lenses so we can all see what’s going on out there.”

Lisa did as she said she would, and what they ended up witnessing struck her as pretty sad.

Outside, in the streets of Habitat 2, the pressure suit-clad Darkstream soldiers appeared to be engaging their ‘enemy’ halfheartedly, firing spastically at the Daybreak fighters that poured into the city. The Darkstream soldiers weren’t shy about falling back, retreating at the slightest opposition, ceding ground willingly.

Maybe all of the Darkstream combat operatives are in on Laudano’s plan. Either that, or Laudano had explicitly told them that their own lives were far more important than preserving those of Habitat 2’s residents, and that they should give up on everything except the perfect engagement.

“This is nothing but a performance for our benefit,” Tessa said. “To buy time.”

“Time for what?” Phineas Gage said.

“Time for smoothly transitioning control of Habitat 2 to Quentin Cooper. Time to reestablish their slave state with as little fuss as possible.”

“No way,” Phineas said. “I’m a free man. I can come and go as I please from my own bar.”

“If that’s the case,” Tessa said, “why don’t you go inside the temporary airlock, seal it up behind you, and try opening that outer door? If I’m right, Darkstream will have put the entire city on emergency lockdown by now, preventing anyone from leaving their homes to interfere with their plan.”

Phineas met her gaze for a long moment, and then, grim-faced, he donned his pressure suit’s helmet and headed for the airlock.

He sealed it behind him, and evacuated the oxygen from it before trying the door.

“You’re right,” he said over their militia-wide channel. “It’s locked.”

Tessa’s gaze now rested on Lisa’s face, and Lisa knew the meaning of it. This was confirmation of everything the older woman had always said about Darkstream. Their final betrayal was happening before their eyes, and all the citizen militia could do was hope that their preparations would be enough.

Chapter 39

Play with Explosives

 

Phineas Gage slowly unzipped the temporary airlock and stepped out, looking downtrodden. His eyes found Lisa’s.

“Could you…could you try using your clearance to open the door?”

Lisa nodded, donning her helmet. They traded places, with Lisa inside the temporary airlock, zipping it up and waiting for the oxygen to get pumped back into the Dusty Bucket.

Lisa thought she knew why Phineas was having trouble accepting that he’d lost control over the door to his own establishment. It didn’t just mean losing the illusion of control—it also meant that he likely wouldn’t be able to go on doing business. Not in Habitat 2, anyway.

It meant that Darkstream, the company everyone depended on for pretty much everything, wasn’t trustworthy. Even though the militia had been preparing for exactly this situation, it was still difficult to accept. Lisa was certainly still having trouble accepting it. She felt like everything she’d come to count on and cherish had fallen apart.

When she tried opening the door of the Dusty Bucket, it wouldn’t, and she received an alert on her HUD that said: “ACCESSING THAT COMMAND REQUIRES A U-LEVEL CLEARANCE OR HIGHER.” Commander Laudano was almost certainly the only person in all of Habitat 2 with clearance that high.

So Tessa was definitely right. Time to accept it—truly accept it. Darkstream was helping Daybreak to set up the slave colony they’d failed to maintain before.

Unzipping the temporary airlock, Lisa rejoined the others inside.

“How will Darkstream try to spin this, to the rest of the system?” she asked Tessa.

The older woman’s lips formed a thin line. “My guess? They’ll leave Habitat 2 altogether, and put it out that they were ‘defeated’ by Daybreak. The inhabitants will have their system net access cut again, anyway, so no one will be able to contradict their narrative.”

Lisa carefully lowered herself into a seat once again, staring at the bar’s floor, which, true to its namesake, was in need of sweeping. “I still can’t understand how they’re able to justify this.”

“It’s not about justifying it,” Tessa said. “It’s inevitable. Darkstream is by far the most powerful entity in the Steele System, so it’s inevitable that they would continue to expand, and that, increasingly, they would have to do awful things to achieve that continued expansion.”

“But why do they need to keep expanding? Why can’t they just be happy with the money they’re making?”

Tessa adjusted her white hair so that it hung forward over her left shoulder. “Growth and expansion is the whole reason corporations exist. Back in the Milky Way, when we were still subject to laws, being a corporation meant being legally obligated to place short-term shareholder profit growth above every other concern. And even though Darkstream is no longer legally obligated to try to continually increase profits, they aren’t built to do anything else, either. It’s in their DNA to subordinate everything to growth. And one of the best and quickest way to grow is to steal from another group of people. That’s what’s happening here on Alex. Habitat 2 is just a test case. The other habitats will be next.”

Every word Tessa spoke made Lisa angrier, and at last, she’d heard enough. “Well, that’s why we have a contingency plan,” she said, harsher than she’d meant to. “Vickers, set the charge.”

“Yes, ma’am!” Rodney Vickers said.

He’s finally getting his chance to play with explosives. “Andy, contact Rug to make sure she and the other Quatro are in position.”

“Yes, ma’am.”

Once the charge was set, Lisa ordered everyone in her militia into the basement of the Dusty Bucket.

Other than the fact that it was owned by Phineas, the Bucket’s basement was one of the main reasons they’d chosen this place as a launching pad to effect their plan. That, and its relative proximity to two different beetle bays—they hadn’t been sure which they would need to access when the time came, as it depended on Daybreak’s angle of attack.

Soon, everyone was crowded in the basement, wearing their full pressure suits.

“Blow it, O’Toole,” Lisa said.

The roar of an explosion sounded above them, causing the whole structure to shake.

Chapter 40

More Hectic than Expected

 

Jake paced the Javelin’s shuttle bay in his MIMAS, metal feet clanking across the deck. He’d requested that Bronson patch the visual sensor feed through to his HUD for him to access at will, and now he monitored a zoomed-in view of the comet as they approached.

The alien mech had already freed itself from the ice, and now it strode back and forth across the surface, as though waiting for Jake’s arrival.

He knew his father’s ship was still in the neighborhood, and he worried about whether the alien mech had the means to leave the comet, if it wanted to. Probably, it did. On the way here, Bronson had briefed him on the smaller robot his father had uncovered, which had launched itself deeper into the Belt under its own power, before Peter Price could do anything to stop it. The Whale’s sensors had captured the thing’s likeness—its thin, diminutive frame and its dark gray, shield-like limbs.

The mech he was about to fight could likely do the same thing, if it wished. Either way, it remained on the ice, for now.

You know I’m coming for you, don’t you?

A vid call pinged his HUD, and when he saw the name, Jake’s breath caught in his throat, which he wouldn’t have expected.

Peter Price appeared before him, seeming to stand on the Javelin’s deck. “Jake,” he said.

“Dad,” Jake said, looking down at him, fighting to keep his voice level. His HUD told him his father’s comet hopper was at least keeping its distance from the comet, in case the alien mech decided to attack.

“You’ve grown, son. I can see it in your eyes, and I can hear it in your voice.”

“Thank you,” Jake said, pausing, suddenly unsure what to say to his father. So much had happened since they’d last spoken, and Peter was right—he had changed. “Have you heard from mom?” he said at last. “I haven’t gotten any updates from Hub in a while.”

“Sue Anne is stable…for now,” Peter said, his voice trailing off on the last words.

Jake nodded, not trusting himself to speak.

Peter sighed. “What has Darkstream had you do for them, Jake? How many have they had you kill?”

The question caught Jake off guard, and he shook his head slowly. “I’ve been fighting the Quatro, Dad. Protecting the people of Eresos.”

“We never should have had to fight the Quatro. Things might have been different. We might have had peace.”

“How?”

Peter hesitated. “Never mind. You don’t need to hear this, right now. You’re about to go up against that…thing. It’s just that I feel badly about ever agreeing to let Bronson talk to you, after we found the first mech.”

“It was my choice to accept his offer, Dad. You couldn’t keep it from me forever.”

“I know. I just felt like I was…” Peter shook his head. “Never mind. Fight well, son. And come back in one piece.”

“I will. I promise. Bye, Dad.” Jake willed the conversation away, and his father vanished from the destroyer. Jake was glad for it to be over. It was good to speak with his father again, but he hadn’t expected it to be so intense, and he needed to prepare mentally for the coming fight.

Bronson contacted him next, looking surprisingly calm. I guess he’s been in plenty of battles. Plus, he wasn’t the one who had to leave the destroyer to go face that thing.

“This should be fairly straightforward,” Bronson said.

Easy for you to say. But Jake didn’t comment.

“Just land and set off the EMP—don’t wait for that thing to try anything. Remember, the EMP only has one charge, so don’t screw it up. It’ll shut down your mech, too, so once you activate it, just wait for us to come get you. The EMP’s strong enough to shut down systems critical to functioning in both mechs, but not strong enough to damage every system, so both should be fairly straightforward to repair afterward, including the alien mech, if we want to repair that. We’ve already tested this on the mech Gabe made off with, so we know it works. Once you execute, we’ll take both mechs aboard and call it a day.”

“Yes, sir.”

“We’re drawing up beside the comet now. I’ll open up the shuttle bay, and you jump out. Don’t screw up the jump, for God’s sake. If things go south after you land, we’ll hit that thing with the Javelin’s weapons until we’ve got it under control. There really shouldn’t be very much to this, Price.”

“Yes, sir.” In front of Jake’s MIMAS, the shuttle bay doors had begun to open. Jake stepped forward, getting into position and crouching slightly. The EMP device was affixed to the side of his mech.

All I have to do is set it off.

When the doors drew apart, he leapt.

On the surface of the comet, the alien mech reacted immediately. Luckily, the thing chose to go with a pair of rockets to try to shoot Jake on his way over, and Jake responded by retracting his hands and pelting the missiles with his rotary autocannons. He neutralized them both well before they reached him, and they became brief flashes in the void.

Then his feet hit the ice surface, and the alien mech charged.

Of course, charges didn’t amount to much, in the incredibly low gravity of the comet. Jake sidestepped with ease, taking care not to send himself careening into space.

The mech did leave the comet’s surface, but only briefly. It spread its hands backward, igniting thrusters that blossomed from its palms to return to the comet’s surface.

Jake fired the autocannons again, and the momentum pushed the MIMAS backward across the ice.

Screw this. It was time to activate the EMP. He placed a giant metal hand over the device, ready to activate it as soon as the alien mech drew near.

“Price!” It was Bronson, and this time he did sound panicked.

Jake turned to stare back at the destroyer. An enormous cloud of tiny robots had appeared, presumably from the closest comet, which had drawn suspiciously near. The robots were now sailing toward the warship, and the ones in front were about to land on her hull.

The Javelin was using secondary lasers, kinetic impactors, and missiles to try to take down as many of the robots as she could, and several went down, but there were many more that continued to advance. At least half of the robots looked set to land on the ship.

The destroyer’s point defense turrets were the last line of defense, and they took down a few more of the robots. Then, the first ones landed. When they did, they started plunging their metal hands into the Javelin’s surface, ripping away at the steel as though it were tissue paper.

“Sir!” Jake said. “Is she going to be all right?”

“We have no way to deal with the ones that landed!” Bronson said. “Price—don’t set off that EMP yet. I need your mech operational, in order to pick off these things!”

Inside the dream, the midnight-black of space flashed red and white. Jake looked at the mech, which was still charging, and then back at the tinier robots, industriously savaging the Javelin.

With creeping fear, he began to appreciate just how desperate his situation had become: he’d have to somehow fend off the alien mech while dealing with the robots attacking the destroyer.

He shook himself. Better get to work. He opened fire with the rotary autocannons, and the rounds’ momentum pushed him backward across the ice once more.

“Dad, take the Whale farther out,” he yelled over a wide channel. “This is going to be more hectic than expected!”

Chapter 41

Paste

 

With Chief Roach gone native, and Jake running off to the Belt, Ash Sweeney found herself in command of what remained of Oneiri Team.

Of course, she herself was under the command of Captain Arkady Black, who had been picked up by a shuttle from Plenitos and flown to Valhalla Station in time to command the new reserve battalion Darkstream was sending down to Eresos, to try to stop the quads, Quatro, and Red Company.

The soldiers of this reserve battalion called themselves the Winged Dragons.

What is it with Darkstream reserve forces and awful names? All dragons have wings. The name was woefully redundant, though Ash supposed it did roll off the tongue.

Leaving her mech where it sat near the others, she paced around the space elevator as it inched toward the planet, with painful slowness. Weaving between infantry, tanks, and personnel carriers, Ash wondered whether Captain Black actually had a plan for beating the Quatro that was likely to work. If he did, he hadn’t shared it with her.

I guess OPSEC is a thing.

She ran over the names of the MIMAS pilots now under her command, as well as each pilot’s main strength, as far as battle was concerned.

Richaud—bold. Marco—quick-witted. Henrietta—dogged. Beth…

Ash rounded a tank, and suddenly Beth Arkanian was before her, wearing her characteristic warm smile.

“Hey, Steam.”

“Hey…Paste,” Ash said, making a snap decision.

“Paste?”

“Yeah. You keep us together, Beth. I don’t know if you’re ever going to get a nickname from battle, because your best quality is the way you keep us together outside of battle, like glue. You keep us all on the level, ready for the next engagement. So, Paste.”

“Okay, then. Paste it is. Thanks.”

“How are you holding up?” Ash said.

“I came here to ask you the same thing.”

Ash nodded. “Just like paste would.”

“I’m pretty sure paste can’t talk,” Beth said. “I get your meaning, though. How are you, Steam?”

“I’m, uh…” Ash shook her head. “I’m not sure.”

“Anything you want to talk about?”

Kind of. She couldn’t stop thinking about what Jake had told her before he left for the Belt. But he’d told her because he thought she deserved to know. It wasn’t her place to spread gossip about the chief, even if he had jumped from a space station inside an alien mech while in a coma. “Nah. Just getting used to the idea of command, I guess.”

“Well, I’m always there for you, if you need me.”

“I know you are. Thanks, Paste.”

Beth smiled wider, then turned and headed back toward the mechs, pinned brown hair bobbing behind her.

Maybe Paste isn’t a great nickname. Oh well.

Her thoughts returned to what Jake had told her before leaving for the Belt—about Chief Roach and Ash’s sister, Jess.

It had been so unexpected. She’d remembered Jess writing her about a new man in her life, an older man, who she’d claimed to be obsessed with. “I’m going to make a move on him soon,” Jess had written. Ash never would have guessed that the man was Gabriel Roach.

Apparently, Jess’s move had panned out—at least, according to what Jake had seen when he’d entered lucid to speak with Roach.

“He loved her, Ash,” Jake had said. “There’s no question about that.”

The age difference between her sister and Roach had been quite large, but Jess had always gone after what she wanted, regardless of anyone’s opinion. Ash didn’t begrudge her that, and she didn’t begrudge Roach whatever they’d had either, especially since he’d obviously cared about her.

What struck her most about it all was that the exact same thing that had been driving Roach to wage this war was also driving Ash. Not just the concept of seeking vengeance, but vengeance sought for the exact same person.

Jess Sweeney.

Given this unexpected kinship with the chief, Ash felt determined to somehow find him on the surface of Eresos, and to reunite with him. More than ever, she wanted to work with Roach to defeat the Quatro, even if he didn’t want to work with Oneiri Team any longer.

“Sweeney.” It was Captain Black, subvocalizing so that she heard him over her implant.

“Yes, Captain?”

“The Quatro and their new mechs have reached Ingress, and they’re digging again. This time, they seem much likelier to succeed. They’ve started their tunnel out of range of the city walls, on top of a hill. Those mechs of theirs seem to be even more proficient diggers than the Quatro themselves. They also have Red Company with them, helping them to defend the tunnel mouth.”

“Does that mean what I think it means, sir?”

“If you think it means that your pilots need to get into their mechs right away, to jump down to the surface ahead of the elevator, then yes. Yes, it does.”

Chapter 42

Nature’s Original Shape

 

If Wound had ever doubted that his new battle suit was built by the same species that built the Gatherers, after seeing how quickly the suits enabled Quatro to tunnel through the earth, he doubted no longer.

He knew that the walls of the city the humans called Ingress extended below the planet’s surface for nearly two hundred meters, but that did not faze him. His great paws could morph to become wide, flat surfaces, ideal for displacing great mounds of dirt, and the front of the battle suit could change to fit the tunnel’s dimensions, plowing the piles of earth back to the surface.

Whenever Wound encountered rock, he simply blasted it apart and transported the pieces out of the tunnel.

He didn’t relish this task, nor did he look forward to the lives he knew he would have to take once he and the others infiltrated the city.

Or do I? Because it is true that I dream at night of ripping out human jugulars with my teeth, of watching the scarlet spurt and letting it coat my face before I drink deeply of that—

Wound shook his head savagely. That thought had not been his own.

The voices the battle suit seemed to produce had grown loud enough for him to understand their words almost every time they whispered to him, now. Often, they paraded as his own thoughts, and once—just once—he’d found himself believing it.

That had scared him. He’d opened up the suit on that night and fled from it, running through field and forest to try to escape the voices, which did not follow him outside the mech.

After he’d returned, the suit had accepted him willingly once more, and the voices had abated for a time.

But now that he needed to be inside the suit for a prolonged period, it seemed they had come back, stronger than before.

“We’ll let this planet burn,” Wound muttered as he emerged from the tunnel with a load of earth, depositing it on the mound that had been building steadily for over two hours.

“What did you say?” Saul turned toward him, studying Wound from within the stolen MIMAS mech, which he piloted now.

“What?” Wound said, trying to keep his voice from coming out too loudly, which could easily happen while inside the suit. “I said nothing.”

“You did. You said something about letting Eresos burn.”

“Well, chaos is nature’s original shape. It’s best for us to accept that, immerse ourselves in it, and aid in its spread. We will weather entropy far better if we become its agents.”

Saul’s MIMAS was very still.

Slowly, Wound registered what had just happened. “S-Saul, I did not say that. It was the suit. That was not my sentiment.”

“Uh huh. You’re going to need to keep it together for us, Wound. We need you shipshape, if we’re going to pull this off. Darkstream’s going to send everything it has against us. You know that, right?”

“I do. I…should return to digging.”

“You do that.”

“Do you…do you think they have her inside the city walls?”

“Her? Who’s her?”

“My mate. I lost her, long ago. She came to me in a dream last night. I believe she may be within.”

“Wound—”

But Wound turned, stalking back inside the tunnel that crept toward the city of Ingress, inch by inch. His work, mostly. The other Quatro, with whom he’d always been so close…he wondered why, now. What did they offer him that rightly compensated him for his contributions?

Nothing.

Always prying where they weren’t welcome, were the Quatro. All of them. His entire species. With sanctimonious words of solidarity and community, they sought to control each other. To control him. Wasn’t freedom the reason they’d left the Home Systems in the first place? And now they’d come to this!

They deserve everything they’ve gotten.

Wound had often wondered whether the price they’d paid in coming here, in freeing themselves from the Assembly of Elders, had been worth it.

He didn’t wonder that anymore.

It was worth it, all right. Well worth it. Because now I have found true freedom, inside a community worthy of me.

This disjointed line of thought continued for some time, the whispers encouraging him all the while, urging him on.

Eventually, they fell silent, and Wound paused digging, raising his head from his work, having been struck by the faint notion that something had just happened to him.

Chapter 43

Our Best Idea

 

Ash’s parachute disengaged, fluttering away into the sky, and she plummeted the rest of the way, heavy metal feet hitting the earth with incredible force, all of which was absorbed by her mech’s complex system of shocks.

All around her, Oneiri Team came crashing down, and even inside her own mech—even inside the dream—she could feel the tremors their impacts caused.

“Let’s move,” Ash said over the team-wide as Richaud, the last to land, touched down.

The five of them sprinted over the grassy terrain, toward where the quads were digging their tunnel on a hilltop.

“This doesn’t seem like our best idea,” Marco said as they ran, his voice carrying none of the strain it should have, traveling with such speed. That was the beauty of piloting a MIMAS. “We’re attacking mechs we know to be superior to ours. Those mechs outnumber us, and we know them to be supported by a lot of Quatro as well as Red Company mercenaries. Not only that, the terrain favors them, not us. Our odds suck, Steam.”

The dream-sky flashed bright orange with Ash’s annoyance. “I think your nickname will be Spirit, Marco. Because you’re clearly so good at raising ours.” She was sure it was a bad idea to christen Marco with his nickname out of sarcasm, and the others might not even accept it. “We have no choice but to engage. If we don’t, they’ll be inside Ingress in short order. It’s why we jumped down in the first place.”

No answer from Marco. Maybe he was mulling over the nickname she’d given him.

Red Company fighters were distributed around the hill’s slope, and they began firing on the MIMAS mechs the moment they were in range—with sniper fire first, followed quickly by rockets, mortars, and grenades.

The ground Oneiri Team ran on quickly became a warzone, peppered by explosions.

“Don’t just count on your mech to endure these, people,” Ash barked over the team-wide. “We don’t know how many hits like that we can take, and we all saw how banged up Chief Roach’s mech was when he came back, so we know we’re far from invincible.”

The others did as she told them, weaving left and right, slowing at random intervals and speeding at others. In this way, they made it as difficult as possible for the mercenaries to score a direct hit on their mechs.

Even so, a rocket caught Henrietta full in the chest, knocking her MIMAS back, though she caught herself with her left hand, propelling herself straight back into a run.

Shortly after, Richaud failed to anticipate a grenade’s trajectory, and it exploded near him, washing his mech with flame and leaving it singed.

Still, Oneiri Team barreled on.

And then they were at the hillside. As they bounded up the slope, Ash opted for her heavy machine gun, picking off Red Company fighters one by one.

Richaud favored a slightly less subtle approach, running and gunning with both rotary autocannons firing at full bore. Beth started out launching grenades, but soon switched to her own machine gun after the second bomb rolled down the hill to explode harmlessly, far from any target. Marco and Henrietta switched between their heavy machine guns interspersed with occasional rockets, to target areas where the enemy were clustered together.

No one used their lasers, since it would have been a waste to use up that much energy on mere infantry.

Either way, in short order, the Red Company mercenaries were sent into full flight, running as fast as they could toward the sanctuary of the hilltop.

Ash stowed her heavy machine gun and caught up with two of the mercenaries, a man and a woman. Extending both bayonets, she took them both in their backs with the blades.

Suddenly, she drew to a stop on the steep slope. It struck her that those were the first human beings she’d killed…well, ever. Before, all her targets had been aliens, which had seemed more acceptable, somehow, especially since she kept her sister’s death at the front of her mind at all times.

The sky flashed a dark green—the color of nausea, she quickly realized.

“Steam?” Richaud said, turning toward her from a position farther up on the hill. “You all right?”

“Yeah,” Ash said, shaking herself, then continuing up the hill.

Without warning, three quads leapt into view. One of them charged straight at Ash.

She ripped the heavy machine gun from her back once more, opening fire. The quad seemed to simply absorb the bullets, though her implant did track flecks of shrapnel flying off the enemy mech with each impact.

Then, the Quatro mech reached her, running her over, sending her tumbling backward down the hill, the machine gun flying from her grasp and cartwheeling on ahead of her.

She scrambled to find her footing as the world rotated around her again and again. At last, she regained her feet, looking around desperately for her foe.

There. Coming straight at her, again, on a diagonal across the hillside.

Ash leapt into the air, retracting her hands against her wrists and opening fire with the autocannons they revealed, pelting the quad with round after armor-piercing round.

The Quatro mech seemed to snarl up at her, and its back morphed to form what appeared to be a giant cannon. The cannon produced a savage blast of energy, which connected with Ash’s mech in midair, causing her to flip over and over until she collided with the ground.

“Retreat,” she rasped, the pain almost too great for her to speak. “Fall back, now. We need to wait for the others.”

She found her footing again, and then she sprinted toward Ingress, barely checking to see whether the other mechs were following.

Some leader you turned out to be.

Her heavy machine gun still lay somewhere on the hillside, she realized.

It’s gone.

Chapter 44

Training

 

Lisa’s militia made their way through the streets with as much speed as they could manage, though she’d trained them well enough that they stayed methodical, checking and double-checking blind spots as well as anywhere an enemy could be hiding. The places they couldn’t check, such as the balconies that occasionally overhung Habitat 2’s streets, they remained constantly vigilant of.

They encountered a Darkstream squad, and Lisa’s people didn’t hesitate. They didn’t glance at her for confirmation, and they certainly didn’t ask her over the militia-wide channel for permission to engage.

Instead, they met the perplexed expressions of the Darkstream soldiers by raising their firearms to sight briefly down the barrels and opening fire.

The entire squad of Darkstream soldiers went down without firing a single shot.

Lisa could scarcely believe it. The sight of a group of civilians out in the streets must have confused them. They didn’t consider us a threat. Highly unlikely we’ll get that kind of advantage again. But still…

Trained Darkstream soldiers should not have taken for granted that the people of Habitat 2 would be toothless.

Lisa flashed back to the confines of the beetle as she, Andy, and Tessa traveled across the wilderness of Alex, back when Tessa had first called Lisa out for…well, for being useless, due to totally inadequate Darkstream training.

Tessa had accused the company of relying too heavily on lucid for training their soldiers, and she’d called lucid unsuited to the purpose anyway, without the presence of an experienced trainer who could calibrate a trainee’s implant so that each lucid simulation accurately reflected her actual abilities.

Over the months that followed, Tessa had proved herself right, simply by helping Lisa to improve drastically under her tutelage.

Lisa forced herself back to the present. “Stay sharp,” she said over the wide channel. “Don’t get cocky just because we swept one engagement. The next group we meet will shoot back. I can guarantee that.”

But they got lucky, and they didn’t encounter either Darkstream or Daybreak operatives on their way to the beetle bay.

Not so, inside the bay itself. Lisa’s M-level clearance still gave her access to almost every security feed in the city, and she patched the view of the vehicle bay through to her soldiers’ implants.

Another memory: this one from before being cooped up inside the beetle with Andy and Tessa. She flashed back to the three of them creeping through Habitat 2, doing their best to avoid the fighting that still raged on between Daybreak and Darkstream.

They’d reached their destination: a different beetle bay from the one Lisa and her militia would attack today. Tessa had told her to wait outside while she went in and dealt with the trio of Daybreak goons inside.

Things were different, today. This time, there were a dozen Darkstream soldiers inside the vehicle bay, and when her militia detonated the breaching charge, blowing open the door, it was Lisa that tossed a flashbang and then followed it inside.

The flashbang appeared to have disoriented most of the twelve soldiers, but three of them must have spotted it in time to take action to mitigate its effects.

Whatever they’d done, they were prepared to fire on Lisa soon after she entered, and in response, she ran for the nearest beetle while her people poured into the bay after her. Both Lisa and the next two soldiers executed covering fire that saw her safely to the protection of the vehicle.

She didn’t stop there—that’s what they would have expected. Instead, she circled around the vehicle, finding one disoriented Darkstream operative behind it and dispatching her with a point-blank bullet to the temple.

Next, she encountered a man just recovering from the flashbang’s effects, who was back-on to her.

Lisa didn’t hesitate, squeezing the trigger with her muzzle pointed at the back of his neck. He crumpled to the floor.

“Clear.” It was Tessa, subvocalizing across the militia-wide channel.

That meant they needed Lisa back near the entrance, where the controls were located for the airlock, which was built big enough to allow the passage of the bulky beetles.

Once Lisa reached the controls, she used her biometrics to open the outer door, while keeping an eye on the vid feed that showed the airlock’s interior.

A few seconds later, she closed the outer door, repressurized the airlock, and opened the wide portal that led into the beetle bay.

Rug entered, wearing her form-fitting blue pressure suit, with two energy weapons affixed to the shoulders. Flanking her were four other Quatro—two on each side.

Lisa smiled down on them. “It’s good to see you,” she called. Then she closed the inner door, depressurized the airlock, and opened the outer door for the next five aliens to enter.

Chapter 45

A Monster or a Coward

 

Across the plains, Gabe saw Oneiri Team rushing foolishly to engage the force on the hilltop, comprised of Red Company fighters, Quatro, and quads.

He’d been toying with the idea of establishing contact with the descending space elevator. He knew Darkstream would have sent a reserve battalion to deal with the deteriorating situation on Eresos, and he assumed whoever was in command of it would be there, enjoying a leisurely ride down while the MIMAS mechs struggled against impossible odds below.

But Oneiri’s mad rush at the enemy left no time for chitchat.

Or does it?

Keeping his distance from the enemy for as long as he could, Gabe circled the hill at a wide remove, running at full speed, until he judged he was directly opposite Oneiri’s angle of attack.

Around the time he figured they’d made contact with the enemy, he rushed up the hill as quickly as he could.

It was just as he’d expected. The mercenaries had arrayed themselves to confront the Darkstream mechs, leaving just the Quatro on the hilltop to guard the tunnel mouth.

He peered at them with as little of himself exposed as possible, his alien mech changing color to match the terrain, a camouflaging function that he hadn’t anticipated. Then again, he hadn’t anticipated much of anything about this mech.

He conducted everything through the dream, now—he dreamed his entire life, a process he knew was facilitated by his implant. But he no longer had access to its interface.

Instead, he simply willed what he wanted it to do, and it happened. At present, he wanted to speak to the commander of the reserve force aboard that space elevator, and Captain Arkady Black appeared before him.

Even now, the fact that the captain stood in full view of the enemy made Gabe’s throat tighten, until he recalled that Black was visible only to him.

“So, you’re the one they slated to command this fool’s errand,” Gabe said.

With that, he left his cover, willing his arms to become massive energy cannons, both which began to pelt the unclad Quatro with truncated bolts of light. The force of the massless ordnance blasted the aliens off their feet, one by one.

Arkady Black ran beside Gabe, easily keeping pace, inside the dream. “What is it you want, Roach? I’m only humoring you because I have basically nothing to do aboard this elevator. I’m given to understand you’ve gone postal.”

You have the fight of your life ahead of you, and you have nothing to do? “When we spoke at Plenitos, you told me I was headed for a fall. Well, it’s here, Black—for both of us.”

Soon after neutralizing his fifth Quatro, Gabe succeeded in getting the attention of one of the quads. It rushed out of the tunnel mouth, barreling toward him, eyes aglow, shoulders shifting and morphing to prepare something nasty for him.

Gabe flung himself forward, his own mech shifting radically, gathering together to form a great wheel with serrated edges. The wheel he had become landed just before the alien, spinning straight over it, laying it open down the middle. Gabe’s edge almost sheared through to the Quatro inside the quad, but it twisted aside at the last second, metal whirling and transforming to enable the maneuver.

Instantly, Gabe’s wheel resumed a humanoid form, and he caught himself on the ground, kneeling, aiming a massive gun that took shape as he steadied it on his other arm.

This time, a single cannonball emerged, knocking the quad clean off the hilltop and down to the slope below.

“Be more specific, Roach,” Black said from beside him. “What do you mean by a fall?”

Gabe turned to confront the next quad, flattening himself close to the ground to avoid an energy blast it had sent his way.

“Do you have fuel air explosives on that elevator?”

Black glanced at Gabe sharply. “Fuel air explosives are not authorized for use on—”

Gabe sprang several meters into the air, over the charging quad, and fired parts of himself at his foe at high speed. A jagged spear skewered the quad, pinning it to the ground, and the moment Gabe landed, he sprinted toward his immobilized foe.

The Quatro managed to free itself by the time Gabe neared, bounding away to the left. Gabe summoned the parts of himself he’d used for ordnance, and it walked, flipped, and rolled toward him. When the fragments reached him, they rejoined him, and they became one once more.

“I didn’t ask whether you’re authorized to use them, Black,” Gabe snarled. “I asked whether you have them with you, and I don’t know why I bothered, because I already know that you do. I’ve been around long enough, I’m well-connected enough, to know that major Darkstream missions always have fuel air bombs on hand, and it insults my intelligence for you to suggest otherwise.”

Four other quads had just appeared from the mouth of the tunnel, and they were now attempting to surround Gabe.

He turned and fled down the hillside. Inside the dream, Black also fled, running without exertion.

“The Quatro command the high ground,” Gabe said as he ran. “We can’t afford to engage them there, and so we have to summon them elsewhere. To do that, we’ll attack what they must defend: the tunnel. You need to dig down to it and fill it with every fuel air explosive you have. If you fail to do that, the city will be lost.”

“We aren’t authorized to use fuel air explosives, Roach.”

“Are you authorized to lose Ingress? I told you, Black. The fall is here, and you need to choose, between defeat and disgrace. I’m leading these quads from their hilltop, for as long as they’ll follow me. That will lessen the pressure enough for you to do what needs to be done. I only have to look at the elevator to see you’ve almost arrived on the surface. The timing works out, as long as you don’t squander the opportunity I’ve given you.” As he ran, Gabe turned to lock eyes with Black. “The question you have to ask yourself is whether you want history to view you as a monster or a coward.”

Gabe evicted Black from the dream, then. He was tired of looking at him, and he’d already done what he could to try to persuade the man. If only simpering would convince him, then he would not be convinced, because Gabe did not simper.

Chapter 46

Supposed to Be the Best

 

Jake made liberal use of his MIMAS’ launch capacity to maneuver around the comet, evading the alien mech’s charges as well as its ordnance. He wasn’t too concerned about fuel reserves, considering the low gravity meant very little had to be expended to displace himself.

A miscalculation led to getting hit by an energy blast from his enemy, causing him to flip away into space, his stomach a hard knot of pain.

Finally, he managed to stabilize and rocket back toward the comet. But the alien mech hadn’t wasted time positioning itself for Jake’s return. The moment he landed, it drove its hand, which had morphed to form a spike, into Jake’s chest.

Kicking out swiftly with his left foot, Jake used it to boost away in order to minimize the impact of the mech’s blow. To avoid getting impaled.

The maneuver resulted in his feet leaving the comet once more, and he just accepted that, putting more distance between him and his enemy by opening fire with both rotary autocannons.

The alien mech leapt at him, but this time, a Banshee missile from the Javelin rocketed into it, shunting it aside and detonating. It was the mech’s turn to flip end over end through space, its side blasted open, though when Jake zoomed in he saw that it was repairing itself rapidly.

In the dream, Captain Bronson appeared on the comet’s surface, glaring up at Jake. “I thought you were supposed to be the best!” he barked.

“Uh…well, if you look at my lucid scores—”

“I don’t care about your lucid scores. Right now, I need you to get these things off of my destroyer! I’ve already told Engineering to reprogram the point defense turrets so that they don’t shoot down your ordnance.”

“Yes, sir.”

“Bronson out.”

The captain vanished, and Jake used his launch thrusters to put the comet between himself and the alien mech. That done, he spun around while suspended in space, so that he faced the Javelin and the machines that crawled all over it, ripping up its hull.

The MIMAS augmented its user’s vision dramatically, and Jake used that now to zoom in on the ship and draw a bead on one of the little metal critters.

He fired a rocket, which screamed across the black expanse between him and the destroyer.

His target skittered aside, and the rocket hit the destroyer’s hull, tearing a gaping hole in her. The explosion seared the enemy robot, too, but it seemed no worse for wear.

“No rockets,” Bronson yelled, reappearing right beside Jake, the agitation in his voice mounting. “They’re not a good idea even if they do hit!”

“Sorry, sir,” Jake choked out.

He reached behind his back to detach his heavy machine gun, swinging it around and zooming in to target the next robot.

The alien mech collided with him from behind, sending the heavy machine gun flying away through space.

Jake struggled to turn in the thing’s iron grip, with no success. Then, he remembered a trick he’d used during his first encounter with the Quatro. He let a grenade roll out of his launcher, without actually launching it.

It exploded, and waves of agony crashed over Jake. But it seemed to take the AI, or whatever was animating the alien mech, by surprise, and its grip loosened enough for Jake to wrench free and rocket toward his heavy machine gun.

He caught it, flipped around, and retargeted the tiny robot he’d aimed for before, which was making its way toward one of the destroyer’s main engines.

This time, the robot disintegrated under the machine gun’s armor-piercing rounds.

Got one.

The alien mech was coming at him again, and Jake boosted away from it—closer to the destroyer.

He let loose with a healthy helping of rockets, targeting his adversary. The enemy mech managed to evade most of them, but one took it in the center of its chest, the fluid metal surface peeling away, presumably trying to mitigate the damage. A second rocket hit the alien mech full in the face.

“Like that?” Jake said from inside the dream, his success sending a thrill through him.

Something hit him from behind, tearing at the surface of his MIMAS.

One of the robots. It left the destroyer!

Jake reached behind him with his right hand, but he couldn’t manage to reach the little jerk. Then he tried with his left, catching the thing’s ankle and yanking it in front of him where it squirmed to get free, metal claws swiping at Jake’s face.

He grabbed the thing’s arm with his free hand and ripped it clean in two.

Nuisance. Throwing both halves at the alien mech, he turned to pick off more of the robotic devils.

Jake managed to neutralize three more before turning to find the other mech recovered from his earlier salvo and barreling through the void, straight at him.

The alien mech connected with Jake’s MIMAS, sending it backward. Several long seconds later, both mechs crashed into the Javelin, and Jake felt the hull buckle beneath him.

Chapter 47

Defensive Formation

 

When they reached Ingress’ walls, Oneiri Team met Arkady Black and the rest of the Darkstream battalion emerging from the city, accompanied by what appeared to be an enormous tunnel borer.

When he saw the mechs approach, Black gave a self-satisfied nod. “Over-reliance on those contraptions has sent you away with your tails between your legs again, I see.”

The sky flashed red with Ash’s anger. “Sir, you’re the one who ordered us to jump from the elevator and engage the enemy by ourselves. You should know that the MIMAS mechs aren’t at their best simply going it alone, unsupported, just as we never deploy a force consisting only of tanks. The mechs work best when working together with a battalion of varied composition.”

Black’s graying mustache twitched as he returned her stare, his neck craning to meet her mech’s gaze.

“You’re right,” he said at last. “I’ve let my pride get the better of me, and I’m not offering an analysis that’s fair or justified. I apologize.”

“Apology accepted, sir.”

“Now, a short while ago I spoke with Chief Roach, and—”

“You were in contact with the chief?” Ash exclaimed before she could stop herself.

“That’s what I just said. He had a decent idea: start digging down to intercept the enemy’s tunnel. It should be fairly straightforward to anticipate the tunnel’s trajectory, and we can confirm with step-frequency radar. Once we reach their tunnel, we’ll uh…fill it with fuel air explosives.”

Ash paused as she digested the last few words Black had spoken, which he’d practically mumbled. “Wait—fuel air bombs? We’re not authorized to use those on Eresos!”

“We…actually are, if it’s deemed necessary. We have them on hand at all times, in case the necessity arises. It’s not a fact we publicize, but it’s true. This was Roach’s idea, Sweeney. Anyway, it’s possible we won’t have to use them. Once the enemy spots what we’re doing, there’s a good chance they’ll come off the high ground to attack us, right where we want them to.”

For a long moment, Ash tried to digest what Black had told her. The thought of getting out of her mech, breaking her contract with Darkstream, and facing the consequences crossed her mind.

This is wrong. Ash had heard whispers of fuel air bombs being used against the Quatro during the first clashes between them and humanity, and that was bad enough. But the idea of returning to their use, despite years of a universal agreement that doing so was immoral…

The only thing that stopped her from objecting was the fact that Roach had been the one to suggest it. Roach, who shared her motivation for participating in this war.

Maybe the Quatro truly do deserve this.

“Okay,” she said haltingly. “Let’s do it, then.”

Black had been watching her body language closely—there wasn’t much else to watch while she was inside her MIMAS, in terms of gauging her reaction—and now he gave a curt nod, turning to face the rest of the reserve battalion he commanded.

“Move out, people!”

They did, rolling across the hills in formation, with a tank on each side, infantry in front, and two personnel carriers in the center, flanking the tunnel borer. 

They soon reached their destination: a shallow rise, fairly close to the city, and out of firing range of the hill occupied by the Quatro and Red Company.

“We know the composition of the ground surrounding Ingress, and we know that our boring machine can dig at a rate of ten meters an hour, here. The borer is basically cutting-edge when it comes to digging holes, and if we assume the Quatro can dig at roughly the same speed, then there’s a good chance our tunnel will intercept theirs before it’s finished, especially since they have to tunnel upward after digging down two hundred meters to clear the walls.”

“A good chance?” Ash said. “We’re basing our entire strategy on a ‘good chance’ it will work?”

“That’s all any strategy is ever based on,” Black retorted, loud enough for those around them to hear. “The alternative is attacking the enemy at their superior position and getting crushed. Chief Roach is currently in the process of leading four of the enemy quads as far away as he can, so the enemy’s progress should be impeded for a time, anyway. I’ll thank you to stop questioning my orders, now, Sweeney. This works best if we’re all united.”

“Yes, sir,” Ash said, and she meant it. They were committed to this course, now, and she agreed that it didn’t serve anything to continue debating things with her superior.

They set the boring machine to digging. In less than an hour, it had dug its length through the ground. They could still see it, though—its butt end was right there, pointing at them at an angle.

The process seemed excruciatingly slow. Can this really work?

But it did work. As Black had said, they didn’t actually need to intercept the enemy tunnel. They only needed to convince the enemy that they could intercept it.

The enemy was soon convinced, and a force left the hilltop consisting of two platoons’ worth of mercenaries, three dozen Quatro…and one quad, its eyes glowing even in the daylight.

Then, having zoomed in on the enemy force, Ash saw it: in the midst of the mercenaries was Tommy’s mech, striding forward, hands already retracted to reveal twin rotary autocannons.

Bastards.

“Get ready, people,” Black barked. “That quad is still just as mighty as it was before. We’re merely facing it on terrain where we’re not guaranteed to get slaughtered.” He turned, sweeping his eyes over his forces. “Defensive formation!”

Chapter 48

The Long-Term Doesn’t Matter

 

Bronson gripped the Captain’s chair armrests until his knuckles were white and his hands shook.

When the alien mech had managed to drive Price into the side of the destroyer, and his sensor operator reported they’d nearly punctured the hull, that had made his heart rate spike. The idea of two giant mechs inside his ship, tearing apart her guts with their fighting, did not help him to relax.

Then, Price had managed to get the enemy mech away from the destroyer once more, back toward the comet. But the thing was delivering a beating to the boy, knocking him all around both ice and space, periodically hitting him with ordnance that sent him spinning wildly within the low gravity.

In the meantime, the little robots continued to ravage the Javelin’s hull. Several of them had broken through, and Bronson had squads of marines roaming the corridors, engaging them whenever they found the things. It was imperative that his soldiers stop the robots before they managed to access vital systems and tear them apart.

The things fought almost as well as they perforated destroyer hulls, however, and Bronson had already lost three people.

The worst part of all this was his total inability to do anything about it.

The alien mech had quickly grown proficient at anticipating and avoiding the destroyer’s heavier ordnance. If they could actually land a few more hits, this engagement would be going differently, but the thing was smart, and fast.

“Try kinetic impactors again, Tactical,” Bronson barked. “This time, execute a two hundred meter spread, along a line that cuts across the alien mech’s likely trajectory. Without hitting Price!”

“Yes, sir.”

Seconds later, the shot was off, the rounds speeding across the void toward the shape-shifting machine.

But it had anticipated the volley once more, and it rocketed aside, the kinetic impactors screaming harmlessly into space.

“Damn it,” Bronson spat. “Sensor operator, show me a zoomed-in visual of both mechs fighting again.”

Soon, the main viewscreen once again showed the giant robots locked in combat—exchanging rockets and armor-piercing rounds, charging each other in turn, and maneuvering through space using their launch thrusters.

It’s not just that the alien mech is stronger. Price has lost his spirit.

The boy’s head simply wasn’t in the game anymore, and it had happened when the alien mech had knocked him into the destroyer’s hull. For whatever reason, that had screwed with his mindset, and he didn’t seem likely to regain it, barring something drastic.

That gave Bronson an idea. He didn’t feel confident it was a great idea. In fact, he was pretty sure the long-term consequences would be bad.

The long-term doesn’t matter if we lose in the short-term.

He had no other option. And so, with the help of Engineering as well as the Javelin’s most advanced AIs, he began transmitting instructions to Price’s implant, without Price ever being notified that it was happening.

God help him. God help me, after Price realizes what I’ve done.

There was nothing for it. As always, Bronson did what survival demanded.

It wasn’t in him to do otherwise.

Chapter 49

Lay Down Your Guns

 

They admitted Rug and the other Quatro into the beetle bay without incident, and then the combined forces of Lisa’s militia and Rug’s people filed into the streets of Habitat 2 to begin progressing toward the freight elevator that would take them to the roof.

They moved in two groups, separated by two streets at all times—the Quatro in one and Lisa’s militia in the other, with the exception of Andy, who was helping the aliens to navigate the city streets.

Five blocks away from the beetle bay, they turned a corner to find an entire platoon of Darkstream soldiers, stretched across the street, with Commander Mario Laudano at their head. They’d erected temporary barricades to take cover behind.

They must have been watching us on the security feeds. Anticipated our trajectory.

“Going somewhere, Seaman Sato?” Laudano called down the street to her.

Before answering, she subvocalized to Andy: “Have you encountered any resistance?”

“Negative.”

“We have. A whole platoon of Darkstream soldiers, led by Laudano. Do you have a viable route to flank?”

A pause, then: “Yes, ma’am. We can cut through a couple alleyways then come at them from behind.”

“Do it. But be careful. Judging by the barricades they’ve thrown up, they knew we were coming, which seems to suggest they know about the Quatro, too.”

“Giving me the silent treatment today, Sato?” Laudano said. “I can simply order my people to mow yours down, if you like.”

Lisa might have ordered her people to retreat, but that would have led to a confused mess, probably with discrete firefights occurring across several streets and alleyways. It also likely would have meant Laudano shooting some of her people in their backs.

That’s no way for them to die. If they have to go down today, they’ll go down staring the company that betrayed them straight in the eye.

“You’re with Daybreak,” Lisa said, proud that her voice didn’t waver as it rang out, though it reverberated against the nearby structures.

“Yes,” Laudano said.

A brief silence followed.

“Did you expect me to deny it?” the commander continued. “Because there’s no point in my doing so. The outcome will be the same whether I confess it or not. You’re outnumbered, Sato. Even supposing your amateurs manage to defeat my force of professional soldiers—a laughable prospect, but I’ll humor you—it doesn’t matter. The rest of my people are helping Daybreak to lock down the city as we speak, and together they outnumber you four-to-one. This ends with you defeated and enslaved, with no system net access and no chance of rescue. Why not lay down your guns now and surrender? If you do that, I’ll see what I can do about keeping the worst of Cooper’s beasts away from you.”

“We’ll take our chances,” Lisa said, sighting down her assault rifle at Laudano’s head and firing a burst.

He was already making for the barricades, however, and his people had begun firing on Lisa’s, who made for what scant cover there was: a single alley, four doorways. Many of them simply huddled against the sides of the buildings themselves.

Maybe I made the wrong call in not retreating.

She saw two of her militia make for the same doorway at once, resulting in them both getting mowed down, their bodies spasming on the way to the ground.

Lisa managed to make it to the alley, and she unclipped a grenade from her belt, pulling out the pin with her teeth and then lobbing the explosive at the enemy.

It went off on the wrong side of the barricades, causing the Darkstream soldiers to duck momentarily, but doing no real damage.

“Andy, how close are you?” she subvocalized.

“Getting there, ma’am. Sit tight.”

She felt her lips curl into a tight smile. Probably, she should have told Andy to stop calling her ma’am a while ago, but she enjoyed hearing him say it too much for that.

Popping out of the alleyway again, she fired at the first target she saw, and this time she was rewarded by a Darkstream soldier’s face acquiring some new holes. Blood flew, and he fell backward onto Habitat 2’s simulated cobble.

“We’re here,” Andy said.

“Good. Hit them!”

The rumble of the Quatro’s approach should have been audible to the Darkstream soldiers—hell, they should have felt the street vibrating through their boots, if nothing else. But none of them turned to face the Quatro. They just continued to fire on Lisa’s militia.

Seconds later, Lisa learned why. Soldiers appeared on four separate balconies, eight of them in total, all bearing rocket launchers.

They fired on the massive aliens before withdrawing into their respective buildings. A firestorm blossomed in the streets of Habitat 2, well beyond Laudano’s fighters.

“No!” Lisa cried, her voice coming out strangled and raw. “Forward! Forward!”

She knew the impulse bordered on suicidal, but that was Rug and Andy over there, not to mention the rest of the Quatro, who had taken her into their subterranean spaceship and accepted her as one of their own.

Lisa ran to the doorway that two of her soldiers had tried for before, taking it herself, firing around it at Laudano and his killers.

“Andy!” she screamed, not bothering to subvocalize. “Andy?” Her insides felt like ice, and a cold sweat broke out across her forehead.

No answer. “Rug?” she yelled. Nothing.

She ripped another grenade from her belt, and this time she managed to get it behind the barricades. The Darkstream soldiers scattered, some of them back toward the dissipating rocket explosions, others out past the barricades, toward Lisa.

She didn’t squander the opportunity. Instead, she took aim, felling the nearest Darkstream operative, then smoothly switching targets to another.

Everything Tessa had taught her guided her now, the instincts her friend had instilled enabling her to deal cold death to the enemy.

Tessa herself drew up beside Lisa, but they did not look at each other. Instead, they marched forward in lockstep, taking down everything before them that moved.

The rocket launchers appeared on the balconies once more, and Lisa switched to targeting them. “Shoot the soldiers on the balconies!” she screamed over her militia-wide.

Sniper fire took out two of them—that would be Phineas Gage and Bob O’Toole, from the rear of the militia’s formation, not that it could really be called that anymore.

Five of the soldiers with rocket launchers went down in rapid succession…six…and then the remaining two loosed rockets straight at Lisa’s snipers.

The final pair of balcony targets went down to her and Tessa’s bullets, but when Lisa tried to raise Phineas and O’Toole on the militia-wide, she got no response.

Her fear had turned to rage, and now her veins ran hot with molten fire. She found herself stepping through the barricades, checking them one by one for enemies that remained.

Behind the third, she found Laudano. He sprang up at her, combat knife in hand—he must have lost his gun in the panic after she’d thrown the grenade.

Lisa put a round in his forehead, and that was that.

As suddenly as it had started, the fight was over.

“Andy,” she breathed, rushing forward, searching through the thinning smoke.

If it hadn’t been for subvocalization, she never would have heard him call her name, his reconstructed voice sounding flat, detached.

Seconds after he spoke, she located him, huddled against a building, face covered in streams of red. One of his legs ended at the knee, and the other was a mess of flesh, fabric, and blood.

She bent down, wrapped her arms around him, and stood up, straining with his weight. “Oh, Andy,” she said, taking a step forward in search of her other friends.

Many of them, she found sprawled across the street, inert.

“Check them,” she called to the others of her militia. “See whether they’re still alive. Check every one.”

“Lisa,” Tessa said.

She turned, Andy’s weight pulling her arms downward. Gravity fought to take him from her.

“What?” she spat.

“We have to go,” Tessa said. “Right now. If we don’t, none of us will get to leave. We have no way to transport these Quatro, even if some of them do still live.”

“Where’s Phineas Gage? Bob O’Toole?”

“O’Toole made it to cover. The rockets got Gage.”

Lisa’s throat clenched, and tears stung her eyes. She staggered down the street as the smoke continued to clear, her militia at her back.

Large forms loomed ahead, resolving into Quatro. Rug was at their front—limping badly, but still alive.

Handing Andy to Tessa, Lisa ran toward her. The Quatro lowered her head, and Lisa wrapped her arms around the alien.

“Rug.”

“Lisa,” the Quatro said, panting. Her breathing sounded labored.

“We have to go.”

They pressed on together, toward the freight elevator. Of the original forty-two, there were nineteen Quatro left standing, and Lisa’s militia numbered only nine, now. Everyone else, they’d left for dead on the streets of Habitat 2.

There’s nothing we could do, she told herself. But she knew that today would rob her sleep for a long time to come.

When the doors opened onto Habitat 2’s rooftop—to the waning sun, which cast red rays sideways across the metal—they found Darkstream’s ten shuttles prepped and ready to go.

Laudano had them all prepared, so that they could leave the moment Habitat 2 was safely in Daybreak’s hands.

Lisa’s security clearance still worked, and she used it to open the airlock of the nearest shuttle before the pilot could react.

Once inside, she made her way to the cockpit, where the pilot was rising from his seat, his pistol in hand.

He began to raise it, but Lisa was faster. She stepped toward him and placed the barrel of her assault rifle against his forehead.

“You’re taking us off this planet,” she said. “Radio the other pilots and tell them their shuttles will be destroyed with them inside unless they cooperate fully. And drop that pistol, for God’s sake, before I paint this cockpit with your brain.”

In short order, the remnants of her militia and the Quatro were all inside the shuttles. Lisa shared a craft with Tessa, Rug, and Andy, along with two other Quatro.

They had no choice but to strap Andy into a crash seat for the takeoff, where Lisa planned to minister to him as best she knew how.

As for the Quatro, they could only lie on the floor and hope their weight would protect them from the rigors of attaining orbit. Lisa thought it should protect them, but there was nothing more that could be done, at any rate.

“What about the others inside Habitat 2?” Andy croaked. “They’ll be slaves, now.”

Lisa couldn’t believe he was still conscious. “We’ll come back for them,” she said. “As soon as we can.”

Though she lay on the shuttle’s deck, Rug’s head was still level with Lisa’s. It swung toward her. “Where are we going?” she asked.

“To Eresos, Rug. You’re about to be reunited with your people.”

Chapter 50

Payload

 

Jake was beginning to appreciate how Chief Roach had felt during his battle with the quad.

The alien mech had almost total control over the engagement. It was everything Jake could do to evade its ordnance, and the act of trying to divide up his own shooting between his adversary and the robots attacking the Javelin resulted in doing very little damage to either.

He tried keeping the alien mech at bay with his right rotary autocannon while using his implant to zoom in on the robots attacking the Javelin and firing at them with his left.

That worked to neutralize two more of the robots, until his inability to split his attention resulted in the alien mech getting the better of him by rocketing to Jake’s right to come at him with a hammerhand that had a lot of extra mass, drawn forward from the mech’s forearms and biceps.

Jake went spinning out of control from the blow, much faster than he had before, and instead of following him, the mech took a different tack.

It spun around and started to help the smaller robots by pelting the destroyer with ordnance that resembled large, medieval-era cannonballs. The robots had disabled many of the Javelin’s point defense turrets, and most of the shots got through.

As Jake stabilized at last, he watched as one of the Javelin’s main engines exploded.

No!

Apparently, the mech had figured out that if it neutralized the destroyer, then Jake, Bronson, and the crew of the Javelin would be stranded, and the robot army would be able to pick them apart at their leisure.

At least, it certainly looks like it figured that out.

Of course, Jake was the true lynch pin of his and Bronson’s defense. Without him, there was simply no way to deal with the robots crawling all over the warship, intent on ripping it apart.

He was their key to victory. And he was failing utterly. Again.

Rocketing at the alien mech, he turned his thrusters’ propulsion up to maximum for the first time since they’d started fighting. Before, he’d been too afraid of missing his mark and careening into space, spending precious seconds reorienting himself.

Now, he understood that he simply had to take that risk. The Javelin was about to be incapacitated permanently, and when that happened, all would be lost.

As Jake’s charge neared his adversary, the alien mech formed a giant metal fist, this time with its right hand only. Then it performed a complex rocketing maneuver that had it swinging around, its fist connecting with Jake just as he was about to collide with it.

As fast as Jake had been coming at the mech, he now traveled that fast away from it, toward the comet, his attempts to make adjustments with his thrusters only increasing his wild spinning. Several agonizing seconds later, he crashed into the comet’s surface.

He groaned, and a dark haze descended over everything he could see, which he interpreted as the dream communicating to him that he was nearing the end of his resolve—his will to fight—as well as the end of his energy, his stamina.

Reluctantly, he got to his feet…in time to see the alien mech catch a Banshee missile with cupped hands, swing it around, and reverse its momentum back toward the destroyer, blowing a gaping hole in her side.

With that, the mech did something as unexpected as it was devastating. It turned slowly in midair, toward Jake, but it didn’t fire on him—it was as though the mech was trying to tell him something with its cold, inhuman gaze.

Then, it turned toward his father’s comet hopper and unloaded a payload of six rockets at it.

Finding strength he didn’t know he had, Jake leapt from the comet, using his thrusters to propel himself after the missiles as fast as possible. He took out one of them with his rotary autocannons, two of them…but the remaining four reached the Whale.

The ship had no chance. It was built for peace, not war—for building, not destruction. It exploded instantly into a million fragments. With his father aboard.

As the world washed with red, Jake turned toward the alien mech, his chin lifting slightly as he glared at the machine that had just taken his father from him.

The afterimage of the Whale exploding was still seared into his mind.

Slowly, Jake spread his hands, both bayonets extending. Even though he was in space, where no sound could exist, the dream still rendered the rasp of metal emerging from metal.

He rocketed toward the alien mech.

Chapter 51

Dynamo

 

The Darkstream tanks opened the fight, by pounding away at the enemy as they closed the gap to the hilltop where the tunnel borer was sinking slowly into the earth, seeking the siege tunnel dug by the Quatro.

Judging from the way the quad deftly avoided the anti-tank rounds, the alien piloting it had already grown fairly proficient.

Probably it has some help from the thing’s AI, too.

One round clipped its shoulder, then. When it did, the suit seemed to peel away, reforming soon after.

Can these things heal themselves? They reminded Ash of the versatility shown by the Gatherers. When you paired that versatility with a giant war machine piloted by an alien who was deadly even without a mech…

The Darkstream soldiers surged forward several meters, in formation, the front row taking one knee to fire on the approaching mercenaries and Quatro while the row behind them fired over their heads.

A third row remained behind, using the shallow hill to maintain their own firing solution on the enemy.

Red Company had brought rocket launchers, a fact that they’d concealed by hiding the fighters carrying them behind the lumbering Quatro. But now, the aliens peeled away, and rockets flew, with devastating effect on the Darkstream infantry. Ash watched as men and women were blown apart, their limbs spinning through the air to land several meters away.

“Forward, Oneiri Team!” Ash yelled over the team-wide channel. “We can take a lot more punishment than the infantry. We need to start absorbing some of the heat.”

Five MIMAS mechs surged past the much smaller soldiers. In response, the three dozen Quatro not in mechs rushed forward, firing on Oneiri with the artillery strapped to their backs.

Oneiri Team answered with a deadly mix of armor-piercing rounds from autocannons, heavy machine gun fire, and grenades fired into the middle of the charging alien ranks. Ash wished she still had her own heavy machine gun, as she valued its increased accuracy, but she made do with her autocannons.

Then the Quatro tide crashed into them, and Oneiri switched to bayonets and flamethrowers.

All around Ash became a confusion of fur and flame and death. She spun wildly, savagely, her bayonet sinking into whatever it could find.

Two Quatro went down, followed by a metal clink, which was followed by a scandalized shout over the team-wide.

“Hey!” It was Richaud. “Watch what you’re stabbing with that thing!”

 “Sorry,” Ash mumbled, the dream world flashing pink with her embarrassment. She turned to find another target.

The Quatro corpses piled up quickly, and Ash allowed herself a measure of satisfaction—until an explosion drew her attention behind her, and she saw what the quad was doing to the rest of the Darkstream force.

It had already succeeded in taking out one of the two tanks, though Ash had not seen how. The noise of its destruction was what had made her look.

The quad made toward the only remaining tank, but to do so, it had to rampage through the humans not inside machines, shooting, impaling, and trampling the Darkstream infantry with alarming efficiency. Once it neutralized the remaining tank, it would no doubt target the tunnel borer.

But Oneiri Team had other matters to attend to. The mercenary piloting Tommy’s mech waded through the mounds of Quatro corpses and opened fire with its rotary cannons.

Ash cursed over the team-wide channel. “Spirit, Henrietta, Richaud—you take on the rogue MIMAS. Paste, come with me. We have to deal with that quad.”

As they rushed to back up what remained of the Winged Dragons, Beth glanced at her. “Don’t you think your allocation of forces is a bit off? I think there should be three of us taking on the quad, at least.”

Ash shook her head—she didn’t have much time to talk before they reached the quad, but she managed to spit out, “I doubt the mercenary piloting Tommy’s mech will even know what to do with that much machine. The others will make short work of it, and you and I can hold off the quad until then.”

Then they reached the quad, just as it had started hitting the remaining Darkstream tank with devastating blasts of energy.

Ash sent a rocket its way, and it connected with the Quatro’s metal haunches, making it hop forward involuntary, its hind legs lifting off the ground several feet as the explosion blossomed around it.

Then, it turned to charge Ash, and suddenly, remembering how one of these things had knocked Jake down like he’d been a paper soldier, she felt somewhat less sure that she and Beth could keep the thing at bay.

At the last second before the quad tackled her, she sidestepped, coating its flank with a healthy helping of flame.

Extending her right bayonet, she swiped at her enemy, but the quad was too fast. It changed directions, squaring up with Beth to fire on her.

Beth hit the ground, propping herself up with her left hand while firing at the quad with her heavy machine gun, one-handed.

Ash charged the Quatro from behind to drive her bayonets into the alien’s haunches, putting her full weight behind the blades. They sunk in several inches, but then the quad turned, swatting at Ash with a single paw and sending her crashing to the ground.

She struggled to get free, but the quad used its other paw to steady her where she lay. As it did, its very head morphed, to form the biggest cannon Ash had ever seen; certainly the biggest one she’d seen the quads’ fluid surfaces form.

She could actually see the energy beginning to gather within the barrel, and she felt sure that if it hit her at this range, it would end her. But try as she might, she could not extract herself from beneath the quad’s girth.

Something collided with the quad from side on, then—a blur of dark gray followed by a trail of orange, yellow, and red.

It was Henrietta, shunting the quad aside, using her thrusters to do it, just as Ash had out on the Barrens. The quad’s head-cannon unleashed its energy less than a foot from Ash’s head, putting a giant crater in the ground.

Before the quad could right itself to throw off Henrietta, Ash regained her feet, leapt into the air, and extended her bayonets once more.

While the Quatro was on its side, she dropped, angling her blades toward one of its legs. They drove home, sinking through the metal limb to pin it to the ground below.

Spirit jumped on top of the alien, then, riding it like a mechanical bull. Henrietta remained on top of it, too, helping Ash to keep it in one place.

“Lasers,” Ash grunted over the team-wide. “While we have it pinned!”

Richaud and Paste didn’t hesitate. They positioned themselves where they wouldn’t hit their teammates, and then they trained their new weapons on the quad, dialing the lasers up to full power.

The quad thrashed and twisted beneath them, and one of Ash’s bayonets snapped in two. But the other held fast, and she threw her shoulder against the beast as well, to continue holding it in place.

At last, the quad’s shifting metal surface twisted, bubbled, and melted through, until the ray of death reached the alien below. The smell of cooking flesh hit Ash, then, along with a piercing wail that seemed to take forever to subside.

“It’s done,” Beth said.

“Not quite,” said Richaud, and something in his voice made Ash turn around.

Two more quads were running at them from the hilltop. They would be here in seconds.

“Get ready, everyone,” Ash said, though she didn’t feel nearly as confident as she sounded. She still couldn’t believe they’d managed to take out one quad—two, though, she felt very little hope of defeating.

Something caught her eye in the distance. She instructed her MIMAS’ enhanced vision to zoom in, and when she did, she saw the alien mech from Valhalla station, sprinting across Eresos toward the oncoming Quatro.

Its speed seemed incredible to Ash, and yet the quads did not appear to register its approach. When the enemy mechs were still dozens of meters away, the alien mech—which could only be piloted by Gabriel Roach—crashed into the nearest quad, causing it to skid and tumble across the ground. Gabe traveled with it.

The quad he hadn’t targeted broke away from its charge to help its fellow. Twin cannons formed on his shoulders, and Ash recognized the telltale energy buildup.

Gabe thrust both arms toward it, and a jagged spike emerged from each, disrupting the energy and blowing both cannons clean away, twin fragment clouds scattering in the wind.

The quad he’d tackled recovered, standing to come at him, but Gabe turned to meet it, his entire right arm becoming a giant broadsword.

He thrust forward, impaling the quad straight through its neck, and he withdrew the blade just as quickly. That left him ready to react to the other Quatro’s charge by leaping into the air, cannons of his own forming to rain down rapid-fire energy on his foe.

The spikes Gabe had used to disable the quad’s cannons were now flipping back toward him across the ground, and when he landed, they bounced up to become part of his arms once more.

The quad Gabe had impaled still functioned, somehow. He must have missed hitting the Quatro inside.

Both quads charged him together at full gallop, masses gathering on their backs to extend forward and take the shape of lances, which angled toward Gabe’s torso. Ash cringed.

The lances struck home, running Gabe through—right in the center, where Ash knew his body had to be.

Gabe’s mech went limp, suspended only by the Quatro blades.

Her heart fell.

Most of all, Ash felt saddest for her sister, who’d been killed in cold blood by these animals, and who would have no vengeance, after all.

The quads slowly withdrew their blades, and Gabe slid to the ground.

The moment his face hit the grass, his back morphed, twisting upward to become a massive cannon, which shot one of the quads at point-blank range, causing the front third of it to boil away.

As quickly as it had formed, the cannon disappeared, and Gabe’s broadsword was back once again.

He sprang up, driving it forward into the other quad’s chest, the blade disappearing up to the hilt. When he withdrew it, the alien slumped to the ground. Neither it nor its counterpart moved again.

Slowly, Gabe turned toward Oneiri team, his surface reforming into a humanoid shape.

“How…?” Ash said, then took a deep breath. “How are you still alive?”

Not answering, Gabe walked toward them, until he was just a few meters away, regarding them all silently.

“Where are the other quads?” a voice called, and Ash turned to see Arkady Black, striding between the MIMAS mechs, looking minuscule beside them.

“We fought,” Gabe said. “They fled.”

Black nodded. “Dynamo,” he said, then turned to walk back toward what remained of the Winged Dragons.

“What does that mean?” Ash shouted.

“That should be Roach’s nickname,” Black said. “Aren’t you all coming up with names for each other?”

Ash turned back to Gabe, who stood inert, as though he was part of the landscape. “How are you still alive, Chief?” she asked again. “They impaled you. I saw it. You should be dead.”

“I’m not your chief any longer. I’m not even human, so I doubt Darkstream will be comfortable with me holding a rank.”

“Not…human?”

“My body was starving, inside this thing. Dying of thirst, too. I was still in a coma, Sweeney. This mech can’t feed me. It’s ridiculous to think it could. It would kill me in the attempt.”

“So…what did you do?”

“It offered me a choice. Die, of thirst and starvation, or join with it. Bodily. Dissolve until we became one, its nerves my nerves, my brain its brain. It harvested my body, broke it down, and used what it could to augment itself. It’s still my consciousness controlling it. But you won’t see the man named Gabriel Roach again.”

Chapter 52

No Choice

 

To meet Jake’s charge, the alien mech had again gathered together a massive fist made from both of its hands—a writhing ball of steel waiting to cave in Jake’s skull.

He channeled his rage into driving both bayonets straight through that fist. It shattered.

The mech shoved him away with the stumps where its hands had been, but right away, those hands began to reform.

Jake used his thrusters to counteract the trajectory his enemy had sent him on, and then he retracted his own hands, the segments of which were designed to settle around the extended bayonets.

Both rotary autocannons spun up, and he peppered the alien mech’s face with armor-piercing rounds at point-blank range. It quickly became a pockmarked mess.

Even that began to reform, however, and the mech’s arms were almost finished repairing.

Except, they didn’t turn back into arms. Instead, they became twin energy cannons, which proceeded to pelt Jake with blasts of light.

Or at least, they tried to. Jake’s focus was singular, honed by his anger, and he boosted left, resuming his steady rain of rounds, all down the mech’s torso.

The mech turned to track Jake’s path, and both cannons melded into one. An enormous buildup of energy began to take shape inside them, and Jake sensed that if that hit him, he would likely be vaporized.

He retracted the bayonets so that they wouldn’t interfere as he wrenched his heavy machine gun from his back and fired round after round directly into the cannon.

The thing exploded with the energy backlash, the mech’s hands once again becoming shattered stumps, though they quickly started to reform once more.

Not this time.

Jake engaged his thrusters at full power, hurtling toward the mech as it was busy healing itself. He extended both bayonets, and thrusting them forward, he impaled the alien mech straight through the center of its torso.

Even that didn’t seem to slow it. It struggled against Jake’s blades just as vigorously, using its truncated arms to beat at him.

With a titanic effort that made the dream flash scarlet more frenetically than it ever had, Jake pushed both bayonets apart from each other, widening the wound he’d made inside his enemy’s chest cavity.

That done, he withdrew both blades, retracted them inside their sheaths, and let a grenade tumble out of one of his launchers. He seized the explosive from where it floated in space, and then he jammed it straight inside the alien mech’s torso.

Rocketing away, he watched as his enemy pawed frantically at the gaping hole, trying to dislodge the grenade.

Unfortunately for it, its digits hadn’t quite reformed yet.

As the grenade exploded, Jake helped it along by firing both his autocannons at full bore once again.

The flash was brief, but the damage dramatic—possibly irreparable. So much for recovering this thing for study. The mech was completely laid open, sheared almost in two by the blast.

Bronson appeared before him, his face scarlet, sweat dampening his forehead. “Good job. Now, I’ve lost almost two squads to these robotic killers. I can’t afford for any more to get inside, Price.”

“I’m on it,” Jake growled. He grabbed his heavy machine gun from where he’d left it floating in space, and then he rocketed toward the destroyer, neutralizing robot after robot still swarming across the destroyer’s hull.

After he took out his twelfth, the rest of the robots snapped their shield-like limbs downward against the ship, launching as one into space.

I guess they had enough.

“Sir, I did—”

“Not quite,” Bronson said, appearing before him. “Behind you!”

Jake turned in time for the reformed alien mech to slam into him, driving him back toward the destroyer once more.

I can’t believe it.

He managed to get his hand down to the EMP device clipped to the waist of his mech, and he activated it.

Both mechs crashed into the Javelin, becoming lodged in her ravaged metal hull. Paralyzed, Jake waited, pinned to the destroyer until Bronson sent someone to collect him.

It took the better part of a minute for Bronson to appear before him again, floating in space, wearing a strange expression.

“Price…how are you holding up?”

Jake stared at the captain, feeling as hollow as a mech without a pilot. The memory of the Whale disintegrating in an anticlimactic flash of light still stood out prominently in his mind. He expected it would for a long time.

Dad…

Jake had never truly appreciated Peter Price, and everything he’d done for him. He’d always assumed his father had been exaggerating, when it came to the horrors of war. The things you had to do, the things you had to witness.

Now, his father had proved his own point, in the harshest way possible.

“Where are those things headed?” Jake said, his voice devoid of emotion.

“Looks like they’re on a course to intercept Eresos,” Bronson said, and he clearly wasn’t happy with about it. His tone carried a serious edge.

“Where did they come from? They looked like the same one my…” His voice hitched, and then he forced himself to say it: “The one my father dug up.”

A third voice entered the conversation, then. “My theory is, after it escaped the comet where I found it, it must have gone to dig up its mates from other comets, to activate them.”

It was Peter Price. He had appeared in front of Jake, alongside Bronson.

Jake looked from Peter to Bronson and back again. He shook his head to clear it, but his father remained.

“How…how are you here?” he asked.

“What are you talking about?” Peter said.

Then, Jake recognized Bronson’s strange expression for what it was. Guilt.

“I did that,” Bronson said. He hesitated, then spoke all in a rush: “I manipulated your lucid dream to simulate your father dying.”

Peter stared at Bronson, looking aghast, and Jake did too, though the others couldn’t see the expression he wore. If Bronson could have seen it, he would have felt very lucky that Jake was paralyzed from the EMP.

Because Jake felt like taking apart the man’s warship, piece by piece.

“You monster,” he managed at last, from inside his immobile mech. “You bastard.”

“I’m sorry, Jake,” Bronson said. “I had no choice.”

But Jake had no more words for the man. He waited for them to release him from his metal prison, and he mulled over what he would do next.

Chapter 53

Subsumed

 

Yes.

The way he bonded with the whispers, now…it reminded him of how he’d once bonded with his fellow Quatro. The way he’d shared in their fortune and misfortune, in their happiness and grief. All of the Quatro bound up together, as one drift, all progressing in the same direction.

Those days were past. Wound saw them for what they really were: an illusion.

And just look at the evidence.

The way even the Quatro in battle suits had fallen to the humans…that had been the universe administering justice to them, for their multifarious shortcomings.

There’s only one Quatro I care for, anymore.

Wound did not even want to consider the four Quatro in battle suits who had fled and not returned. They were not worthy of having any thought devoted to them at all.

I do not care. Wound was digging toward the only Quatro he ever wanted to associate with again. They still had her inside the walls of Ingress; he was sure of it. The whispers had told him, and he believed everything those whispers said, because they would not lie to him. They were him.

The humans could seal off this tunnel if they wanted. Or, if they realized he was still here, they could come in to face him and he would kill them.

I will kill them all, for my mate. Even my own kind, if it comes to that.

Wound scraped a metal paw over the tunnel floor, wanting to spit. They are my own kind no longer.

He continued digging.

There was one who worried him…who he was not confident he could defeat. The human who had taken control of the bipedal mech that resembled Wound’s own battle suit…the one who had led the four Quatro in battle suits away from the tunnel mouth…

That would be a fight Wound might not emerge from victorious, or at all.

Fear not that one, the whispers told him. He will join us once we are through with him. A human subject merely needs more time.

“More time…” Wound muttered.

More time. To join our drift. Our special drift. The true drift.

“Yes…”

The Quatro are used to considering themselves part of a larger whole, which is why you were…subsumed…so quickly.

“Yes!” Wound roared, then stopped, suddenly afraid those aboveground would hear him.

He continued digging. No more distractions. He’d keep working, keep digging, until he entered the city.

Nothing would stop him. He would be with his mate, then.

And together, they would slaughter everything that lived.

Epilogue

Progenitor

 

Bronson set his implant to “Do Not Disturb” mode and entered his office, making sure to lock the hatch behind him.

Only then did he permit himself to let loose the ragged sigh that had been waiting to come out ever since Jake Price had learned the truth of what Bronson had done.

The boy had taken it harder than even Bronson had expected. His people were in the shuttle bay now, extracting Price so that they could repair and reactivate his MIMAS. Bronson did not look forward to facing the boy, and he had no intention of being around him while he was piloting his mech. Not for a while, anyway. Bronson didn’t actually think the boy would do anything to him, but he also wasn’t an idiot.

A notification appeared in his implant’s HUD—one that made his breath catch in his throat.

The Progenitors wanted to speak with him.

Well, he had a few things to say to them, in light of what had just happened.

He strode across his office, used his implant to open a panel concealed in the bulkhead, then slapped it with his palm. It registered his biometrics, causing the entire bulkhead to slide aside to reveal a robot that towered over Bronson by two feet.

He made it back to his desk chair before the thing activated, stepping out from its enclosure to tower over Bronson’s desk. The machine was made of interwoven plates of silver- and gold-colored metal. It had no weapons, though Bronson felt sure there was power in those hands. Power enough to strangle him, probably, if it wanted.

You can tell by the way it moves.

But the robot wasn’t here to strangle him. It was a telepresence robot, which the Progenitors used to interact with Bronson without actually having to be here. There was never any lag in their communications, as if the creature controlling the robot was somewhere on Bronson’s ship, though he knew that was impossible.

As always, the Progenitor waited for Bronson to speak first.

“My sensor operator saw more of those little killers leaving other comets,” he said. “All headed toward Eresos. What do you know about them?”

“They are ours,” the Progenitor said. Its voice was baritone, though every word seemed to individually echo, or maybe stutter was the right word. Bronson wondered whether that was what the alien actually sounded like. Probably, the robot altered the controller’s voice. For some reason, Bronson got the sense that it didn’t want him to know anything about its actual appearance.

“Yours?” Bronson said. “They’re under your control, then?”

“They are under the control of the directives with which we installed them. We left them behind, for the function you are about to witness them perform.”

“They seem to be attacking Eresos,” Bronson said, anger creeping into his voice.

“That is correct.”

“What the hell, then!” Bronson yelled, jumping up from his seat, hands curled at his sides. “You assured me human settlements would only be threatened enough to drive contracts, not to endanger their very existence! The Quatro have already unwittingly created a boom for Darkstream. There’s no need to send these robots!”

The Progenitor made its own fist, using it to lean on the desk and lower its head closer to Bronson’s. “Have your profits not steadily risen? Has our arrangement not proved incredibly lucrative to you? Have you not built your entire society on the yield of our machines?”

“Well, yes…”

“Then you will continue to conduct wholesale surveillance of your population, and you will continue to give the data to us, wholly unfiltered. I advise you review the incredible dividends you are reaping as a direct result of our relationship, at such minimal cost to you.”

Bronson’s hands shook with impotent rage. “Do I have your assurance that human settlements will be left intact?”

“I assure you that our arrangement has not changed.”

“Very well,” Bronson spat.

Apparently finished with their conversation, the Progenitor returned to its alcove, which closed behind it.

Bronson sat back down at his desk, covering his face with his hands.
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Chapter 1

All Combat Units

 

Ash stared at Chief Roach, and she realized that if she hadn’t been inside her battered MIMAS mech, her mouth would have been hanging open.

“So, you…dissolved? You let that thing eat you?”

Roach stepped forward, his alien mech towering over the human-made MIMAS mechs. Except, Ash supposed it was no longer correct to think of it as “Roach’s mech.” If what he’d just said was true, the mech was Roach, in every sense.

“I wouldn’t phrase it that way, exactly,” he said. “The mech gave up as much as I did, Sweeney. It’s bonded to me, now, permanently. It can’t accept anyone else inside it, and it can never act on its own without me. If it tries to do something I don’t like, I can veto that act, and vice versa.”

“Wait, it can act on its own?”

Ash looked around at the other members of Oneiri Team—what members were present, anyway. Tommy was dead, Jake was gone, and Roach…

Is Roach even a member of Oneiri anymore? Ash wondered. That remained to be seen.

The other MIMAS mechs stood stock-still, as though unsure what to make of Roach, now, and unsure how to treat him. If Ash could have seen their expressions, she would have bet they’d feature a potent blend of shock, fear, and maybe even some revulsion.

She was certainly experiencing all of that herself. In equal measure.

Turning back to Roach, she said, “So, if you don’t plan to lead us anymore, what do you plan on doing?”

Even though Roach was clearly able to have his metal body take virtually any shape, he’d kept all his weaponry active after the battle, and the mech bristled with it. It lent him a fearsome air. “I intend to continue doing exactly what I came down here to do—kill Quatro, along with anyone who tries to stop me from doing that. So don’t get in my way.”

Chief Roach—Just Roach, now, she reflected—turned as if to leave them, maybe to track down the remaining quads.

At that moment, Captain Arkady Black returned from his inspection of the surviving soldiers of the Winged Dragons. That was the Darkstream reserve battalion that had helped Oneiri Team wage the battle that had ended mere moments ago—against Quatro, Red Company mercenaries, and Quatro piloting quads.

“If that’s the way it is, so be it, Roach,” Black said. “Although, you haven’t completed your current contract with Darkstream, and I expect the board of directors will have something to say about your defection.”

Unexpectedly, Roach’s laughter boomed across the plains of Eresos. “I no longer pay attention to the whimpering of corporate executives. They can come and whine at me all they like—I won’t heed it. If they think they have the power to reprimand me with anything beyond their inane babble, I invite them to try.”

Black grunted. “Our aims align, at the moment, so I doubt they’ll feel moved to put you down just yet. But if you’re truly the rabid dog I suspect you’ve become, then that day will come. I hope you know that.”

“Again...I invite it.”

“Uh huh. Well, your business is your own. Before you leave, I hope you have enough humanity left in you to lend us your help in closing the tunnel the quads dug into Ingress. Surely you understand the danger of leaving it open—the danger to innocent people. We can close it much faster with your help.”

For a long moment, Roach’s midnight mech stood inert, seeming to stare at Black. Unless Ash missed her guess, Roach was glaring at the captain, and for a moment she expected him to refuse to lend his aid.

But she was wrong. “Very well,” Roach said at last. “Let’s make this quick.”

“Yes, let’s,” Black said. “I’ll accompany you to the hilltop where the tunnel begins, though I’m sure I can’t keep up with a crowd of metal giants.”

“On the contrary,” Roach said. With that, he picked up Captain Black with one hand, whose face darkened with the indignity.

Roach’s shoulder morphed to form a sort of saddle, which he deposited the captain into. Metal straps snaked out from either side of him to wrap around Black’s legs and stomach, holding him fast.

“Come,” Roach said, taking off across the terrain, toward the hill.

Exchanging glances with Beth, Ash followed, and so did the rest of Oneiri.

Paste, Ash thought. That’s the nickname I gave Beth.

She’d given Marco one, too—Spirit. Surprisingly, no one had objected to the nicknames she’d doled out, even though she’d given Marco’s sarcastically, and Paste…

Well, Paste is a serviceable nickname, I guess.

Before they reached the hilltop, Marco—Spirit—started thinking out loud. “There were eight quads that we know of, right? It’s possible more came down in meteorites, but…”

He glanced at Ash, who nodded. “That’s right, Marco. Eight, as far as we know.”

“We took down one, and Chief Roach defeated two more. Before that, he chased off four. But that means there’s still one unaccounted for. Doesn’t it?”

Ash stopped running, and the rest of Oneiri Team did too, all of them turning to face her.

“Has anyone checked the tunnel since the battle?” she asked.

At that moment, an alert appeared in her vision, dominating her HUD.

It was from the Ingress garrison:

“INGRESS IS UNDER ATTACK! ALL DARKSTREAM COMBAT UNITS GO TO THE CITY AT ONCE!”

“Come on!” Ash yelled, turning back to run toward Ingress. The other MIMAS mechs followed.

As she sprinted toward the city gates, she contacted the commander of the city garrison.

“It’s a quad!” Cassandra Sora said, jogging alongside Ash inside the mech dream, looking completely freaked out. “It’s only one of them, but nothing we’re doing is having any effect. It’s already slaughtered dozens of civilians. You need to get here, now!”

“We’re on our way,” Ash said, the dream translating the mech’s exertion as a simulated ache in her own muscles. “Hold on as well as you can. We’ll be there soon.”

Chapter 2

Under Attack

 

For Lisa, the journey from Alex to Eresos had dragged on, seeming to last forever.

I wonder why, she thought sarcastically.

Maybe it was the fact that one of them needed to stay in the cockpit at all times, weapon in hand, to make sure the pilot followed the course they’d told him to follow. Lisa had instructed those in the other shuttles to do the same thing with their pilots.

Maybe it was the way Rug insisted on pacing up and down the craft, when there truly was no room for her to do that, especially with two other Quatro occupying the shuttle. Lisa had twitched every time the massive alien brushed her leg, and when Rug had bumped into Andy, Lisa snapped at her to lie down and stay there.

That brought her to the real reason the trip to Alex had seemed to take forever: Andy needed medical attention, and he needed it right now.

Lisa had done everything she could with what she’d found inside the shuttle’s medkit, which was missing a lot of essential supplies. Apparently the pilot hadn’t been performing his checks anywhere near as often as he should have.

Despite her efforts, a quick glance at Andy’s vitals indicated he needed to see an actual doctor, as soon as possible.

You don’t have to be a medical professional to figure that one out.

On her HUD, most of Andy’s body was rimmed with red-tinged yellow, communicating sub-optimal health. His left leg, which now ended at the knee, terminated in a scarlet sun on Lisa’s HUD, and his right leg was covered in maroon patches. A readout told her that the risk of infection was high, and the prophylactic antibiotics the medkit was supposed to contain had been one of the things missing due to the pilot’s negligence.

“Tell dad I can prepare supper,” Andy muttered. “I don’t need him. I don’t need the guilt trip. I’ll do it.”

Andy had fallen unconscious hours ago, and strangely, Lisa took solace in his occasional delirious muttering. It meant he was still alive; that his brain still functioned.

Other than monitoring his state using his vitals, all she could do was keep his forehead wet with water from a canteen she’d found in the back of the shuttle. She was doing everything she could to fight the fever that had already begun to form.

An hour before they reached Eresos, Lisa started getting updates from the system net about a battle that was underway just outside Ingress—the city where the space elevator terminated.

Of course. Of course there’d be a battle there now. It’s not like we’ve faced enough problems.

The battle was between Darkstream troops on one side and Quatro on the other. Humans accompanied the Quatro, and some of the social posts had identified those humans as mercenaries.

The battle itself was being recorded by civilians who were documenting it from atop the city walls.

A few of the Quatro seemed to be piloting mechs of their own. Then, Lisa saw a video of yet another mech, this one a biped with similarities to those controlled by the aliens. It took on two of the Quatro mechs at once, and it won, even after the aliens ran it through with massive, razor-sharp lances.

Lisa didn’t relay any of that to Rug. She didn’t want to agitate the alien any more than she already was.

That changed when she received the alert from Ingress:

“INGRESS IS UNDER ATTACK! ALL DARKSTREAM COMBAT UNITS GO TO THE CITY AT ONCE!”

Partly, she felt surprised to still be receiving alerts from Darkstream. I guess they haven’t gotten around to removing me from their database after what I did to Laudano and his soldiers. Or maybe they’re just that desperate.

Either way, she knew she now had to break her silence about the Quatro’s involvement in the strife around Ingress.

“Rug,” she said, and the alien’s enormous head snapped up to look at her, quicker than Lisa would have thought it could move.

“Yes, Lisa?” she said. “Do you have news of my people on Eresos?”

Lisa hesitated. “I do, actually. I have news of one of them, anyway. And it’s not good news, Rug.”

“Tell me. Do not be hesitant.”

“All right. Well, I’ve been keeping this from you—I’m sorry, but I thought it best, considering your agitation. Some of your people seem to have acquired mechs of their own, and one of them is rampaging through the streets of Eresos right now.”

Rug regarded her silently, totally motionless. After several moments, Lisa began to wonder whether the Quatro had gone into shock.

Lisa cleared her throat. “Do you…do you think you can talk to it, Rug? Get it to stop, somehow?”

“I can try,” Rug said, and she didn’t speak again.

“Good,” Lisa said, with a glance at Andy. For a while, I thought things would become simpler once we reached Eresos. How stupid. “That’s all I ask, Rug—that you speak to it, and try to convince it to stop killing humans. Then, hopefully, we won’t have to kill it.”

Chapter 3

One Rocket Each

 

When Wound’s tunnel broke through to the planet’s surface, he emerged inside a cramped basement. Stone stairs led to an upper floor, though they were too narrow to accommodate him, and the door at the top was too small for him to pass through.

So he blasted it apart with a single shot from one of his energy cannons, leaving it a gaping, smoldering aperture.

Pouncing through, Wound came upon a frightened family sitting around a table, participating together in a meal. The largest, hairiest one of them got up, brandishing a small knife in its hand.

Is that a joke? The whispers asked from inside Wound.

He crossed the eating room in one stride and crushed the human with an enormous metal paw. Then he turned a low-caliber gun on the three that remained and put a swift end to them.

All four members of the family now lay strewn across the floor, having assumed the various twisted postures of death.

It’s beautiful, the whispers remarked. What a beautiful tapestry they make. Should we stay and admire it forever?

“No,” Wound muttered, and turned enormous energy cannons on one of the walls. He blasted it, causing it to disintegrate and reveal a narrow alley. Opposite the structure where he’d emerged sat another squat dwelling, over which hung an iron sky.

The weather’s changing.

Just as were the fortunes of those humans that dwelled in this city.

The ones who benefited from the oppression of my brothers and sisters.

For a moment, that didn’t seem like justification enough to proceed with the slaughter.

Don’t I welcome the oppression of the Quatro? They deserve it, after all.

The whispers answered: These humans have your mate somewhere in this settlement of steel and filth.

“Ah,” Wound muttered. “Yes.”

He stalked out of the exit he’d created, following the alley toward a busier street, with vehicles the humans called speeders zipping back and forth along it. As Wound approached, a man and a woman passed the alley mouth as they progressed down the sidewalk.

His mech’s heavy footfalls made them turn as he stepped onto the street, and they screamed, but Wound ignored them for now.

Yes. In addition to the speeders, there was also ample pedestrian traffic.

They will hear my demands. But first, I must teach them to listen.

Twin heavy machine guns projected suddenly from Wound’s shoulders, even startling him a little. Inside the alien suit, his barest whim often manifested as dramatic physical phenomena.

Luckily, this phenomenon suited his purposes.

He sprayed the young, screaming couple with bullets, throwing them back to lie supine on the sidewalk—their bodies tattered, metal-ridden remnants.

Then, Wound galloped down that sidewalk, crushing any walkers too slow to get out of his way while firing rockets at the individual speeders; one rocket for each vehicle. The speeders lacked armor of any kind, and so one rocket seemed to do it; tossing them into each other, leaving massive dents in their metal bodies. Occasionally, the explosions were enough to tear the speeders open.

Before long, humans with guns came against him, seeking to stop his stampede, or maybe just to slow it.

They failed. Wound brought his energy cannons to bear once more, turning the puny creatures into scorched, smoldering lumps. He knew that if he used enough energy, he could cause them to disintegrate, just as he’d done to the walls of the structure he’d emerged inside. But he wanted to conserve his power, so that he could continue to attack until they gave him what he wanted.

What he needed.

“Where is my mate?” he bellowed as he rampaged through the city streets, across sidewalks and through roadways, firing energy at structures as often as he did at living beings, wrecking both. “Where is my soul?”

A Quatro emerged onto the street he charged along, from a lane that ran perpendicular to it. He’d been about to send an energy blast that way, but he reined himself in at the last instant.

“My love…” the Quatro said.

Wound took a stuttering step forward, and then he came to a halt, scrutinizing the female Quatro that had come before him.

“My…my soul?”

Part of him rejoiced at the sight of her, but another part couldn’t seem to accept it. That part of him hadn’t ever expected to find her here. Not really. That part knew that this killing spree had never truly been about finding her—it had been about something else entirely, something the whispers would reveal to him in time.

“It is I,” she said.

“No,” he said quietly. And then, much louder: “No!” He shook his head, trying to clear it. “You are not real. You are an impostor.”

“It is truly I, my soul.”

“Impossible! Your claim makes a mockery of my love’s memory. She is gone, long gone, and there was never any hope of our reunion, except in my dreams. Do not cheapen my memories by attempting to trick me!”

“My love…”

“No!”

Wound turned, scrambling back the way he’d come, almost losing his footing as he fled.

Seeing his long-lost mate, real or not…for some reason, it had ruined everything he’d wanted to accomplish here. Her appearance meant he couldn’t be here right now. It meant he needed to be far away, as soon as possible.

At last, after dashing through streets and lanes and alleyways, retracing his route with the help of his suit’s HUD, he found the building where he’d first surfaced.

Wound leapt through the hole he’d made in the outer wall, and then he fled down the jagged mouth that had once been the door to the basement.

Wound fled back through the tunnel he’d dug.

Chapter 4

Swath of Destruction

 

As Gabe reached the bottom of the hill atop which the Quatro had started their tunnel, Ash appeared before him in the dream, looking harried. During remote communications, the dream rendered her as outside of her mech, and her face had paled, her short wheat-colored hair glistening with sweat.

“Sir. Did you get the alert?” she asked, somewhat breathless.

“What alert?”

“Ingress is under attack by a quad! It must have still been inside the tunnel all along.”

“Damn it,” Gabe spat, using his momentum to run up the incline, turn in a tight arc, and then head back toward the city.

“What’s happening?” Captain Arkady Black asked, from where he still sat, strapped to Gabe’s shoulder. “Why have we reversed direction?”

“There’s a quad inside Ingress.”

“I see. Let me down, then, Roach. I have to go meet the commander of the Ingress garrison.”

“Negative. I don’t intend to slow down, and at this speed, you’ll be injured in the fall if I release you.”

“I’m giving you an order, Chief!”

“And I’m ignoring it. I told you. I’m done with Darkstream.”

“Darkstream isn’t done with you,” Black muttered darkly. “Of that, I can assure you.”

Ingress’ gates stood open, probably from the passage of the five MIMAS mechs piloted by Sweeney, Arkanian, Jin, Gonzalez, and Lafontaine. Gabe ran through, ignoring the guards who cried out in surprise as much as inquiry.

It didn’t take long for him to find evidence of the quad’s presence—buildings smashed open, blackened speeders lying belly-up on streets and sidewalks alike—and, worst of all, the charred remnants of human corpses.

The swath of destruction stretched in two directions, and after a brief study of the damage the alien had done, Gabe chose to sprint to his right, basing his decision on which way most of the scorch marks faced.

He didn’t have long to go before finding something entirely unexpected. It was a Quatro, but one that wore no armor. Even though Gabe commanded his arms to take shape as massive energy cannons, his confusion caused him to hesitate momentarily, which saved the alien’s life.

“Wait,” it said, and the fact it could speak took Gabe aback even more. He’d known they must have had some way of communicating with the mercenaries—else, their alliance would have never come about, and even if it had, conducting it would have been a logistical nightmare.

Still, he hadn’t expected to hear one of the beasts speak to him so plainly. And the way the thing had spoken to him had been deliberate, measured, even though it had only said one word, her tone …

Intelligent. The analysis of both Gabe and his alien mech was that the being before him possessed a high degree of intelligence.

That’s not going to do much for my nightmares of slaughtering Quatro. He still had those, and they tormented him even more, now that he spent every second inside the dream.

“Let me down,” Black demanded, and Gabe did, rapidly generating a grasper smaller than the mech’s regular hands to pluck the captain from his shoulder and set him on the ground, somewhat roughly.

With a brief glare for Gabe, Black headed down a nearby lane.

Gabe turned to the alien. “Are you the Quatro that was attacking this city?” he bellowed.

“I am not. But I just confronted the one that was, and he fled.” The Quatro paused, then added: “He is known to me.”

Gabe glared at the alien for a moment, his blood pounding hotly through his circulatory system, which was newly encased in metal. His brain ached.

Then, cursing, he ran straight toward the Quatro.

It braced itself against the ground, as though preparing for battle, and he screamed, “Get out of my way!”

The Quatro did, and he charged past, toward the city walls.

“Someone deal with that beast!” he yelled as he ran, hoping that members of the city garrison lingered nearby.

We can’t allow a Quatro to roam the city, whether it’s piloting a quad or not.

“Do not hurt him!” the Quatro called after Gabe, which surprised him all over again.

Does it really expect me to spare an enemy who slaughtered dozens of my own?

Just before reaching Ingress’ wall, he ignited his launch thrusters, which carried his bulk up and over the towering barrier of steel. Atop it, a handful of civilians were using the wall as a viewing gallery, and their heads tracked Gabe’s progress through the air.

Those directly below him would feel some of the heat of his passage, he knew.

Serves them right. Hopefully it will teach them to stand idly by while others fight, as though battle were some sort of spectator sport.

The exhaust wouldn’t harm them, at this distance, so he considered the discomfort they would experience acceptable.

He came crashing down outside the city, hitting the ground running—straight for the hilltop, where he knew the quad would emerge.

The brittle, short-clipped grass blurred below him, and the hill grew quickly in his sight. It still shocked him to experience the sheer speed with which he could cross distances inside his new body.

He caught the quad just as it was scampering out of the tunnel, and he barreled into it, sending them both careening down the steep hill. They tumbled, rolled, and flipped down the incline, locked together by Gabe’s death grip.

At the bottom of the hill, he managed to channel their momentum by bodyslamming the alien mech into the hard-packed ground, causing the earth to tremor.

As the alien regained its feet, Gabe willed his arms to become broadswords, and he adopted a ready stance, facing his adversary.

But the Quatro had no interest in fighting him. Instead, it retreated the moment it regained its feet, limping slightly at first, but quickly recovering.

Gabe cursed once again, ordering his broadswords to become energy turrets and sending white-hot threads across the plain to chase the quad.

But the Quatro randomized its path skillfully, and only one of the shots connected with it, causing it to stumble to the left before it recovered once again.

With that, the quad was gone, disappeared beyond a shallow rise near the horizon.

Gabe might have chased it, but it could have taken hours to catch up. Days, possibly. And he felt bound to return to Ingress and make sure the Quatro he’d left there hadn’t harmed anyone else.

He turned toward the city again, vowing to find the quad that had escaped him, and to make it pay.

Chapter 5

The Beast

 

“Clear,” Lisa said over the militia-wide channel, which was the signal for the other half of her fighters, led by Tessa Notaras, to leapfrog ahead of her own squad to scout the next street while Lisa’s squad provided covering fire.

Lisa swept everything she could see with her assault rifle’s scope while keeping a close eye on her HUD, which would represent enemy units with red squares the moment she or one of her soldiers identified them.

Other than Rug, all the Quatro remained with the shuttles. They were too big to fit inside the cockpits, but they were perfectly capable of crouching just outside them with energy weapons trained on the Darkstream pilots, who’d been informed that any wrong moves would result in their summary deaths.

Andy’s back there, too. Andy, whose infection was festering. I won’t let you die. Not when we’re this close.

By using the leapfrogging technique, they were able to move safely and fairly swiftly. Before long, Tessa’s squad spotted Rug surrounded by five of Darkstream’s new MIMAS mechs. The HUD colored Rug in yellow, and a second after that, Tessa patched through a visual feed as well.

But Lisa wanted to see her friend with her own eyes. She ordered her squad to proceed with caution as she slowly advanced herself.

One of the mech’s heads turned toward her as she approached, seeming to see her coming. Underneath the patina of battle damage each mech bore, they all had differing designs. This one had yellow swirls covering its face and body.

“You’re Lisa Sato,” the mech said in a feminine voice, which sounded like it belonged to someone Lisa’s age.

“I am,” Lisa said. “Who are you?”

“Seaman Apprentice Ash Sweeney. But that’s not your concern right now. What’s of much greater concern is why you’ve entered Ingress without permission from the Darkstream garrison, accompanied by this Quatro with whom you appear to be allied.”

“We skipped customs because we thought we could prevent that Quatro mech from killing more people. Also, we have someone in our party in dire need of medical attention.” Lisa cleared her throat, struggling to meet the giant robot’s gaze. She was certain the mech’s visage had been designed to appear both menacing and impersonal at the same time. “As for my Quatro friend, whose name is Rug, she saved my life, along with forty-one of her brethren. Those same Quatro helped us to retake Habitat 2 from criminals. Most of the ones who helped us are now dead, but those that remain have accompanied us here.”

“Yes, they accompanied you inside shuttles you hijacked from our mutual employer,” Sweeney said, her voice cold. “Tell me: did these Quatro also help you kill Commander Laudano and his soldiers? There’s a warrant out for your arrest, Lisa Sato.”

Lisa had no answer for that. How could she make this metal-clad company loyalist understand the necessity of defeating Laudano?

Lisa almost laughed at herself. Company loyalist. She’s no different than I was, mere days ago. “Commander Laudano conspired with Quentin Cooper—the leader of a criminal gang called Daybreak—to consign the residents of Habitat 2 to slavery.”

Now, it was the mech pilot’s turn to fall silent, and the mech itself remained perfectly still. Near her, one of the other mechs twitched, which Lisa interpreted as shock at the specter she’d just raised.

But do they accept it as truth? She knew it couldn’t possibly be that easy. Nevertheless, we must try.

Without warning, a larger, darker mech charged out of a side alley, tackling Rug with a jagged shoulder and sending the massive alien flying to crash into a nearby office building.

“No!” Lisa cried, sprinting forward to place herself between Rug and the strange mech, who she recognized from the system net vids of the recent battle. She raised her palms toward it.

“Get out of my way,” a deep voice boomed as the mech’s arms became massive cannons, inside which energy began to collect and coalesce. That voice, while recognizable as human, was stripped of everything connected to humanity.

Its owner has endured incredible torment. That, Lisa knew straight away.

“I will not,” she said, proud that her voice shook only slightly.

“Gabriel Roach,” Tessa called, her own voice totally firm. “Is that you inside that bucket?”

Slowly, the alien mech turned to face Tessa, not lowering its energy cannons by a centimeter. “Tessa Notaras,” it growled, working through the words as though they were mouthfuls of taffy. “You dare return here?”

“Only for great need.”

“I told you never to return. Because of the evil you helped perpetrate. Have you come back to do more evil?”

“I’ve come to help finally correct it.” Tessa stepped toward the mech, looking much more resolute than Lisa thought she herself could have managed. “You want to talk evil, Roach? Let’s talk about our employer, who you’ve continued to work for.”

“I don’t work for them anymore.”

Raising her eyebrows, Tessa said, “That must be a very recent development, then. Because for seventeen years, you remained in the employ of the beast who ordered me to perpetrate the very evil you banished me for. I was blind to that hypocrisy, then—blinded by guilt. But since leaving for Alex, I’ve had a long time to think about what happened between us. Darkstream is profit-mad, and its main vehicle for profit is an expanding campaign of exploitation and terror. It’s always been that way, and recently it’s gotten much worse. They’ve already enslaved the population of Habitat 2. Next, they’ll certainly do the same to everyone on Alex. But it all started here, didn’t it? With their genocide of the Quatro, who we both know aren’t the demons they tricked everyone into thinking they were. Not even close.”

“A Quatro killed the only woman I ever loved,” Roach said, and for the first time, Tessa was visibly taken aback.

So Lisa spoke up, addressing Roach. “The Quatro you just attacked, Rug, is certain her brethren were provoked into war.”

The alien mech shook its head. “Even if I accepted that, I would never work with someone as duplicitous as you, Tessa. The news that you helped murder Commander Laudano and his soldiers only makes me more sure about you.”

Tessa spat on the pavement, then turned her glare on Roach once more. “Your interpretation of everything is incredibly convenient for you, Roach. Why am I not surprised?” She leveled a finger at the alien mech’s head, which involved angling her arm at quite an incline. “You obviously don’t intend to help us in any way. But I know there’s a voice inside of you, telling you that there’s something wrong with the way you see things, and something very right about how I’ve explained them. So, tell me: is that voice loud enough for you to understand you must let us leave this city? Or will you attempt to apprehend us in spite of it?”

A long moment passed, with Roach and Tessa locked in a silent combat of will.

At last, Roach said, “Get out of my sight. If I see you again, I’ll kill you.”

Tessa looked at Lisa, subvocalizing: “Let’s get back to the shuttles. I don’t know how long this offer will last.”

Nodding, Lisa got on the militia-wide. “Let’s move, everyone. Back to the shuttles, double-time.”

Chapter 6

Good and Evil

 

With the alien mech safely neutralized, contained, and onboard the Javelin, Bronson was driving his crew hard to complete preparations for their departure from the Belt as soon as possible.

Nothing was expected of Jake, however. Bronson had permitted him to pay his father a short visit aboard the Whale, to say goodbye.

Evidently, the visit could have been longer.

Right now, Jake was sitting in the Starlight Lounge with absolutely nothing to do, and had been for a while.

He still remembered the day Bronson had first brought him here. Before then, he’d never been anywhere outside the Belt. His main concern had been making enough money for Sue Anne to get the treatment she needed—well, that was still his main concern, actually. But back then, his life had been confined to the Whale and the endless series of comets they’d developed for homesteaders eager to put as much distance as possible between themselves and civilization.

The idea that the inner Steele System constituted “civilization” would have seemed odd to anyone from the Milky Way—Jake knew that. This entire system was basically the frontier, perhaps in the truest sense of the word since ancient Europeans had first colonized North America.

But to Jake, the inner system did mean civilization, with its cities, its space station, and its ever-expanding industrial base.

And since walking into the Starlight Lounge to be wowed by Bronson’s promises of mech combat, glory, and riches, he’d seen that civilization for himself.

Despite it all, he missed the Belt. He missed Hub; the closest thing the Belt had to a city, and also the place Jake was from. Perhaps most of all, he missed life out here with his father, hopping from comet to comet, wishing for something else, without ever realizing he already had everything he needed.

I was so naive.

He’d been convinced, that the Ixa could arrive at any time, to finish off the remnants of humanity—or maybe one of the species would show up from the systems that surrounded Steele, which did show signs of occupation by intelligent life. Jake had believed he needed to join the Darkstream military, to use what he’d learned from lucid to navigate training, and to rack up combat experience. To become mighty, so that when aliens did attack, he could act like some big hero.

He’d believed that everything would always be simple, that he would always consider himself good and his enemies evil.

But as he sat here with his hands wrapped around a cup of cold tea, it wasn’t like that at all. He felt empty, with nothing but the blood on his hands and the indoctrination Darkstream’s training had left him with.

The handful of crewmembers that were inside the lounge kept their distance from Jake. He could tell they considered him an “other”—a mech pilot, who’d been given a shiny new toy, and who’d recently done battle with a fearsome alien robot.

If he were to guess, he’d say the crews’ feelings toward him entailed a mixture of fear and resentment. The way Bronson lavished praise and privilege on him didn’t help. Possibly, that was an innocent impulse on the captain’s behalf, though Jake doubted it. Nothing was ever innocent with Bronson. More likely, he did it to keep Jake apart from the crew.

Divide and conquer. That was the secret Darkstream mantra, he’d come to realize.

He decided to browse the system net, to see whether he could find any news about the situation on Eresos.

Scrolling through one of his social feeds, amidst the posts about everyday life, he saw a smattering of rumors that Quatro in mechs of their own were approaching Ingress. Because of the signal delay, that news would be several hours old, and it would be some time before he’d find out how Ash and the others had truly fared.

That killed him—the not knowing.

Idly, he refreshed his feed, and the post that appeared at the top caused him to bolt up from his chair, eyes riveted on the rectangle in the upper right of his HUD, which displayed the social feed.

A few of the crewmembers glanced toward him before returning to their drinks, but Jake ignored them, rereading the post:

“Attention to anyone near Hub: we are under attack. Strange robots have infiltrated our comets and have begun attacking us. We’ve contacted Darkstream but haven’t heard back. If you’re reading this and are able to help, please, please come.”

Willing the social feed to dissolve, Jake tore out of the Starlight Lounge and sprinted toward Bronson’s office, which was just a short distance down the corridor. He pounded on the hatch while sending Bronson IM after IM.

Finally, the hatch opened to reveal Bronson, whose eyes were underscored with black patches. “Price. What can I do for you?”

“Hub is under attack.”

Bronson inclined his head. “I’ve heard. It’s unfortunate, but sadly we can’t alter our itinerary.”

“Our itinerary? People are dying!”

“I’m afraid it’s out of the question, Price. We need all hands on deck back on Eresos. The situation there has gone completely to pot.”

Jake squinted at Bronson, unsure whether the captain had gone mad or he had. “To pot…?” He shook his head to clear it. “My family is in Hub, sir!”

Shoulders rising slightly before falling again, Bronson said softly: “This is what it means to be a soldier, son.”

“I see,” Jake said, and suddenly, he felt totally at peace. Something had fallen into place, and with it, everything had begun to make a lot more sense. Amazingly, the captain’s words had soothed many of his woes, and they’d done that by simplifying things for him. He knew exactly what he had to do.

“Are you going to be all right, son?”

“I’m going to be fine, sir,” Jake said.

“Okay, then. Well, if you ever need to talk, we have a fine doctor aboard.”

“Yes, sir.”

“Good man.” Bronson cleared his throat. “Dismissed, Price.”

But as the captain was saying the words, Jake was already turning to leave.

Chapter 7

Sucker Punch

 

It’s beautiful.

Lisa had heard a lot of old-timers say that Eresos came nowhere near the custom-tailored planets of human space back in the Milky Way, and certainly it would have paled beside the natural beauty of Old Earth, though no one alive had ever seen that, outside of ancient photos.

Lisa didn’t care what people said, anyway. For someone who had lived most of her life in the Belt, and then the rest of it on barren Alex, Eresos seemed downright lush—even with its leafless trees, its mildew smell, and the sweeping Barrens she’d heard about but hadn’t seen yet.

Of course, Hub does give it a run for its money. Like the terraformed planets back in the Milky Way, Hub had also been carefully designed and cultivated to please the eye, using plants cloned from heritage seeds that had been salvaged from humanity’s homeworld.

But Eresos was…natural. Natural, which was supposed to be the reason for Old Earth’s striking beauty. She’d read once that humans had evolved to find the landscapes of Earth’s savannas appealing, with their winding water sources; their open plains that had enabled ancient humans to run down prey; and their scattered copses, perfect for hiding from predators…

“Tessa,” she said, and the older woman’s gaze drifted toward her slowly, as though she’d been expecting to be addressed.

“Yes, Lisa?”

“The man inside the alien mech—Roach. What did he mean when he mentioned the ‘evil’ you helped to bring about? Why did he call you duplicitous?”

For a long time, Tessa returned her stare in silence.

Next to Lisa, Andy’s shallow breathing was ragged though steady, and the two Quatro on the floor—Rug, and one who’d chosen the name Nail—seemed to take little interest in their conversation, though Lisa had a hunch that Rug, who she knew best, was in fact listening.

When Tessa’s reply came, it was subvocalized. “Let’s meet in lucid.”

Lisa nodded, maintaining eye contact while she slipped out a sedative and ingested it. In the crash seat across from hers, Tessa did the same.

The dream soon enveloped Lisa, and she found herself in the lobby which she’d set her implant to put her in by default. She accepted Tessa’s invitation when it came.

An instant later, she found herself walking along a mountain pass, with Tessa beside her. They stood in the middle of a landscape filled with mountains that stretched from horizon to horizon. As beautiful as the mountains were in height and breadth, that was not their most striking feature: rainbows seemed to cover each mountain. Some mountains only bore two colors in alternating lines, and others had more. Lisa spotted one that had at least five distinct hues.

Most of the colors were various shades of red and brown, though she also saw yellow, white, blue, gray, and black.

“Did you…make this?” Lisa said, her voice hitching as her breath caught in her throat.

“No,” Tessa said. “This was the Zhangye Danxia region, in ancient China. I don’t know what it looks like now, after the Degradation, but someone captured its likeness in virtual reality for all time, and now we get to visit it.”

“How did you come to learn of it?”

“I read about it in a book.”

Lisa nodded. Of course. Tessa reads about everything in a book.

Suddenly, she turned toward her friend as she felt a scowl tighten her mouth and brow. “Wait. I know what you’re doing, Tessa Notaras.”

Tessa was ahead of her on the trail, and now she stopped walking in order to turn toward Lisa, eyebrows raised, her face the very picture of innocence.

But Lisa wasn’t fooled.

“You want me awestruck and lightheaded, don’t you? I can taste how realistically the dream has rendered this mountain air. This is the state of mind you want me in as you tell me what Roach was talking about. It must have been quite bad, if that’s the case.”

For a few moments more, Tessa maintained her veneer of purity and surprise. Then, she dropped the act. “I should never have taught you as much as I have,” she muttered.

“Enough stalling,” Lisa said. “Enough tricks. Tell me what he was talking about.”

Shoulders rising and falling more quickly, now, Tessa said, “Yes. Okay. Do you remember all those times you asked me what, exactly, Darkstream had done to make me mistrust them so?”

“Yes…”

“And do you remember how I’d always refuse to tell you?”

“You said that you would, someday.”

“Today is that day. And the reason I couldn’t tell you before what the awful thing Darkstream did was because I helped them do it.”

Lisa crossed her arms. “Go on.”

With a long sigh, Tessa continued: “Captain Bronson—Commander Bronson, back then—was in command of the first missions to Eresos, the stated aim of which was to secure a new home for humanity. Unfortunately, Eresos already had someone living on it.”

“The Quatro,” Lisa said.

“Yes. One of them attacked us, or at least, it seemed to. I now think that attack was provoked by Mario Laudano. Either way, it wasn’t enough to rile the troops like Bronson wanted them riled. So he enlisted me to help him create the fiction that the Quatro control the Amblers, and that they’d ordered one of them to attack us, killing some of our soldiers. It was only by chance that the Ambler attacked, of course, but I helped Bronson make the others think the Quatro ordered it.”

Lisa uncrossed her arms, and now she let her hands dangle at her sides. Her shoulders slumped a little. “How did you do that?”

“I lured one of the Amblers near the entrance to a Quatro cave, to make it look like it was defending them, just as three platoons led by Bronson were closing in. They defeated the Ambler, and we lost more soldiers doing so. After the deaths of their comrades, the rest were enraged enough to kill the Quatro in their homes.”

Hesitating for a moment, Lisa said, “But…but no one thinks the Quatro control the Amblers, now.”

“No. Eventually, the soldiers realized the truth. But by then, they had so much Quatro blood on their hands, they couldn’t look reality in the face. I think most of them suppressed the realization. And of the soldiers that survived the conquest of Eresos—the ones that didn’t commit suicide afterward, or consign themselves to reclusion in the Belt—I’ve never heard any of them mention that they once thought the Quatro owned the Amblers.”

“Why did you do it, Tessa? How did Bronson convince you to help trick the others?”

Now, Tessa’s gaze sunk, until it fell on the pebbled trail where they stood. “He convinced me that doing so would prevent more deaths, in the long run. That if we could rally the soldiers to attack the Quatro—who were clearly vicious, he said—then we’d stop them from hitting us when we least expected it. Bronson said that I needed to help him, in order to atone.”

“Atone?”

Another labored sigh leaked from Tessa’s lips. “Have you ever heard of the catastrophe that preceded the Battle for Larkspur-Caprice, back in the Milky Way? When hundreds of thousands of UHF members were killed by wormholes that were sabotaged by Ochrim, the Ixan?”

“Yes,” Lisa said haltingly. “I’ve heard the story.”

“Well, I’m the one who let Ochrim access the wormhole master control. I was head of security for Darkstream headquarters at the time. Ochrim was our Chief Science Officer.”

“Tessa…surely you can’t blame yourself for what an Ixan set out himself to do.”

“I’ve come to terms with my involvement. In a fashion. But that day still haunts my nightmares.”

Lisa lowered herself onto a boulder at the side of the path, resting her hands on her knees, gazing out over the breathtaking landscape. What Tessa had just related to her had amounted to an emotional sucker punch. She’d known since their exchange with Roach in Ingress that whatever Tessa had been keeping from her, it had to be bad. But she hadn’t quite expected this.

At last, Lisa peered up at Tessa, who was still standing. “How will we explain this to Rug?”

“Well…I was hoping not to. At least, not until we’ve stopped Darkstream. This could drive a rift between us and our alien friends, Lisa—potentially one we aren’t able to close.”

“Okay,” Lisa said, her voice coming out softer than she’d intended. “If you want to keep this from Rug, that’s your right. But you should know that I think it’s wrong.”

With that, Lisa held Tessa’s gaze for several long moments before exiting the dream.

Chapter 8

Phantoms

 

Gabe stalked through the streets of Ingress, casting his gaze into every street, alley, or nook large enough to hold a Quatro.

An empty lot opened up on his right, and he turned abruptly, ready to unleash rockets he’d had the mech manufacture hours ago.

Nothing. So far, anyway.

“Sir…”

Gabe whirled around to face Ash Sweeney, who trailed him inside her MIMAS a few meters back. “What?” he snapped.

“We’ve been searching for hours. We already know from the spaceport footage that only one Quatro got off those shuttles, and the shuttles have long departed.”

“There might have been others inside the tunnel the Quatro dug. They could be in hiding.” He turned, resuming his search. “And stop calling me sir.”

At first, all five MIMAS mechs remaining on Eresos had followed him throughout the city. Eventually, though, they’d taken him up on his repeated invitations to go away. All except Sweeney.

At the start of his search, he’d occasionally come across residents of the city, who’d just been starting to emerge after the quad’s attack.

Now, he encountered no one. Word of his search had no doubt spread, probably via the system net, and the residents were staying indoors.

He spared a moment to consider how he must look to them. A shape-shifting alien monstrosity, ranging up and down the streets, looking for…

For what? A phantom. The Quatro are gone.

Yet he kept looking.

It occurred to him that if he could have gotten Jess back somehow—not as a hallucination, but as a flesh-and-blood woman—he would appear monstrous to her. It was ridiculous to entertain the idea that they’d be able to have any sort of life together, now. They wouldn’t be able to hold each other, or to express their affection physically in any way.

It doesn’t matter. I’ll never get her back. The best I’ll get is vengeance, and this thing is what I’ve become in the pursuit of that.

So he kept looking.

“Sir,” Ash said, “what Tessa Notaras said about Darkstream…”

“Notaras is a liar of the worst sort. She should be behind bars.”

Ash didn’t answer right away, and for a time the only sound was the clank-clank of their metal feet on asphalt.

“Even so,” she said at last. “It takes a lot of guts to tell a lie of that magnitude—to shout it with as much conviction as she did, in front of as many witnesses as were gathered. Have you considered that it might be true?”

Of course it could be true. Like so many others in the Steele System, Gabe had been in denial for a long time about the company upon which their society was based. In order for people to confront the truth, they’d have to acknowledge that what prosperity there was wouldn’t have been possible without the crimes and atrocities regularly committed by Darkstream.

Having parted ways with the company, Gabe was finally beginning to reckon with the crimes he’d enabled, as well as the ones he’d committed himself while in Darkstream’s employ. A little, at least. But ultimately, whether what Tessa had said was true didn’t matter, because it was irrelevant to his quest for vengeance. As long as Darkstream didn’t get in the way of that, they had nothing to fear from him.

“Sir?” Sweeney said. And then, much softer: “Dynamo?”

“Notaras is a liar and a criminal,” Gabe snapped. “That’s all I have to say on the subject. And don’t call me that name.”

“You’re still a part of Oneiri Team, sir. Whether you like it or not. You created us.”

He didn’t answer, though he increased his pace, hoping she would finally stop following.

“I know you’re hurting,” Sweeney went on. “I’m hurting, too. What matters is that we work together…to win. That’s the best way to honor the lives of the people we’ve lost.”

Gabe drew to a stop, and he stayed there—completely motionless in the middle of the street.

“Sir?” From the proximity of her voice, he could tell Sweeney had drawn close behind him.

Whirling, Gabe willed his hands to become a single fist.

He sent that fist straight into Sweeney’s solar plexus. Her mech’s feet left the ground, and she flew through the air to crash to the asphalt on her back, at least twenty meters away.

“Stop following me,” he ground out. “And stop talking to me. Never do either of those things, in fact. Ever again.”

He turned to march away, not looking back.

Is our union that which nullifies? asked a voice whose tone dripped with hidden meaning.

Gabe’s head jerked involuntarily, but he remained focused on his search.

He hadn’t heard that voice since before the battle with the quads outside Ingress.

It had returned, it seemed.

You’re doing well, it said.

Gabe ignored the voice, and it didn’t speak again.

Chapter 9

Sympathy for O’Toole

 

Lisa felt like she had a lot to process, as she watched Eresos pass by on the viewscreen she’d made the pilot turn on for them.

Learning the truth about Tessa’s past had messed with her head, and she wasn’t sure what bothered her more—the things her friend had done or the fact that Tessa had never told her about them, despite how close they were.

But she had to shove that out of her mind. There were more pressing matters to consider.

Like what the hell we’re going to do now.

“We didn’t even come close to convincing those mech pilots to join us,” she said to the others in the shuttle, thinking out loud for the benefit of their commentary.

“That does not matter,” Rug said, lifting her massive head from her paws. “Does it? We still have the footage of Darkstream’s deeds on Alex, including the confession Mario Laudano volunteered when he thought we could not possibly escape him.”

“It does matter,” Tessa said, and though she spoke confidently, she’d lost some of her usual bravado. “If we don’t have the muscle to bring Darkstream to justice, it won’t matter if we release the footage. It will embarrass them, and it may even cost them money. But it won’t topple them. Not by itself. It’ll only piss them off.”

Lisa nodded. “Tessa’s right. We need allies, and I’m guessing the other Darkstream soldiers will be about as unlikely to join us as the mech pilots. That means we need to start locating Quatro drifts.”

Andy moaned wordlessly, drawing Lisa’s gaze.

Just before they’d left Ingress, Lisa had grabbed a medkit from one of the other shuttles. Once she had it aboard, she discovered that the pilot in charge of keeping it replenished had also been negligent, and the only antibiotics she could scrounge from it consisted of two large blue pills.

She’d dissolved them in water and gently poured them down Andy’s throat. That had caused him to gag, at first, which she considered a positive sign.

They’d seemed to take effect quickly, and within hours his fever had dropped, along with his nonsensical muttering.

But she’d only found two pills, and once they wore off, Andy’s condition began to worsen again. Now, his muttering had turned into wordless moans, and he thrashed about in his crash seat. If it hadn’t been for the straps holding him there, he would have thrown himself onto the shuttle’s deck.

Unable to take it anymore, Lisa ripped off her own straps to storm across the craft, past the Quatro whose energy weapon was trained on the pilot, and into the cockpit.

“Land the shuttle,” she said.

The pilot turned to blink at her. “Pardon?”

“You heard me. I want you to land. Now.” Her fingers found her pistol’s grip, and she caressed it.

“It isn’t safe,” the pilot said, eyes flitting to her firearm. “There are mercenaries and Quatro fighting Darkstream all over the place. I even spotted one of those quadruped mechs. I’m not landing.”

Lips pursed, Lisa shook her head. “Are you trying to tell me that every square inch of Eresos is covered in fighting mercenaries and aliens?”

“Um…” The pilot sniffed, and his Adam’s apple bobbed as he swallowed.

“That’s what I thought. Now that we have that cleared up, you’ll do exactly as I say. Put this shuttle down within five minutes or suffer the consequences.” Eyebrows raised, she patted the butt of the pistol.

“Militia members,” Lisa said over the channel they’d agreed on before leaving Alex. “I need everyone to search their shuttle’s medkits for antibiotics. If you find some, report to me. I need one of you to have your pilot land as soon as mine does, so that I can get the medication from you. It’s for Andy. He’s in rough shape.” Through the cockpit’s open hatch, Lisa stared at Andy’s pale, sweaty face, and she frowned.

Maybe I should have turned him over to Darkstream back at Ingress…just so he could have gotten the attention he needs.

But no. Andy wouldn’t have wanted that. She was pretty sure he would rather die than become Darkstream’s prisoner, after what he’d seen the company do back on Alex.

Ten minutes later, she was stepping out of her shuttle’s airlock onto a meadow full of tall, brittle grass that waved in the wind. She shielded her eyes to watch another shuttle swoop in to land gently next to hers.

Bob O’Toole stepped out of the airlock, grinning like a fool.

“Why the smile, O’Toole?” Lisa asked, her tone flat. “Are you happy to be deep behind enemy lines, with limited fuel and supplies?”

“I’m just happy to get to see your pretty face.”

She marched over to him, snatched the medkit, and wrenched it open. Its contents fell out onto the grass, and she sifted through them with her boot until she found what she needed.

Plucking up a transparent, yellow-tinted bottle, she held it up to the sunlight. Cefoxitin. That was what she’d given Andy before, and it had seemed to work wonders. Perfect.

“Did you find what you need?” Tessa asked as she emerged from the shuttle behind Lisa, squinting into the sun.

“Who’s watching the pilot?” Lisa asked.

“Rug just took over. Don’t worry. I’m pretty sure if she could fit inside the cockpit, that energy gun of hers would be squarely up his ass.”

Lisa suspected she was supposed to laugh at that, but she wasn’t in the mood for comedy at present.

“Hey, it was kind of funny,” she said when Tessa’s smile faded from her face, replaced by a grim expression.

Then, she realized that Tessa was staring at something. She followed her friend’s gaze to the horizon, where several large, purple shapes were striding toward them, the grass parting around their massive frames.

“Looks like we found our first drift,” Tessa said.

The Quatro must have seen them land, because they headed directly for the two shuttles parked side-by-side.

“Should we get out of here?” Bob O’Toole said, his voice quavering.

“No,” Lisa said. “We’re looking for Quatro. Remember?”

“Sure,” he said. “But now that I see them coming, I’m not so sure I want to find them, anymore. At least, not unless it’s with the rest of the militia at my back, fully armed, with a few bazookas for good measure.”

“It’s hard to make friends with bazookas, O’Toole,” Tessa said. “Although, maybe this explains why you don’t have any. Friends, that is.”

Lisa was surprised at the pang of pity she felt for O’Toole at Tessa’s words. It was standard Tessa ribbing, but O’Toole was such a pathetic target that the comment rang a little too true.

I must be tired. Sympathy for O’Toole was the last thing she would have expected to feel.

When the Quatro reached them, they arranged themselves in a broad arc, all of them facing Lisa.

A few seconds passed while both species stared at each other.

Then, without warning, one of the giant aliens emitted a wordless roar and charged straight at Tessa.

Chapter 10

Until I Am Satisfied

 

By the collective!

When Rug saw the Quatro approaching across the field, her spirits soared. She asked Nail to watch the pilot for her again, and ever-agreeable, Nail agreed. Rug went straight to the airlock.

That turned out to be a fateful decision.

Her joy at the prospect of reuniting with long-lost kin turned to ashes in her mouth as one of the Quatro surged toward Tessa Notaras, just as the outer airlock door was opening.

Rug burst from the cramped chamber, meeting the Quatro just before he reached her friend. That encounter likely would have ended with death for Tessa—a lone human stood almost no chance against a Quatro, not unless they piloted one of their great machines.

Tessa did not pilot one, and so Rug’s timing was fortunate. The Quatro was halted in its tracks, but Rug did not stop there—not without making sure her friends were safe, first.

She continued charging forward, toppling the Quatro until he fell to the grass with a crash. Rug placed a paw on his chest, extending her claws so that he would feel their pricks.

“It appears I have the best of you, friend,” she said, panting slightly.

“Your might serves the drift well…friend.”

“Today, my might has spared a friend of us both. This human has done many good works. Why did you attack her?”

At that, the strange Quatro’s lips drew back into a snarl, and he hissed. “That is no friend of ours. She is responsible for hundreds of Quatro deaths.”

Rug hesitated. Could there be some error?

She decided this warranted further investigation. “If I release you, will you promise to relent until I am satisfied?”

“Yes.”

Rug removed her paw, and her fellow Quatro rose to his feet, glaring at Tessa.

Pausing to gather her thoughts, Rug also met Tessa’s gaze. The humans would not have understood the exchange that had just transpired. Rug had not activated her translator, since it would only have spoken over her, muddying the conversation.

“This one claims that you were responsible for Quatro deaths, Tessa Notaras.” she said. “Is that true?”

Her words had a strange effect on the human. Tessa went rigid, and the color drained from her face. Although Rug still hadn’t figured out human body language completely, she surmised that this reaction likely served as confirmation.

Her spirits sank even farther.

“It’s true,” Tessa said at last, her eyes wide.

Rug didn’t answer. Instead, she approached Tessa slowly, the grass rustling under her paws with each step.

Soon, she towered over the human, glaring down at her. And for a long moment, she did not know what her own reaction would be.

But then she turned back toward the Quatro she’d just met. “Tell me more of this travesty.”

“With pleasure,” the Quatro growled. “This human led many attacks on the meager dwellings the Quatro took for themselves on this forsaken planet. Even when the first drift to encounter the two-legs offered a deep gesture of peace, they responded with aggression. And this human’s face is etched into my mind forever. Most of my old drift is now dead thanks to an attack that she led.”

Rug swung her head toward Tessa, whose posture was so much different from what Rug was used to seeing from the human. Normally, Tessa conducted herself with confidence—or at least, as far as Rug could tell, based on her limited understanding of human social interaction.

Now, Tessa looked…well, she looked guilty. As though her spirit had shrunk as small as her body.

“This is a deep betrayal,” Rug said.

“Rug—” Tessa began, and her voice broke off, full of emotion. She began again: “Rug, there is more to this. There’s no excuse for what I did, but I can at least offer you the reasons I had for doing it.”

“I will hear them, Tessa Notaras. Because of the respect I held for you before today, I will hear them. But not now. Now, we have urgent business, and I’m afraid you can no longer be trusted to conduct it.”

“You speak to them with facility,” said the Quatro who’d nearly killed Tessa Notaras.

“Yes,” Rug said. “Our fortunes have been aligned for some time.” For a moment, emotion threatened to overcome her, but she forced herself to press on. “We have come to uncover the truth about this war. I have always known the Quatro would not fight so fiercely unless provoked, and you have confirmed that. Now, all that remains is to find a way to defeat this Darkstream.”

The Quatro sat back on its haunches, his gaze never leaving Rug’s. “The Quatro in this region are already locked in furious combat with that force for evil. We have found allies in some of the humans—and so we know that not all of them are rotten—but I am saddened to report that we have just suffered a major defeat. I do not believe we have the forces required to win.”

“Have you given up hope so easily, friend?”

“No,” the Quatro said. “I said we lack the necessary forces in this region. But there is a region across the Barrens, far to the east, where many Quatro have ventured but none have returned. I am convinced there must be many more drifts of Quatro there.”

“We have craft to speed our journey,” Rug said. “If you truly believe this, and are willing to join actions to your words, then perhaps, together, this we can achieve.”

“I will come—partly in penance for disrespecting you. I attacked one of your party without first engaging you, and for that I apologize.”

Rug did not mention the fact that this Quatro had not even known she was aboard the shuttle until she’d emerged. She did not mention it, since she would be just as remorseful in his place.

“You say you are receptive to the idea that not all humans are rotten. Would you also receive one of my human friends into the care of your drift? He is near death.”

“I will lobby my brothers and sisters on his behalf. They are sure to agree to it. It is the Quatro way, is it not? Despite everything else, that is still true. With luck, he will recover in our absence. No doubt our allies among the Red Company will be able to help.”

“Red Company—these are the human allies you mentioned?”

“Indeed.”

Rug turned back to her human companions. “These Quatro will see that Andy gets the care he needs.” She swung her head to meet Lisa Sato’s gaze. “Based on my discussion with my new friend, it seems our highest chances of success await to the east.”

Lisa nodded. “I trust your judgment, Rug. You can explain the plan while we’re in transit. O’Toole, get Andy out of the shuttle. Will you stay with him?”

O’Toole nodded. “Anything for you, sweetheart. Andy might be a cocky brat, but he was always willing to have a drink with me. Besides, Phineas would have stayed with him. So I will, too.”

“Thank you, O’Toole.” Lisa turned back to Rug, and Rug found her expression just as inscrutable as she had found Tessa’s. “Rug…are we okay? Is everything going to be okay, between us?”

“Nothing could mar our friendship, Lisa Sato.” Nothing, except learning that you slaughtered my people in droves.

“I feel the same way,” Lisa said. She appeared to draw a great breath. “We’d better get started.”

Chapter 11

Emergency Bulletin

 

The grass of Eresos crunched underfoot as Ash trailed behind Beth.

She gave a pleasurable sigh, which drew a smile from the other young woman.

It’s been too long.

It felt good to experience the world with her own body, after so long inside her MIMAS. To feel actual sunbeams play across her skin, and not a sun simulated by the dream. To breathe actual air, instead of oxygen that had been piped to her by her mech.

To live life unmediated by a walking metal weapon.

Currently, their mechs were being repaired of the damage they’d endured since first deploying to Eresos. Ash’s in particular was being fitted with a new bayonet, since one of hers had been snapped during the recent battle.

Typically, she felt vulnerable outside her MIMAS, unprotected by its armor and weapons. But with the city walls in sight, atop which the garrison of Ingress watched over them, she could breathe easier than she normally might have while clad only in clothes.

Besides, lately, she’d been feeling vulnerable even inside her MIMAS. The mechs Darkstream had engineered, while more formidable than any ground combat unit ever deployed by humanity, were no match for the quads piloted by the Quatro, and she feared the bipedal alien mech that Chief Roach piloted would make short work of her, if they ever found themselves on opposite sides.

The memory of the way Roach had thrown her backward several meters, with such ease…she wouldn’t soon forget it.

Maybe Oneiri Team really is done.

Without their leader, what were they? Could anyone replace Roach, and keep them unified as he had? Sure, both Jake and Ash had served briefly as commander, but Jake wasn’t here, and she had serious doubts about her own ability to keep the team working together long-term.

Since graduation, Roach had wielded them like a single, seamless weapon.

Now, I feel like we’re scattered.

“I wish I could walk through the tall grass,” Beth said, turning back as she spoke, her deep blue eyes shining.

“You’re brave,” Ash said, and she meant it. The real world really did feel less safe to her now, outside of the mech. “I don’t have the courage to go outside the range of the snipers on the wall. Not anymore.”

Wrinkling her cute little nose, Beth turned to continue walking. “It would be worth it, to feel the grass surrounding me. I think.”

The wind picked up, and Ash caught a scent in the air she hadn’t smelled in a while. “Hey,” she called ahead. “Are you wearing perfume?”

“Yeah!” Beth said. “First time in months. And I don’t know when I’ll next get the opportunity, so…”

Ash smiled to herself. Her friend really did know how to make the best of every situation.

I wish I had that ability.

She wanted to help preserve her friend’s good mood, but…

There are things we need to talk about.

“I’m concerned about Roach,” she said at last. “I don’t know that he can lead us anymore.”

When Beth turned this time, the smile had vanished, and that killed Ash. “Seriously?” Beth said.

Ash nodded. “I mean, think about what he’s become. What that thing he pilots did to him. He’s basically an alien himself, now. Just a nervous system stretched across a metal frame.”

Beth shuddered visibly.

“I wasn’t going to mention this to anyone,” Ash said. “Didn’t want to worry them. But…the other day, he attacked me.”

“What? How?”

“He hit me, sent me flying back inside my mech. I can send you the footage.”

“No need—of course I believe you, Ash!”

“Yeah. I just thought you might want to see it.”

“Well, you can send it if you want.”

A silence fell between them, and it felt a bit awkward from Ash’s perspective.

Oh, God. I’ve ruined a perfectly nice day. How many of those do we get?

An alert flashed on her HUD, then, with a high-enough priority that it superseded every other function of her implant.

“EMERGENCY BULLETIN: A FORCE CONSISTING OF FIFTY-THREE QUATRO AND THREE QUAD MECHS HAS BEGUN ATTACKING VILLAGES IN THE GLADES, TO THE SOUTHEAST OF INGRESS. ALL DARKSTREAM COMBAT UNITS ARE TO MUSTER AT INGRESS AND PREPARE FOR AN IMMINENT COUNTEROFFENSIVE.”

After the implant detected that Ash had read the alert in full, it permitted her to will it to dissolve. When it did, her eyes found Beth’s. “Did you get that alert?”

But by the way Beth’s jaw was set, Ash could tell that she had. “I hate to say it, Steam,” she said, “but we need Roach. We need Dynamo. We have to convince him to lead us again.”

 Ash nodded gravely. “You’re right. But…I’ll talk to him alone, okay?”

“Are you kidding me? After he attacked you? No way. I’m not letting you be alone with him.”

“I have to, Paste. I have a trump card that I can use to persuade him, but it’s not something I can share with anyone else. So it has to just be me. Okay?” Her last word sounded pleading, to Ash’s own ears.

“Okay, Steam. But please be careful. I’ll be nearby, and I’ll be monitoring your status, to make sure you don’t get into trouble. But I won’t listen in.”

“Thank you, Paste.”

“Just be careful. I don’t know what I’d do, if I lost…if I lost another teammate.”

Chapter 12

A Unified Oneiri

 

“Chief Roach?” Ash said softly, almost whispering as she stopped several meters away from him, the memory of what he’d done during their last encounter fresh in her mind.

She’d gone to collect her MIMAS before braving this encounter—luckily, repairs on the mechs had just finished.

Roach was standing perfectly still outside the residence whose basement the quad had surfaced inside of. No one had yet made any effort to repair the gaping hole the Quatro had put in the structure’s outer wall, leaving it instead for the elements to get inside and dampen the interior, creating an environment ideal for bacteria and mold.

“Sir?” Ash said, a little louder this time.

Roach didn’t answer, or acknowledge her presence in any way.

Deciding to wait for a few moments, to see whether he was about to do anything rash, Ash’s gaze drifted past him once more, to the wrecked home. From what she’d heard, the quadruped mech had killed the entire family that had resided there. They’d gathered together for family dinner just before its arrival, and now they were all dead.

Had they been renting their house, or did they have a mortgage? Maybe they owned it outright. What would happen to it, now?

She wasn’t sure why she was occupying herself with these thoughts as she waited for Roach to show some sign that there was still a human being somewhere inside the bulk of metal and weaponry he’d become.

Perhaps it was to remind herself of why they were fighting—not just to drive Darkstream profits, though that was certainly a big part of it; every employee knew that.

No, Darkstream doing well meant security for the system. That wasn’t just PR; it was true. If she could help the company subdue the mounting alien threat, then she could create a safer planet for regular people to live on.

That’s if Tessa Notaras’s claims hold no water.

If what Tessa had said was true, then Darkstream was enslaving those regular people, and the line about providing them with system-wide security really was just a PR move, to placate the larger populations on Eresos and elsewhere.

Roach had called Notaras a liar. But the chief had also been exhibiting serious signs of mental instability, lately.

Ash sighed, and she accidentally transmitted it via the mech’s broadcasting system.

That proved fortuitous, since it caused Roach to register her presence at last. He revolved in place, till his fearsome frame was squared with hers.

“What?” he said.

“Do you…do you still receive alerts from Darkstream, sir?”

“What are you here to discuss, Sweeney?”

“The rest of the team just received an emergency bulletin. Villages in the Glades are under attack by three quads and a whole bunch of Quatro.”

“Then that’s where I’m headed.” Roach marched straight at her, fast, and she was forced to sidestep. His massive shoulder clipped hers as he passed, which made her mech whip around so that she was facing his receding back.

“You can’t just go there by yourself, Dynamo,” she called after him.

He kept striding forward, his pace totally unaltered.

“You need us,” she said, yelling now. “You need Oneiri Team. Maybe you took out two quads, but your melding with that mech gave you an advantage in that fight.” He still wasn’t heeding her, so she jogged after him and continued shouting, even louder. “They know about that advantage now, and three quads working together to kill you will prove a much harder fight than the two you caught off-guard. Not to mention the fifty-three Quatro not in mechs. We need a unified Oneiri Team to win this!”

Still nothing. Now, Roach began to run himself, and Ash could tell he was planning to rocket over the city walls again.

“You could die,” she said. “And then you’ll never avenge Jess.”

That did it. The chief stopped, standing stock-still once more, facing away from her.

Ash stopped jogging, but she continued walking toward him. “I know that’s why you were so hard on me in training. I know it’s why you don’t let yourself get too close to me, not even as close as teammates should get who have each other’s backs. It’s because I look just like her, isn’t it? Every time you look at me, you see Jess, and it fills you with rage at your loss. That’s why you were such an asshole to me last time we spoke. That’s why you attacked me, even though I’m on your side—even though I’ve saved your life and you’ve saved mine.”

She reached him, and she placed a metal hand on his shoulder, turning him gently but firmly. The fluid surface of his alien mech shimmered and shifted as he faced her, his inhuman face unreadable.

“It’s why you’re acting so irrationally—in a way that hurts your allies and hurts you. It also hurts your chances of avenging Jess. It’s not fair to anyone, Chief. It’s bull. And you can cut it out right now. Oneiri Team is going to that village together, and you’re going to lead us there. Because you must.”

A brittle silence stretched on. At last, Gabe spoke, and even though mediated by his mech, his voice was heavy with suppressed emotion: “Get the others together and meet me outside the city gates in thirty minutes. In thirty minutes, I’m leaving. I won’t wait for another Darkstream battalion to gather, but if you want to follow me, you can. I’ve already abdicated my rank and position. But you can follow me. Don’t ask for anything else, Sweeney, because it’s all you’re getting.”

“Yes, sir,” she said, and Roach jerked slightly, probably at her steadfast refusal to address him as anything except her military superior.

With that, she turned to jog down the street while switching to a team-wide channel.

Chapter 13

The Quatro Way

 

So it falls to me to try and clean up this mess, does it?

Lisa supposed that was fair. She had started this militia, and of its members, only she and Andy had recently been paid soldiers in the military Darkstream had established in the Steele System.

Andy was back with O’Toole and the Quatro drift they’d encountered, and anyway, he’d been a lower rank than her. Lisa had persuaded one of the Quatro to loan O’Toole a translator, so that he could communicate with his and Andy’s hosts.

The bottom line was that Lisa was the de facto commander of this militia. Yes, Tessa had once ranked highly in Darkstream’s military, but she had no interest in leading.

Which was good. Because the mess that Lisa had to clean up directly involved her.

In the short-term, the solution was fairly simple. She ordered Tessa to take another shuttle, while Rug remained in the one shared by Lisa, as well as Nail and Pen, the other Quatro who’d accompanied them from Alex, and Fan, which was the name chosen by the Quatro who’d left his drift to join them as their guide.

“You did not have to remove Tessa Notaras from my presence,” Rug said, and if Lisa hadn’t known better, she would have said the alien sounded sullen. “I would not have harmed her.”

“You both need time apart from each other,” Lisa said. “That’s my judgment as commander, Rug.” She wasn’t accustomed to being so firm about her authority, but she knew it was necessary, especially since they were still figuring out the command structure of the militia. She sighed. “What you learned today…it’s a lot to take in by itself, and it’s a lot for your relationship with Tessa to bear. You need time apart, no matter what becomes of your friendship.”

“If you say so,” Rug said.

Of the nineteen Quatro who’d left Alex, four of them had decided not to accompany the militia on their journey to search for other Quatro drifts in the lands east of the Barrens. They’d been reunited with long-lost family, friends, and mates, and the temptation to remain behind with them had been great enough for them to abandon the cause.

Lisa didn’t resent them for that, even though fewer Quatro accompanying them would probably mean lower chances of convincing the distant Quatro drifts to join their fight again Darkstream.

No, she didn’t resent them. The opposite, actually: she admired them.

“Rug, I just want to say…I truly appreciate you and the others coming with us on this mission. Especially you. Your mate is still out there, clearly in trouble. Yet you’re here, instead of looking for him.”

“This is true,” Rug said, swinging her head ponderously till her jet-black eyes met Lisa’s. “But the needs of the drift must come before my own. You are one of my drift, Lisa. As is Tessa Notaras—even now.”

Suppressing a grimace, Lisa decided she wanted to steer the conversation away from Tessa as much as she could. “A lot of the Quatro seem to be moving away from that sort of thinking,” Lisa said. “Take the ones who stayed behind with family, even though their militia—their drift—needed them. Not saying I begrudge them that. I would have done the same, actually. But I am saying that a lot of your people appear to be stepping away from the drift-first mentality. They’re finally putting themselves first.”

Rug lay on the deck of the shuttle, though her head still rose just over Lisa’s. Before, she’d looked fairly relaxed, but now she stiffened. “Your words contain a measure of truth. On Alex, my drift ceased reproduction due to the scarcity there, but with the resources the Eresos Quatro have, their population has likely multiplied by a factor of fifteen since their arrival.”

“Whoa—Quatro reproduce that quickly?”

“Yes. Meaning the Quatro here are raising entire generations outside the Quatro way. But just because they are abandoning the ways of our people does not mean that I should.”

Nodding, Lisa said, “Fair enough, I guess.” A smile crept over her face. “Though I think you’re going to change, too, Rug. Stick around Steele System humans long enough, and we’ll rub off on you.”

The Quatro made a protracted snorting sound, similar to that which a horse might make. “I do not think it’s wise to remain in the Steele System, for humans or for Quatro. You promised me you would bring us to our hidden ship in the Outer Ring. It is more than large enough to accommodate our militia. We must go there, Lisa Sato. You must keep your promise to us.”

Lisa shifted in her crash seat, readjusting the straps. “I will,” she muttered, then cleared her throat. “I will, Rug,” she said, with more conviction. “It just can’t be our main priority, right now. You understand that, don’t you? Both our peoples are in terrible danger, here on Eresos. We have to stop Darkstream, and we have to figure out where all these strange mechs are coming from. From what I can tell, someone is trying to play both sides of this war. I just can’t figure out why.”

“I have figured it out already, Lisa, and I am happy to explain it to you. It is the Meddlers, doing what they have done before: meddle. They will return once the Gatherers fill their reservoirs with resources from the mines of Alex and Eresos—or rather, they’ll come at the time they expect them the reservoirs to be filled. That is little more than a single year away, and when the Meddlers do come, there will be survival for few. Those that are left will be reduced to what my drift became, back on Alex: few in number, struggling to eke out a desperate existence.”

Lisa sighed. “We’ll get you to your ship, Rug.”

“But will you get us to it in time? A year may not be enough for you to stop a war and initiate a mass exodus from this system.”

“I haven’t decided to leave this system, and neither have any other humans. We consider this our home, and we intend to stay here. We’re prepared to defend it if we have to.”

For a long time, Rug met her gaze while saying nothing.

Then, at last: “You do not grasp the incredible danger of the situation at hand, Lisa Sato. For that reason, I fear for us all.”

Chapter 14

Without a Spacefaring Enemy

 

Jake found it almost depressing, how lax security was aboard the Javelin. As a boy, his dreams of joining the military had been filled with soldiers who believed in self-discipline, strict protocol, and vigilance.

But without a spacefaring enemy to fight, the destroyer had turned into something that more closely resembled a floating resort for Bronson and his crew than it did a warship.

Sure, it still technically had military personnel, and despite the general sense of panic, they’d held their own in the battle against the alien machines.

Still.

The out-of-shape crewmembers. The Starlight Lounge. And now this…

The destroyer’s main weapons locker, completely unguarded. Jake sighed as he strolled inside and began combing the racks for what he needed.

Tear gas…check. Flashbang grenades…check.

Fully loaded, fully automatic SL-17 assault rifle…check.

Though if this went well, he wouldn’t have cause to use that. What he was planning already amounted to full-blown insubordination, of the sort that resulted in no mere slap on the wrist. Jake’s punishment for what he was about to do would go well beyond demerits. It would mean a dishonorable discharge followed by a hefty fine and a lengthy jail sentence.

That was if they managed to apprehend him before he achieved his objective.

Before leaving, he loaded a pistol with a magazine full of electric bullets, and he stowed a few more magazines around his jumpsuit. He didn’t want to hurt anyone—he just needed to make sure they couldn’t stop him.

God help them if they try.

He opened the weapons locker hatch a crack, checking down the corridor before stepping into it and scanning the opposite direction. Nothing.

He progressed through several corridors that way, clutching his pistol with both hands, low but at the ready.

This is truly depressing. Even after the recent attack, the Javelin’s marines still weren’t as on-alert as they should have been. The fact that there wasn’t a single soldier within several corridors of the warship’s primary weapons locker…

He repressed the urge to sigh again.

Checking around the next corner, he finally spotted some marines—a pair of them, ribbing each other about something, one of them holding a coffee in hand. They were both laughing loudly about whatever the subject of their fun was, so they didn’t hear Jake’s slow approach up the corridor.

They’re about to feel real stupid.

He shot the one without a coffee in the neck, dropping him to the deck, a shuddering, jerking mess.

The other marine’s mouth formed a comical “O” as she turned to register Jake’s presence, her mug turning sideways to spill coffee onto the deck.

She, too, got an electric bullet in the neck.

The bullets were designed to continue delivering an electric shock over a prolonged period of time—enough to keep the target incapacitated but not enough to seriously injure them. The bullets were also meant to stop shocking the target well before permanent nerve damage was done.

Of course, no nonlethal weapon was perfect, and there were plenty of cases where things had gone wrong with the use of electric bullets.

Plenty of lawsuits against cops, back in the Milky Way.

That wouldn’t be the consequence Jake faced if Darkstream apprehended him, however. He’d just be jailed and sucked dry of his personal finances.

But that would be far from the worst consequence of getting captured.

Far worse is the fact that my family would surely die.

He hated having to risk injuring his fellow soldiers, but this was what Bronson had driven him to. Maybe the Darkstream board of directors would have signed off on abandoning the innocent people of Hub to their fate—if that was the case, then they’d driven Jake to this, too.

Thinking you could stop me from protecting my family was your first mistake.

Jake cleared corridor after corridor. He’d planned all this out shortly after his conversation with Bronson. Briefly, he’d considered tying up his targets after stunning them with the electric bullets. Then, he’d realized that they would have sent out an alert using their implants the moment the shocks subsided. Until it did, they likely wouldn’t have the concentration necessary to operate the implants, but that was all the time Jake had, unless he wanted to cut the damn implants out of the marines’ heads.

So he moved swiftly, drawing closer and closer to the shuttle bay, taking as much care as he could afford to. Checking around each corner, moving from cover to cover. Neutralizing everyone he encountered.

Without warning, Captain Bronson himself emerged into an intersection of corridors ahead, turning the corner so that his back was to Jake. He held a coffee mug of his own.

“Captain,” Jake barked.

Bronson turned around, and an expression of surprise had begun to blossom on his face when Jake shot him in the neck.

Pausing next to the captain’s jerking form, Jake peered down at him, keeping his expression neutral. “I didn’t want to shoot you while you weren’t looking at me.”

Within five minutes, he reached the shuttle bay. Lowering his faceplate, he turned on his jumpsuit’s life support before using his S-level security clearance to open the hatch.

Good thing I still have that clearance. It served as further evidence that he’d caught the crew of the Javelin with their pants down.

Across the shuttle bay, four marines surrounded the alien mech, which wasn’t unusual—Bronson had ordered a rotating guard of four soldiers shortly after the mech had been brought aboard, though Jake wasn’t sure what good they would do if the thing activated and started to attack.

That posed the biggest danger in all of this: whether the alien mech would accept him inside it, or whether it would kill him. It was a risk he had to take, however. The thing clearly had the ability to operate in space, and if it was anything like the smaller robots that had almost succeeded in dismantling the destroyer, it could do so for long periods. If those robots hadn’t had that ability, they would never have attempted to make the journey to the inner system, to Eresos, which Bronson had told him they had.

Unclipping a flashbang from his belt, Jake hurled it across the shuttle bay in a broad arc.

His aim was good. The flashbang landed between the two marines closest to him, who seemed roughly as oblivious as those he’d encountered in the corridors.

One of them glanced down at it—just before it went off, sending both marines reeling, hands clamped to their ears, eyes squeezed shut.

The pair of marines on the far side of the alien mech rushed around it, but Jake was already sprinting across the shuttle bay for a better shot. He dispatched one of them with an electric bullet to the neck, and the next with one to the cheek.

Whoops. He hadn’t meant to hit anyone in the face, and he hoped it wouldn’t result in too much scarring.

“Thank Bronson for that one, not me,” Jake said as he stepped over the marine’s writhing body in order to get to the alien mech. He said it more for himself than for the marine, he knew. He was still trying to convince himself that he was doing the right thing.

After the flurry of action his rush from the weapons locker to the shuttle bay had required, it felt odd to stand there and stare up at the mech’s alien face. The thing would still be disabled from the EMP he’d hit it with outside the destroyer, and this part of Jake’s plan involved effecting some hasty repairs. He’d been taught to perform mech repairs during training on Valhalla, before ever deploying to Eresos, but he hadn’t been trained to do them under the time constraints he now faced.

Plus, I learned to repair a MIMAS mech, not an alien one.

“Stop right there!” a stern voice barked.

Jake whirled around, raising his pistol to point toward the hatch. There, he saw the woman who’d yelled at him. She stood at the head of a squad of marines, all with guns trained on Jake.

He cursed under his breath. So I get no time to do repairs, then.

To confront so many soldiers at this range, his pistol was useless. He dropped it to the deck, grasping his SL-17 where it was slung by his right side.

With his left hand, he grabbed one of the jerking marines by the back of his jumpsuit, taking care not to come in contact with the man’s skin to avoid getting shocked. Jake pulled the solider up until the assault rifle’s muzzle met the back of his head.

“Shoot and you end this man’s life,” Jake yelled, his voice wavering a little. He hadn’t expected it to come to this—he didn’t see himself as the sort of person who did this. “All I’m trying to do is leave without hurting anyone. I don’t know if you’ve heard, but Hub is under attack. That’s where my family lives. Bronson’s already informed me he has no intention of going there to help, so I’m taking matters into my own hands. I hope any of you would do the same.”

The woman opened her mouth as if to answer, but no words came out.

Jake glanced at the alien construct. “Are you going to let me inside, mech?” It felt completely absurd to address the thing, especially since he knew it was still disabled, but what else was there? Attempting to repair the mech would be impossible while clutching his hostage, with ten marines pointing weapons at him.

Incredibly, the mech opened—from the front, which Jake hadn’t seen before. A hatch fell forward to clang to the floor, forming a convenient ramp for Jake to ascend.

Clearly, the mech had taken it upon itself to repair the damage from the EMP, which should not have been possible.

Obviously it is possible, though. So…it’s just been sitting here all this time, fully functional? Waiting for…what? Me?

That sent shivers up Jake’s spine, but he had no choice except to take advantage of the mech’s unexpected functionality. He ascended the ramp backward, dragging the marine up with him. Jake’s eyes never left the marines near the shuttle bay’s hatch.

Once he was seated inside the alien mech, he jettisoned the marine, and the man crashed to the floor, still shaking from the electric bullet lodged in his neck. Jake immediately popped a fast-acting, REM sleep-inducing sedative into his mouth.

The mech sealed up instantly, the ramp snapping up to become one with the rest.

Jake entered the mech dream, and as he looked out on the shuttle bay with the mech’s eyes, a terrible anxiety took root deep inside him.

Doing his best to ignore it, he strode toward the airlock, willing his hands to become ultra-thin wedges. He drove those into the crack between the doors and wrenched them open enough to grip them with fingers that reformed in an instant.

He closed the inner door behind him and then pulled open the outer one. That done, he blasted out of the airlock and into the void.

Chapter 15

Sabotage

 

It was Lisa’s shift to monitor the pilot and make sure he wasn’t doing anything to sabotage their mission.

They no longer kept a weapon trained directly at his head—that seemed like overdoing it, at this point. The man seemed compliant enough.

That said, he remained a Darkstream employee, and Lisa still wondered how much of a loyalist he was. Would his affection for his employer lead him to put himself in danger for the company? Or was that above his pay grade?

Best not to take any chances.

Lisa’s hand did not stray very far from the pistol holstered near her hip. She’d adjusted it for easy access, even as she reclined in the copilot’s seat, which rarely got used outside of training. The shuttle’s AI was typically copilot enough.

The pilot had devoted most of the cockpit’s screens to views of the terrain below, and Lisa found it hard not to get distracted by the landscape as it gradually transformed, from rolling forests filled with leafless trees to a craggy, uneven desert region.

Recently, she’d read on the system net that Darkstream was planning to start switching all their vehicles to an interface similar to the one Oneiri Team used to control their mechs. All new vehicles would be built with it from the get-go, and existing ones would be retrofitted.

According to the post she’d read, the company seemed pretty adamant that within two years, every employee that drove or piloted a Darkstream vehicle would feel like they were that vehicle, be it a beetle, speeder, shuttle, warship, or mech. As with the mechs, they felt it would increase immersion while granting pilots a proper respect for their mechanical charges.

Lisa wasn’t sure how she felt about it. Her training with Tessa had left her with serious misgivings about the actual utility of lucid, and the idea of turning warfare into one big dream didn’t sit all that well with her.

Real people died in war, and real lives were ruined. That cost was steep enough, but to inflict it while you were actually asleep…

Doesn’t seem great.

Andy, on the other hand, would probably love it. Anything that gave him greater control of his beetle, or whatever else he ended up driving—Lisa felt sure that would be all fine by him.

Something on one of the viewscreens caught her eye. “Hold up,” she barked, and the pilot stiffened. “What is that? Zoom in on that region, there.” Lisa pointed at one of the screens, and the pilot winced when her finger touched the display.

“If you could refrain from actually touching the monitors—”

“Shut up and zoom in!”

This time, he listened. And when the view magnified, Lisa beheld what appeared to be a parade of Gatherers. There were more than she’d ever seen in one place.

“That has to be a sign of someone living nearby,” she muttered. Hopefully, it’s the new Quatro friends we hope to make. “Take us down. But before you do,” Lisa said, raising her voice, and holding her index finger an inch from the pilot’s face, “check the region thoroughly for Amblers. You’ll be coming with us as we search this area, so if you try to send us into danger, you’ll be there too, to endure it with us.”

“I understand,” the pilot said, his voice flat.

“Good.”

Chapter 16

Blaring Prophecy

 

The alien mech dream was not like the one he’d used to interface with his MIMAS.

Inside this one, everything had a stark, dire quality to it. Sounds were crisper—or at least, they’d been back in the shuttle bay, before he’d entered the soundless void of space—and sights were more vivid, but not in a way that was beautiful or calming. Instead, it was as though he viewed the universe through a filter that accentuated the essential tension that underlaid everything. Wasn’t every last particle just a blaring prophecy of the death that awaited every living thing? Someday, everyone he’d ever known or loved would cease to be, their carbon dispersing into the void, conserved in a sense but not in a sense that meant anything.

Why didn’t I ever think about that, before? Why wasn’t it foremost in my mind, every second of every single day?

It felt incredibly irresponsible that he hadn’t constantly dwelled on it, now. Maybe, if he had, his family wouldn’t be in the danger they were currently in.

It’s possible they’re already dead. Have you considered that?

Of course he’d considered it. But he didn’t dare think about it.

Other than the fact that it was all he could think about.

Something collided with his face—the mech’s face—clinging to the metal skin, rending it with tiny claws. Within seconds, scraps of Jake’s face floated through the void, streaming behind him, and that caused him alarm. He aimed his jets forward, to arrest his momentum, to try and reclaim the pieces of his face.

Oh. Probably he should deal with the little creature trying to penetrate the mech and access his flesh-and-blood body, as well.

He reached up and plucked it off, which cleared his vision sensors. The moment he did, he recalled that he could probably patch through the feed from anywhere in his body, just as he had in his MIMAS.

He held his attacker in front of his face, studying it. It was a robot identical to those that had attacked the Javelin and then headed for Eresos, and it writhed in his grasp, trying to free itself.

It wouldn’t have stood much chance of doing that even if Jake had still been piloting his MIMAS, but in the alien mech’s grip, its probability of escape was exactly zero.

He’d used his MIMAS to tear one of the robots in two, but now he simply clenched his fist, and the robot fragmented.

We should call them Ravagers. It suits their behavioral patterns.

“Wait,” Jake muttered. “We?”

His thoughts had already seemed detached, from both reality and from himself, but he’d chalked that up to the fundamental strangeness of this new mech dream.

Now, he began to wonder whether those thoughts had a source outside himself. Either that, or I’m going crazy.

That thought had been his. He felt pretty sure of it.

Pretty sure.

“Ravager is a good name, though.” He thrust backward gently, and as he did, the shreds of his face reunited with his body, to become part of his shoulders and neck.

Another Ravager crashed into Jake’s back, sending him forward.

Acting solely on instinct, Jake inverted, so that his feet pointed in the opposite direction, along with his face. His arms and legs and torso all switched around so that he about-faced without actually turning.

That done, he plucked the Ravager from his new chest and crushed it.

That’s two, now.

Far behind him—ahead of him, now, rather—something gleamed dully in the dim sunlight that reached this far into the outer system.

Is that another—?

A third Ravager charged into him from his right, making him jolt to the left, and a fourth and fifth collided with his lower back, while a sixth landed on his head.

His four new visitors started to tear at the surface of his mech right away. Three more impacts followed, jerking the alien mech this way and that in the inertia-less void. Then five more impacts, all in quick succession.

I need to act.

And he did act, tearing the Ravagers from his body as fast he could manage it, all while the remaining creatures burrowed deeper, inching closer to the cocoon where Jake’s unconscious form was nestled.

More of them arrived, hitting him with various degrees of force. One connected with such speed that it sent Jake hurtling backward, end over end, and though there was no gravity the sight of the system’s ecliptic plane spinning so frenetically made him feel nauseated, even inside the dream.

This mech dream had new ways of communicating negative emotions—of maintaining his immersion in the battle and of communicating the danger he was in. The temperature seemed to skyrocket, and he felt like he was cooking. A minor note began to play: an eerie, one-note ballad performed by a violin in need of tuning. The volume ratcheted up quickly.

His fear and rage reached a crescendo, and his fight-or-flight instinct took over.

Until he did it, he hadn’t known what he was about to do:

Jake exploded.

Jagged spires erupted all over his metal skin; one for each Ravager.

Most of the smaller robots ruptured, sending dozens of fragments sailing through the void in dozens of directions, but a few of them stayed intact enough to remain impaled on the tips of the spires.

The spires slowly retracted into him, although Jake wasn’t sure he’d willed them to. He wasn’t sure he’d willed them to emerge in the first place.

Could it have been my subconscious?

He didn’t know. At any rate, no more Ravagers attacked. Either that had been the last of them, or the feat he’d just performed had convinced them to retreat.

Trying to still his racing heart, and to lower the furnace the dream had continued to simulate, Jake continued his voyage through the Belt, toward Hub.

He was attacked again by Ravagers less than ten minutes later. They quickly covered him, making alarming progress in their efforts to infiltrate the mech and rip Jake from it bodily.

At first, he couldn’t replicate the trick with the spires. But when his aggravation peaked, it happened once more, destroying his enemies in one fell swoop.

Ten minutes later, they attacked again.

Bronson had said that clouds of the robots had set a course for Eresos, but here more were, out in the Belt. With that in mind, as well as the attack on Hub, Jake realized that something fundamental had changed. Not just for the Belt, but for the entire Steele System.

It wasn’t safe here, anymore. And based on Bronson’s actions, the only military in the system was no longer devoted to the safety of the population.

If it had ever been.

Chapter 17

Avalanche

 

Lisa wiped a bead of sweat from her brow as she pulled herself up yet another sharp rise.

Navigating is brutal, here.

A few meters to her left, Rug easily stepped onto the rise, pulling herself up with her front paws. The rise was even steeper where she climbed it.

Helps to be a giant alien, I guess.

Fan, the Quatro acting as their guide on the journey to find the distant drifts, had said those drifts were “across the Barrens.” That had made Lisa expect a dramatic change in scenery—from desert to jungle, maybe, or lush wetlands.

But they’d flown a long way in the shuttles, and so far the terrain seemed basically indistinguishable from the Barrens. It was just as dry, just as uneven, and just as treacherous.

Andy probably would have made fun of her for not knowing much about Eresos’ geography and what to expect from it. But these lands reminded her of Alex’s landscape, and as they followed the Gatherers through them, she wished for a beetle.

The only reason she didn’t order a return to the shuttles was the fact that the Gatherers were clearly heading somewhere with purpose. And if they could make it wherever they were going, then so could whoever lived there, and so could the soldiers of Lisa’s militia.

“Careful, Vickers,” she called ahead. “Take that corner carefully.”

“Yes, ma’am.” Rodney Vickers was on point, and currently he was about to enter a ravine with steep, dusty-brown walls.

He crept forward, rocket launcher at the ready, and quickly scrambled back, falling on his backside as heavy machine gun fire tore up the ground where he’d been standing. The shoulder-fired rocket launcher fell to the ground with a wince-inducing crack.

“It’s an Ambler, ma’am, headed toward us!”

Lisa cursed. “Everyone, full retreat, now! Double-time!”

Exchanging glances with Tessa, she could tell the other woman grasped the situation just as well as she did, which wasn’t a surprise.

They’d just finished crossing a craggy, open expanse, which had been treacherous to traverse but which offered inconsistent cover.

There was no way they could take out the Ambler, not without losing most of the militia. She’d only heard reports of two ever being taken down in the history of Eresos—one by three full platoons of Darkstream soldiers, and another by Quatro, which had resulted in dozens of them dead.

There was a good chance that, if they tried to take one on here, they could all die.

That meant…

“We need to stay and hold it off if we can,” Lisa said. “Try to give the others time to cross that open terrain.” Just before the expanse, there’d been another ravine, narrower than the one ahead, which the Ambler would not be able to chase them through.

But traveling back to it is another matter altogether.

It had taken them ten minutes to cross the open region, while taking their time, and it would take at least five to do so again at a run—providing no one suffered any injuries.

“We have other problems,” Tessa said, pointing.

Lisa followed the gesture to a cliff face on her left—which their shuttle pilot was in the process of scaling.

“Incredible,” she muttered, then turned back to Tessa, eyebrows raised. “You got that?”

“I can shoot him down.” Tessa hefted her assault rifle. “Making the shot from here will be easy.”

“Tessa, will you cut it out?” Ever since Rug had learned about her past, Tessa’s unflinching bravery had turned into a recklessness that had Lisa constantly on edge. “There’s no way we’d get him across that terrain with a bullet wound. We sort of need him.”

The white-haired woman scowled, lowering her SL-17. Then she raised it again and shot the cliff just above the pilot, raining dirt and rock fragments down on his head. “Any higher and I’ll shoot you off that rock!” she yelled.

“You’ll never do it!” the Darkstream pilot shouted back. “You need me!” He kept climbing.

“Damn it,” Tessa spat, tossing her gun onto the ground.

“You need to climb up after him,” Lisa said, her words clipped.

For several long seconds, the older woman held her gaze, her face hard. Finally, she muttered, “Yes, ma’am,” and jogged stiffly toward the cliff.

Most of the militia had followed Lisa’s order to fall back across the open terrain, but Rug remained, as well as Rodney Vickers.

The Quatro stepped forward. “I will help you protect the others, Lisa Sato.”

Nodding, Lisa said, “Thank you, Rug.” Her gaze drifted up to the alien’s shoulders, where her energy weapons were still mounted.

“Can you use those things in this heat?” she asked. The Quatro lacked hands, but their brains were laced with superconducting fullerenes, allowing them to manipulate metals. Their power weakened dramatically as the temperature rose, however.

“I have turned down the pressure required to depress the trigger to the minimum setting possible,” Rug said. “I do not know for certain, as I’ve never attempted to operate them in this level of heat. But I will try.”

“Okay.” If Rug could make the weapon work, it could actually make a difference in holding off the Ambler. It would be the first time she knew of that energy guns had ever been used on one.

“It’s coming!” Vickers said.

Lisa looked. The Ambler was indeed stalking into view, swiveling, no doubt seeking its prey.

“Get back down to the lower level!” she yelled, scrambling back over the rise she’d recently climbed. The others followed. Rug had to crouch quite low to the ground to avoid exposing any part of her to the Ambler’s weapons.

Lisa could hear it as the giant mech strode toward them, sending a tremor through the ground with every step.

“Give me that,” Lisa said, nodding at the militia’s only rocket launcher, which Vickers had insisted on carrying from the shuttles.

The man frowned. “But…”

“Give it to me, Vickers. Now!”

Reluctantly, he handed it over, and Lisa gave him her SL-17. That done, she inspected the rocket launcher and saw that it seemed intact, even after Vickers had dropped it in his panic to escape the Ambler.

“Okay,” she said. “Here’s the plan. Rug, you pop up and distract the Ambler with your energy gun. Fire, duck, change your location, and repeat. Vickers, you fire on it if Rug is taking too much heat, and switch up your location, too.”

“What will you do?” Vickers said.

“The Ambler’s sticking close to the cliff on our left, and the way that cliff tapers outward at the top looks pretty unstable. I’m going to see if I can dislodge anything with a rocket, send it down on the Ambler’s head. Got it?”

“Got it!” Vickers said.

“I understand,” Rug said.

“Then go. Both of you!”

They spread out, firing on the Ambler from spots far enough away that Lisa wouldn’t get hit by errant shots from the mech.

Looks like Rug’s gun is working after all. Thank God.

But she couldn’t execute her part of the plan just yet.

She opened a two-way channel between her and Tessa. “Tessa, report!”

“He made it up the cliff, but I caught up to him. It’s pretty flat up here, so if you can make it back to the shuttles, you should be able to land one here to pick us up.”

A wave of relief washed over Lisa. “Excellent. How far away from the cliff are you?”

“He made it twenty meters before I caught up to him.”

“Drag him farther away from it, if you can. Sato out.”

She waited for Rug to unleash her next energy barrage, and when she did, Lisa popped up over the rise and scanned the cliff above the Ambler.

As she’d hoped, the energy weapon was doing some damage to the great war machine. It recoiled a little with each shot, and much of its front was singed from the hits it had already taken.

It staggered backward as Rug hit it again—right underneath a boulder that loomed overhead.

Lisa lined up the launcher and took her shot, aiming for the cliff just under the boulder and praying for it to collapse.

It did. The large rock tumbled down, connecting with the Ambler’s giant dome of a head and sending it stumbling into the open.

That was good, but the Ambler was far from finished, and now it had moved away from the cliff. As promising as Rug’s success with the energy weapon was, Lisa knew it couldn’t neutralize the enemy robot by itself.

“Rug, we need to drive it back to the cliff!”

“I am trying,” the Quatro shouted. “However, whenever I fire on it, the return fire forces me to stop. I need a bigger window.”

Racking her brain for a solution, Lisa glanced at Vickers. Then she shoved the launcher at him.

He accepted it, eyes gleaming. The assault rifle clattered to the hard ground, and Lisa picked it up.

“I’m going out there,” she said. “To distract it, and to take some pressure off Rug. She’ll use the opening to force the Ambler back against the cliff, and when she does, I need you to make it collapse on top of it. Think you can do that?”

“I was born to do that,” Vickers said, sounding breathless.

“Good.” She raised her voice. “Rug, you’re about to get your window!”

Lisa moved.

The Ambler seemed to notice her the moment she appeared above the rise, and it swiveled to turn autocannons on her.

Sprinting as hard as she could, Lisa felt shrapnel biting into her ankles as the enemy tore up the ground directly behind her.

I need to keep moving. If she didn’t, the Ambler would have the opportunity to cook her with its lasers. If it doesn’t decide to simply rip me apart with its autocannons.

“Rug!” she yelled, and it was all she had the breath for.

At last, the energy weapon started firing, and the Ambler was not in position to return fire. Instead, it sent random shots zipping through the air over Lisa’s head, and she fell into a prone position, scrambling to turn herself around and fire on the mech.

Her SL-17 probably didn’t contribute much, but the energy weapon was doing enough work for the both of them. The Ambler fell back, still trying to reorient itself to fire back at its tormentors.

Then, Vickers’ rocket hit, and it did exactly what Lisa had hoped. The top of the cliff gave way, sending a cascade of dirt and boulders crashing down onto the Ambler.

A particularly large boulder connected with its head, denting it and causing the massive machine to collapse. The avalanche soon blocked it from view.

“This is the best chance we’ll get!” Lisa screamed over the tumult. “Move, you two. Move!”

They turned to flee over the uneven terrain as fast as they could. Behind them, Lisa was sure she heard the pile of rocks shifting as the Ambler struggled to regain its feet.

Chapter 18

The Glades

 

He really needs to slow down. This is getting ridiculous.

In the thirty minutes Roach had given her to gather Oneiri Team, Ash had tried to get some additional Darkstream forces together for the mission to the Glades.

She’d failed, though, and it wouldn’t have mattered either way. The moment the five remaining MIMAS mechs of Oneiri Team gathered together outside the city gates, Chief Roach took off without another word, pounding across the grassy plains—far too fast for any ground unit that wasn’t a mech to keep up.

He’d barely altered his pace at all since then, and at some point Ash realized that he meant to reach the Glades today, and probably to engage the Quatro if he could find them before nightfall.

It took everything Ash had to keep up with Roach as they pounded through dense woods, dodging around massive trees, leaping over jagged stumps.

Even though it was the MIMAS that actually endured the strain of running this fast for this long, the mech dream translated the exertion into a visceral experience, so that it felt like she was the one whose endurance was being taxed.

It amounted to the same thing. With every mile, it became harder and harder to continue the breakneck pace, and it took just as much will for her to continue running as it would have if she’d been running in her own body.

In the meantime, her implant helpfully informed her that she hadn’t eaten since the modest breakfast she’d had early that morning.

Now, dusk lengthened shadows across Eresos’ surface, and her body needed nourishment. She’d be fine without it, but if Roach had been looking out for the wellbeing of his team he would have ordered a stop.

“What’s wrong with him?” Beth subvocalized over a two-way with Ash, and she could hear the tension in Paste’s voice—from the simulated exertion, no doubt, but probably also from the anxiety that stemmed from not knowing what Roach was planning. Ash certainly felt that, herself.

“I don’t know,” she rasped back. “He’s not the same as he was.”

“Think it’s something to do with that thing he lives inside, now?”

Ash considered that for a moment. “Not sure. He seemed to change even before that. When he came back half-dead from chasing that quad…his behavior worried me back then. Now, though…I don’t know. He’s different, for sure, no matter what’s causing it.”

“He needs to get his shit together. We’re counting on him. Everyone is.”

“I’m not sure he cares. About anything, other than killing Quatro.”

“Well, we have that in common.”

Ahead, the woods began to thin—a telltale sign of an upcoming glade, for which this region had taken its name. Not all the glades had villages, but this one did, according to Ash’s HUD.

Indeed, she soon spotted the first structure. And then the next.

Something struck her as odd, and at first, she couldn’t quite put her finger on it. Then, she had it:

There aren’t any lights on. It’s getting too late to get around unassisted. And not everyone would be inside. Not on a night like this.

Of course, a bulletin about Quatro in the area would have gone out to every village, and maybe this one had blacked out intentionally, to avoid attracting attention.

That makes sense. Still, an eerie feeling dogged her as they began to pass the first houses.

She used her S-level security clearance to access Darkstream’s database of implants and v-lenses. The company made and sold the devices everyone used to access the system net, and they took the liberty of tracking each one’s location, which was a fact known only to certain operatives.

If you had the knowhow, you could disable that ‘feature,’ but most people didn’t even know it existed in the first place, even though the fact of it was buried somewhere inside the End User License Agreement. The clause had even been published on the system net, but not many people spent their time on the system net reading articles about privacy and security issues.

When Ash consulted the database, she could find no indication that any v-lens or implant was active inside the entire village.

“It’s deserted,” Ash said.

Marco nodded in confirmation. Knowing him, he’d probably done the same thing she had.

Roach had stopped in the center of the village green, and now he revolved slowly, taking in the structures surrounding them.

From the way the other MIMAS mechs twitched, Ash could tell that they found Roach’s behavior just as creepy as she did.

A cracking came from Ash’s right, and she whirled just in time to see the quad that was crashing out of the building two meters away from her, eyes glowing bright red in the dark.

It charged, knocking her backward onto the ground while it sank lengthening claws into her mech’s shoulder.

The night sky flashed scarlet.

Chapter 19

Comet Four

 

Using the alien mech’s thrusters, Jake was capable of rapid acceleration—much faster than the comet hoppers—and in the void of space, there was nothing to impede that acceleration, other than the comets of the Belt. As long as he succeeded in avoiding those, he could pile speed on top of incredible speed.

Jake might have accelerated indefinitely, reaching Hub in astonishing time—if he’d had unlimited fuel. The alien mech was a technological wonder, and the dream had already highlighted comets as an excellent source of hydrogen fuel.

He availed of that, of course, but it did entail stopping, and after each refueling he needed to begin his acceleration all over again.

The Ravager attacks did not help matters, though they grew less frequent as he neared Hub.

That worried him, since it probably meant that any Ravagers in the neighborhood had been diverted to the effort to take out the only major settlement the Belt had.

Someone’s intent on scrubbing humanity from this system quickly.

But who? And why wasn’t Bronson more concerned? If he’d been Bronson, he would have prioritized the defense of Hub.

Losing it would represent a huge blow, strategically, since this was the system’s only presence out here. On the other hand, repelling the attackers would send a message that humanity was not to be trifled with.

Bronson has to listen to the board, I guess. But that didn’t mean Jake forgave the man for abandoning the people of Hub, and for ordering Jake to do the same.

At last, Hub came into view: seven large comets, all roughly the same size, and all connected to a central control center using super-strong nanotethers that were tens of thousands of kilometers long.

Hub’s design allowed for the addition of more comets without upsetting the structure’s rotation, and it allowed for their subtraction as well. In the event that something went catastrophically wrong with one comet, the other six would continue to spin, unaffected.

The comets averaged around a mile and a half in diameter. Residents used small craft to visit their neighbor comets, whether for business or pleasure. Each comet had a single landing bay, all of which faced inward—a testament to the fact that the inhabitants considered theirs to be a community cloistered from the rest of the universe.

And it pretty much is.

Except, now it was overrun by Ravagers—the peaceful paradise compromised, possibly ruined forever. Hub’s inhabitants had stopped posting updates of their plight shortly after the post Jake had read. He’d tried sending several messages, to his family, to old neighbors, to members of the Council, and to everyone else he could think of.

No one had responded.

Maybe I’m too late. Maybe everyone was already dead.

But he wasn’t prepared to entertain that thought. Not yet. Jake had designed his entire life around keeping his sister alive, and the idea that she might have been murdered by an alien robot instead of the carcinoma that they’d all been battling together for years…

He tried contacting his mother once again, and even though he was within real-time communications range now, Brianne Price still didn’t answer.

So he headed for the second-largest of the seven comets that formed Hub. It was called Comet Four, and it was also where he’d grown up.

When he jetted to the outer airlock, which was big enough to admit the old combat shuttles Bronson and the other rogue UHF captains had brought with them when they first fled to the Steele System, he found the hatch smashed open.

The minor violin note returned, from when he’d fought the Ravagers en route to here. This time, that was the only way the mech dream chose to represent his distress.

As though he needed an external indicator of the potent mix of shock and fear that raged within him.

The emergency backup hatch failed to engage.

In the event of a breach, the landing bay was supposed to enter Lockdown Mode, to prevent the comet’s atmosphere from escaping into space.

But it hadn’t. Instead, it had been expelled from the comet where Jake’s family lived in a great rush.

No one could have survived that.

Not unless they’d had advance warning of the attack, of course. There were emergency shelters, installed for exactly such an eventuality, and if you made it to them in time, you could make it. They were kept oxygenated, pressurized, and well-stocked with food and supplies.

At least, they’re supposed to be.

If his home comet had not been the first one attacked, it was possible his family had had enough advance notice to make it to a shelter. Doing that with all of the equipment and medicine necessary to keep Sue Anne alive would have made that tedious, but it was possible. 

A slim hope. But a hope nonetheless.

Jake jetted past the airlock and through the shuttle bay. The inner airlock was clogged up with everything from the comet that hadn’t been secured—a miscellany consisting of wooden boards, tools, speeders, and even the mangled corpses of livestock. The buildup didn’t create a perfect seal, though. Jake could see light shining through the barrier, meaning it wouldn’t have acted to preserve any of the comet’s oxygen.

He rocketed through the plug, flinging its contents every which way before the various objects hurtled once more toward the airlock, many of them continuing through to the landing bay before the barrier recreated itself.

Only as he’d crashed through had Jake realized that some of the corpses were human.

He tried to put the revelation out of his mind, and as he entered the comet, the Ocharium nanites inside his cells engaged with the Majorana fermions buried beneath the ground, which resulted in a simulated one G.

Of course, it shouldn’t have been that easy, given the giant alien mech that he piloted. But it was—the mech behaved as though it was subjected to one G, as well.

Does it contain Ocharium too? Or has it synced with my body’s experience of simulated gravity using some other method?

He didn’t know, and right now he had no time to puzzle over it.

Peering around his childhood home did nothing to alleviate his mounting anxiety. The central, artificial sun still lit everything as brightly as it always had, from its perch atop the thin spire that stretched up three-quarters of a mile. The ‘sun’ rested in the very center of the comet, and if anything had gone wrong with it, there would have been much bigger problems. A thermonuclear reactor powered it.

Jake could see basically everything in the comet from where he stood, which was true of anywhere you cared to stand inside it. The land curved up and away from him, and residences hung directly overhead, too—as well as copses of trees and lush, green fields.

At least, they’d once been lush. The tiny woods had mostly been burned, and many of the fields were scorched, too. Jake was sure the vegetation had lost much of its original color, also—probably because of the oxygen being vented out of the comet.

Ravagers crawled all over, wreaking destruction wherever they could.

And when his eyes fell on his family’s house, he saw that it had been blasted apart, with only charred ruins left of his childhood home.

Chapter 20

Whirlwind of Metal

 

Ash tried to buck off her assailant, but the quad was far too heavy, and with it pinning her she couldn’t bring any of her weapons to bear.

The Quatro mech’s claws dug deep into the circuitry and servomotors of Ash’s shoulder, causing the dream to go berserk, in a way she’d never seen it do before.

As two more cracking sounds signaled more quads breaking out of structures, one of her fellow MIMAS pilots rocketed into the one pinning her down.

The thing seemed to be ready for the maneuver, and it only shifted a meter before producing spikes to fire from its shoulders, straight at the MIMAS that had helped Ash, which her HUD said was piloted by Henrietta Jin.

Henrietta extended both her bayonets, knocking the spikes aside before they hit her. With that, she used her right bayonet to parry a swipe from one of the quad’s mighty paws before thrusting forward with her left, putting her weight behind it.

The blade plunged into the enemy’s metal chest, the fluid metal surface seeming to peel back in alarm before attempting to expel the bayonet. But Henrietta took a step forward, sinking her blade farther in.

By now, Ash had regained her feet, and she circled around to the right, training her lasers on the alien’s flank.

The quad writhed, seeming to panic, and Ash brought all her focus to bear, making sure she kept the beams on that one spot.

Something hit her from behind, knocking her forward, and then the quad managed to wrench away from Henrietta’s assault, turning tail and fleeing.

Extending her bayonets, Ash whipped around savagely, swiping at whatever had attacked her with the sharp edge.

Her blade found a Quatro neck, and she followed through, parting it from the alien’s shoulders. The massive, headless body slumped to the ground.

I got lucky with that one.

But more Quatro rushed in between the buildings, and Oneiri was instantly surrounded by the massive aliens, who crashed against them like a purple tide.

“They were waiting to ambush us!” Ash grunted as she dropped to one knee, turning a Quatro’s charge against it by sending it up and over her. She surged upward, and though the effort felt clumsy and awkward, it messed up the Quatro’s landing. That gave Ash time to detach her heavy machine gun from her back and riddle the alien with bullets.

“Typical Quatro behavior,” Henrietta said. She hadn’t retracted her bayonets yet, choosing instead to plunge them repeatedly into whatever Quatro deigned to come at her.

“The good news is, I think we have your nickname,” Ash said as she continued to shoot the Quatro she’d tossed. It was now staggering toward her.

“Oh God. This should be good.”

“Razor. For the way you shave these Quatro so good!”

Henrietta chuckled. “It’s actually not bad.”

Another Quatro leapt at Ash, knocking her gun sideways, and if she hadn’t stopped firing instantly she would have hit Henrietta.

Incensed, Ash sent a metal fist into the Quatro’s face, causing blood to spray. It reared back, shaking its head, and she jammed the heavy machine gun in its face, pulling the trigger.

The beast’s head exploded, sending brain and viscera to splatter against Ash’s metal skin.

Two down. She searched for her next target.

It didn’t take her very long to find one. Most of the other mechs were faring much worse than she was. She couldn’t see Richaud and Beth, but a massive pile of writhing Quatro gave her a good idea of where they might be.

Firing a couple grenades into that dogpile, she moved to lend Spirit a hand, mowing down a Quatro before it could complete its headlong charge into his backside.

He was engaged with two other foes, and didn’t seem to notice the assist. I never get any credit, Ash reflected sardonically, shifting the gun toward her next target.

Then, she saw Chief Roach, and she quickly realized that as hard as the rest of Oneiri Team had it, they were playing on easy mode.

Roach was taking on three quads at once—and he was winning.

A whirlwind of metal and ordnance, Roach sent fragment after fragment of himself hurtling toward his opponents, whose measured movements spoke of respect for their adversary.

Ash began to turn to see whether she could help the mechs pinned underneath the Quatro, but before she could, she witnessed one of the quads foolishly charge at Roach, in a desperate attempt to run him through with the lance that sprouted from its chest as it ran.

It succeeded in impaling him, right where Roach would have been—if he’d still had a human body.

As it was, the attack only gave him the proximity he needed to swing two newly morphed scythes down at the quad.

Both blades sank deep into the quadruped mech, and when Roach removed them, it fell lifelessly to the ground.

One of the remaining quads let out a strange sound, which resembled a cross between a roar and a smoker’s cough.

The rest of the Quatro instantly extracted themselves from the battle with Oneiri, following the two quads Roach hadn’t killed yet as they fled the village.

“To me!” Roach called, and a thrill shot through Ash—at their sudden victory but also at the fact that Roach was acknowledging that he needed them. That they functioned best as a team.

“They’ll attack other villages if we let them escape,” he went on. “We must run them down.”

As the Quatro fled, Roach took aim at one of their backsides with arms that rapidly became energy cannons.

Blue light lanced forward, and the rear third of a Quatro simply incinerated.

“Move!” Roach screamed, and they did.

Chapter 21

The Gatherers

 

They’d almost reached the safety of the narrow ravine when the Ambler managed to extract itself from the pile of rubble Vickers had rained down on it.

It began to fire on them immediately, and Lisa ordered the others to randomize their movements as much as they could—right before she took a bullet herself.

It hit her in the upper back, and the shock and impact of it sent her to her knees as she muffled a scream with the back of her hand.

Ahead, the mouth of the ravine swam in the heat, as though taunting her.

So close…so far.

Rug swung her head to register what had happened, and when she did, the Quatro’s eyes went wide. “Lisa Sato!” she hissed.

With that, she about-turned, faster than Lisa would have thought possible for a Quatro. Then she ran back toward the Ambler, rearing up to place her paws on a steep rise.

“Help her, Rodney Vickers!” Rug yelled without turning. “I will hold off this metal beast for as long as I can.”

“Rug,” Lisa managed to yell. “No!”

“Go, Lisa Sato. I will not behave recklessly in this. But I also refuse to let this contraption cut our friendship short.”

Nothing can cut our friendship short, Rug. No matter what happens.

But Lisa accepted Vickers’s help at last, and she hobbled stiffly over the uneven terrain.

Thankfully, the land trended mostly downward. Even so, Vickers had to help her descend by holding the back of her jumpsuit for as long as he could before she touched down.

It wasn’t long before they had to go down over a rise large enough that she had to drop for more than a meter.

When she hit the ground, spasms of pain racked her body, and she was unable to keep her footing. She shook on the ground, hands curling uselessly at nothing.

Vickers landed beside her, and he didn’t ask whether she was ready to continue—he simply hoisted her up by her armpits and they kept hobbling along, somehow.

She was glad he didn’t ask. It was exactly how she wanted the soldiers she’d trained to act, actually. Wasting time on mercy or sympathy at a time like this would only kill Rug, or possibly all three of them. Either Lisa could make it in time or she couldn’t, and it would be much better if she could.

At last, they reached the ravine, and Lisa immediately opened up a wide channel, not bothering to take the time to configure a two-way: “Rug! We’re in! Now you come back, too.”

But the Quatro was already bounding toward them across the terrain, armor-piercing rounds from the Ambler’s twin autocannons tearing up the ground all around her.

Lisa had Vickers help her scrabble away from the entrance to the ravine—just in time. Rug barreled through, arresting her momentum several meters in.

“Let’s keep going,” Lisa said. “We’re still not completely safe.”

As though to confirm her words, more bullets bit into the rock face of the ravine mouth, sending flecks of stone flying through the air.

It took them an hour more at Lisa’s hobbled pace to get back to the shuttles, where the rest of the militia awaited them, unharmed.

Lisa’s chest swelled with pride, then—at her own actions.

It’s okay to take pride in your own work, her father’s voice told her inside her head. In her own voice, she added: Especially when that work results in saving your friends.

“We need to send a shuttle for Tessa,” Lisa said through gritted teeth. “I’ll go with that shuttle. Rug, you can stay with the one we came in, and we’ll return with its pilot soon.”

The Quatro studied her with solemn eyes. “No, Lisa Sato. I would share a shuttle with you and Tessa Notaras once more.”

Returning the alien’s gaze, Lisa marveled at the magnanimity of the Quatro—the capacity to forgive.

If we were all like Rug, the world would be a much happier, much safer place.

“All right, then. Come on.”

Lisa ordered their new shuttle pilot to take the long way around to pick up Tessa and the rogue pilot. She didn’t feel like having to worry about Ambler fire twice in one day.

They found Tessa and the pilot exactly where Tessa had said they’d be, and as usual, the older woman had the situation well in hand. The pilot sat with his hands over the back of his head, which was tucked between his knees.

“Look at me,” Lisa ordered, her voice cold. She leaned against Rug, who’d tried to tell her to stay inside the shuttle, but she’d insisted on coming out.

The pilot refused to budge.

“Look at her, Slime,” Tessa said, and now the pilot did look. The white-haired soldier smiled. “I’ve been passing the time by teaching him to heed me.”

“He’d better learn to heed all of us,” Lisa said, her voice strained.

Tessa squinted at her. “You all right?”

“I’m fine.”

“She’s been shot, Tessa Notaras,” Rug said.

“I see. We’d better get that seen to, then.” Tessa paused, studying the Quatro with wary eyes. “How are we, Rug?”

“We remain part of the same drift, and our friendship remains intact.”

Bowing her head, Tessa said, “Thank you. Thank you, so much.”

“You’ve got some guts,” Lisa said to the pilot, her voice even tighter. “You knew about that Ambler being down there, didn’t you?”

The pilot didn’t answer, his face looking paler by the second.

“He did,” Tessa said. “He told me all about it while we waited. Came to find himself very loose-tongued during our time together, did Slime.”

Lisa decided not to probe too deeply into that statement. “We still need him to fly the shuttle,” she said. “But we need to start double-checking everything he claims.”

“Oh, I doubt he’ll try something like that again,” Tessa said. She paused before adding, somewhat grudgingly: “But I see the wisdom in what you’re saying.”

Inside the shuttle, Tessa inspected Lisa’s bullet wound. “Your shoulder’s a mess. Looks like the round only clipped it, though—it didn’t actually go through. Otherwise, you wouldn’t have a shoulder anymore. Those autocannons fire armor-piercers.”

“Can you do anything for it?”

“I can dress it, in the old-fashioned way. Iatric nanobots would be ideal, but since we don’t have a nanotechnician with us, we’ll have to make do with what we can scrounge from the medkits.”

Within a half hour, they were underway again—hundreds of feet in the air, scanning the terrain for signs of the Gatherer convoy.

They picked it up again two miles past the ravine where they’d encountered the Ambler. This time, Lisa and Tessa pored over the landscape themselves, looking for signs of enemies.

They found none, so they decided to risk touching down and continuing their investigation. It was possible the same Ambler would find them again, but hopefully not. If it did, maybe they’d be able to finish it off, this time.

Lisa didn’t actually believe that. But their mission was too important to suffer further delays.

“I think you should stay behind,” Tessa said.

“Like hell,” Lisa said. “I’m coming, too.”

“Lisa,” Tessa said, leveling a characteristically stern glare at her.

“Don’t try that with me, Tessa. I’m not a little girl anymore. I don’t cling to your apron strings like I used to. Like it or not, I lead this militia, and I’m not being taken off this mission.”

Tessa didn’t argue any further, though Lisa did hear her mutter, “I’d look ridiculous in an apron.”

The shuttles touched down, and they picked up the Gatherer trail once more.

After twenty minutes of trailing them, the Gatherers disappeared into a tunnel that was naturally concealed by the terrain—cast in shadow by an overhang.

“We’re going in,” Lisa said, and that was that.

Rug insisted on taking point, and Nail joined her, along with Pen, Fan, and most of the other Quatro that hadn’t stayed behind to guard the shuttle pilots, all ten of whom they’d corralled inside the same shuttle for easy monitoring. Next came the human portion of the militia. The rest of the Quatro brought up the rear.

For a time, all that could be heard was the tromp of boots, the soft but audible padding of Quatro paws, and the skittering of the Gatherers.

Then, a scream broke the silence, from directly behind Lisa.

She whirled around, and she gasped, the shock causing fresh pain to shoot down her back, emanating from her injury.

One of the Gatherers had impaled Rodney Vickers.

Chapter 22

Shower of Shrapnel

 

Lisa reacted without thinking, switching her SL-17 to fully automatic and opening fire on the Gatherer attacking Vickers. She unloaded a full magazine into the thing, swapped in another one from her belt, and kept firing.

The Gatherer withdrew the thin blade with which it had skewered Vickers, turned to Lisa, and advanced toward her. Behind it, Vickers slumped to the tunnel floor, clutching his midsection and trailing blood down the rock wall.

Taking a step backward, Lisa continued to unload on the alien robot. At last, when she’d spent almost two full magazines on it, it burst apart in a shower of shrapnel, some of which pinged off the front of Lisa’s jumpsuit.

She nearly tripped over the Gatherer behind her, then, and she dodged ahead just in time to evade the swipe of a claw, freshly grown just for her.

Accidents involving the Gatherers were not unheard of, and she’d read plenty of news reports about people losing property to the things. There’d even been a few people who’d lost their lives to the machines.

But other than clearing the path between whatever resources they were collecting and the deposit sites, the Gatherers had never been known to use their transforming ability to shape weapons for intentional use against foes of any kind.

Before this, Lisa had only known the robots to have one function.

Now, she knew better.

She managed to roll a sizable rock off the tunnel floor and into her hand, which she hurled at the Gatherer that was inching toward her, now wielding four claws, each at the end of a ropey, metallic limb.

The rock connected squarely with the thing, knocking it back, and causing the sinewy limbs to flail in a way that would have been comical under other circumstances.

Lisa reached for one of the grenades clipped to her belt, but thought better of it. In these tight confines, that would have endangered her companions. Instead, she resumed the same approach as before, peppering the thing with bullets while walking backward.

She still had to swap in a second magazine to finish the job, and the Gatherer surged forward as she did. When her back connected with the rock face, panic surged through Lisa, and she desperately tried to click the magazine into place.

At last, she got it, opening fire. This Gatherer only took two rounds from the second magazine before exploding.

Either the rock helped, or my aim’s getting better.

She spotted Rug to her right, contending with three of the beasts. The Quatro blasted one clean apart with her energy weapon, and then she swiped at another as it leapt toward her, knocking it into the rock and causing it to shatter in a satisfying cascade of sparks and shrapnel.

Even though Rug had vanquished it, the second Gatherer had managed to bloody Rug’s paw, and the third latched onto her side, ripping savagely into flesh.

Wincing, Lisa fired at the thing, praying she didn’t harm her friend in the process.

She got one round in before Rug yelled, “Stop!”

Lisa did, and the Quatro slammed the Gatherer against the rock—once, twice.

The robot finally disintegrated with the second blow.

“Let me see,” Lisa said, reaching for Rug’s side, which glistened with blood in the dim light provided by their jumpsuits.

“No time,” Rug said, charging at a Gatherer that was menacing Tessa. The Quatro batted it against the wall, where it exploded.

Nodding at Rug, Tessa turned to fire on another Gatherer with a shotgun.

Ten minutes later, the battle was over, with all the Gatherers destroyed.

But not without exacting an awful toll on Lisa’s militia. When she finally made it to him, Rodney Vickers stared into space with glassy eyes. Lisa was just closing his eyelids with her fingers when she heard a shriek from behind her.

She turned to see Beatie Anderson—a good soldier—holding her own intestines in her hands.

“End it,” Anderson moaned. “Please, please.”

Lisa shot a glance behind her shoulder, feeling helpless.

I can’t do this. No way I can do this.

Her gaze found Tessa, who was already walking past, her features tightening as she drew her pistol to place it against Anderson’s head.

“Goodbye, friend,” Tessa said. “You served well.”

Anderson only sobbed, until the shot rang out, and she fell backward, her skull glancing off a rock with a sickening crack. She still clutched her innards between her fingers.

Turning to face Lisa, Tessa reholstered her pistol.

“I—” Lisa said, and it came out as a croak. Her chin wobbled, and she felt like sitting on the tunnel floor and crying.

You lead these people, Lisa Sato. Get it together. Now.

“This…” She swallowed. “What does this mean? The Gatherers…they’ve never…”

“It means things just got a lot more dire on this planet,” Tessa answered, and Lisa thought she could hear the “girl” that she didn’t add. “And we’ve only just arrived.”

Rug joined them. “We must move forward. If these Gatherers were reprogrammed by my people to bring more resources to them, then those Quatro could be in danger. More will be coming.”

Lisa nodded, wiping her eyes on her upper arm. “Neutralize every Gatherer we encounter. We won’t let them travel among us like that anymore. They won’t get that advantage again.”

She didn’t know whether the others found her words comforting, but they did nothing for her, personally. They couldn’t bring back Vickers, or Anderson.

Checking over her assault rifle, she moved to take the lead as they progressed down into the pitch-black of underground.

Chapter 23

Cordage

 

As fast as the MIMAS mechs were, the quads were faster, and so, it seemed, were the Quatro in general.

We’ve never had the problem of having to chase them before, Ash reflected.

Probably, Chief Roach would have been able to catch up to them on his own, but he seemed newly attuned to the need for Oneiri Team to continue functioning as a united force.

Facing down fifty plus Quatro will do that.

That said, Roach had performed more than admirably while taking on three quads simultaneously. Even before fusing with the alien mech, the man had possessed battle calm in spades, but now his movements spoke of an entity that interfaced with battle, making it dance to a tune he played.

The moment they’d lost sight of their quarry, Marco had projected the enemy’s probable trajectory and deduced that they were headed straight for Cordage, another Glades village.

“I wonder if it’s a fluke, that their escape route is taking them toward another settlement,” Henrietta said when Marco shared the news.

“I doubt it, Razor,” Roach said. “I’d bet the Quatro have extensive intel on this area.”

Again, Roach surprised Ash by using the nickname she’d only just come up with for Henrietta Jin.

He really is making an effort to reintegrate with the team.

She experienced a glimmer of hope, then.

Maybe we can win this thing, after all.

They reached the village as dawn was breaking, the trees thinning once more, giving way to structures. Now that she could see them without engaging her night vision, and she had time to actually study them for a second, Ash saw that the homes were designed to match the forest, with logs that had not been cut to give that right-angle, rectangular look most buildings had. Instead, they cascaded down the buildings in waves. Somehow, the resulting aesthetic managed to appear elegant rather than ramshackle.

There was no sign of Quatro anywhere, though Ash now knew better than to take that as a reason to relax.

Still, a few villagers had already emerged from their homes into the early morning. The first person Oneiri came across was cutting wood behind what was presumably her home.

When she noticed the mechs approaching, she dropped her ax, wavering as though about to flee, her skin paling.

“You,” Roach barked. “Have there been any sign of Quatro around here?” He said it as though she wasn’t looking at them like they were a host of demons descending on her village for the sole purpose of wreaking havoc and bringing torment.

Her voice shook as she answered: “N-no, sir. No Quatro here.”

Roach grunted, marching past her, causing the pile of wood she’d stacked to tremble with each step. With the third step, it toppled over.

Crouching near the woman, Ash restacked the wood, though she wasn’t sure the new pile resembled the old one very much. The logs felt likes twigs beneath her metal fingers, and she was having trouble with the delicate motions the operation required.

She stood up again, clearing her throat. “Uh—don’t mind Dynamo, ma’am. Diplomacy never was his strong suit. I’m Steam.” She was about to extend her hand before thinking better of it, fearful that she’d crush the woman’s tiny digits in her grasp.

“Bethany,” the woman said, mouth agape.

Ash exchanged looks with Beth, who stood nearby. Beth’s MIMAS tilted its head sideways.

“Bethany,” Ash said, smiling inside her mech. “What a nice name.”

They followed Roach through to the center of the village, where he was in the midst of questioning another villager.

The man quaked where he stood, and the rest of the village green was conspicuously empty of other villagers.

I wonder why, Ash thought sarcastically as she heard a door slam shut nearby.

Inserting herself between the alien mech and the man as carefully as she could, Ash craned her neck to stare up at the behemoth Roach had become.

“Uh, sir? Hi. What have you discovered?”

“I was just in the middle of asking this guy about the Quatro.” Roach moved his hand, as though to nudge Ash out of the way.

“Uh, yes,” she said, catching his hand by the wrist. “But—it doesn’t look like the Quatro have been here, does it? I’m not sure further questioning is necessary.”

“Hmm,” Roach said. “I guess not. We should search the surrounding terrain.”

“Good! Good idea. Let’s let these people get back to their daily tasks.”

Nodding curtly, Roach turned to march off the village green.

The man’s gaze switched rapidly back and forth from Roach to Ash to Roach again. Behind him, a Gatherer trundled toward a collection facility.

“Have a nice day, sir,” she said. “Best wishes.” She snapped off a jaunty little salute and followed the chief.

God. That was awful. Looks like I’m getting pretty terrible at diplomacy myself.

A scream rose up behind her, and she turned, extending her bayonets instinctively.

The Gatherer had abandoned its course toward the collection facility to tackle the man. It reared above him, blades snaking out from its ever-shifting surface.

Ash didn’t think—she just acted. Her right hand segmented, retracting to rest against her wrist, and she spun up that rotary autocannon. Armor-piercing rounds caught the Gatherer in the side, causing it to disintegrate instantly.

Shaking even worse than before, the man managed to regain his feet.

“Are you hurt, sir?” Ash called.

“N-no…” he said, staring down at himself. “I don’t think…”

She turned back to Roach, who’d stopped just beyond the village green, standing perfectly immobile in that somewhat creepy way he had.

Neither of them said anything.

Slowly, Ash turned to see how the other MIMAS pilots were reacting.

They were also standing stock-still, and though Ash couldn’t see their expressions, she’d become accustomed enough to their body language while inside the mechs that she could tell they felt as shocked as she did.

Marco was the first to speak:

“The ramifications of this…they really, really don’t look good.”

You said a mouthful.

Chapter 24

Crescendo

 

Something strange happened when Jake beheld the ruins of his childhood home.

As he was beginning to become accustomed to, the alien mech dream represented his anguish in a number of novel ways. In addition to the rising minor note played by a long-neglected violin, it also treated him to the sensation of bugs crawling all over his skin, coating him completely. Writhing there, as though they were a second suit that separated his physical body from the mech.

That caused his anguish to spike even more, which in turn caused the piercing violin note to crescendo more sharply, and it granted the insects tiny pincers, which they used to dig up small scoops of his skin, in a journey toward his organs that would be as slow as it was painful.

To top it all off, the dream granted him the sensation of breathing great lungfuls of tear gas.

The feedback loop continued for some time, resisting his every effort to arrest its escalation.

Finally, he lost control entirely. He charged across the gently curving terrain in great leaps and bounds, straight toward his wrecked childhood home.

His mounting rage and torment obliterated all thought, all consciousness, even though he remained aware of everything he was doing.

The main difference was that he was no longer the one piloting the mech. Nor was the mech piloting itself—instead, his raging emotions alone steered his actions. In part, he was fleeing those emotions, and in larger part, he was channeling them.

The Ravagers began to notice his charge, and as they did they scampered across the fields toward him. They, too, appeared to enjoy gravity inside the comet.

Some of the robots directly overhead used their powerful legs to try leaping past the artificial sun, in an attempt to skip the terrain they’d otherwise have to cross to reach Jake. The first few that tried it were jerked downward again by gravity.

Then, one of them made it—it jumped high enough to reach the tip of the spire that held the artificial sun aloft, so that gravity reversed its pull, sending the Ravager hurtling toward Jake.

His right arm became a massive pillar, which he swung in a broad arc, connecting with the robot as it fell and pulverizing it into fine dust.

The insects had acquired stingers in addition to their pincers, and they put them to use immediately, driving them into Jake’s flesh at random intervals. The stingers seemed to produce a small quantity of venom—at least, if the subcutaneous fire Jake experienced was any indication.

Casting his gaze wildly around him, Jake saw that dozens more Ravagers raced across the comet toward him, along with several more who leapt against the gravity, attempting the same trick his first attacker had managed.

Within seconds, dozens of Ravagers became hundreds.

Where are they all coming from?

Had they been hiding inside the dying woods? Were they burrowed inside the thirty meters of soil that separated the comet’s living space and its icy exterior, providing nutrients for crops and protecting against space radiation?

It was a mystery he lacked the time to solve. The first wave of Ravagers hit him, and he became a windmill of death, four blades protruding from him to slice through robot after robot as he spun around and around. Some of them disintegrated as the first one had, and others merely exploded to send machine parts hurtling across the land, each arm or leg or elbow or servomotor flying like a baseball hit by a home-run slugger.

More Ravagers hit him from above, then, and Jake retracted the blades so that he could bring his hands into play once again, though enlarged slightly, making it all the easier to crush the robots the moment he caught them.

If he only crushed them a little, he could flick them at other oncoming robots, channeling all of his rancor into the throw and causing both robots involved to rupture in a fantastic blizzard of metal fragments.

Eventually, he killed enough Ravagers that they came to respect him, despite their kamikaze tendencies. They waited for their fellows to arrive, now, bunching together, no doubt in the hopes of overwhelming Jake in a single unified flood.

He would not have it. Instead, he ordered his arms to become cannons that were disproportionate with his body. In truth, they were ridiculously large, but it was also what his disproportionate emotions called for just then.

He began to blast the Ravagers, each shot representing incredible overkill. Every thick bolt of energy took out not only the target but several around it, leaving wide craters in the ground.

The thought occurred to Jake that he risked blowing holes in the comet itself, creating more openings to the void beyond. If he did that, he would make it harder for any survivors to turn the comet back into something that resembled their home.

There are no survivors, something whispered into his ear, and this time he was certain it wasn’t his own thought, even though he acknowledged the truth of what it said. There’s only you and the death you deal. You’ll die too, soon enough, but your death will be worthy.

Jake didn’t die—not then, anyway. He couldn’t have said how long it took, but he managed to clear all of the Ravagers, and when the task was done he collapsed to the ground, the alien mech curling into a tight ball, clutching itself as the insects and the heat and the minor note overcame everything.

After an eternity, the pain subsided, and the insects receded into whatever dimension they’d come from.

Wearily, Jake dragged himself to his feet to trudge across the comet, across fields and through withering woods, until he arrived at the hidden emergency shelter that he knew was located near the Council chambers.

He used his implant to submit his identity as a native of this comet to the computer. It recognized him, and the wide, horizontal entrance slid open to admit him into the airlock, the grassy field that covered it splitting in two.

Gently, he lowered his mech into the chamber below. He had to crouch to allow the hatch to close again, and when it did, the chamber pressurized, filling with oxygen.

“Let me out,” he ordered the mech.

Nothing happened.

“Let me out!”

It heeded him, this time, though he wasn’t sure what had been different about his second request. A ramp lowered from the front of the mech, just as it had before, and Jake crawled out.

He used his implant to order the inner airlock door to lower—this one was vertical, and it led into the emergency shelter that served as the last resort for residents.

When the hatch sank low enough, it revealed the face of Brianne Price, her lower lip trembling.

“Jake,” she mouthed, though he couldn’t hear her voice over the clank of the hatch.

At last, it was open, and he ran to her.

Chapter 25

Definitely Fearless

 

Instead of searching the terrain surrounding the village, Roach decided they would remain to defend it instead.

Well, actually, Ash and the others had lobbied him to stay here, and at last he relented.

“It’s possible the Gatherer attack was a freak malfunction,” Ash had said. “And it may never happen again. But unlike the Amblers, they’ve never done anything like this before.”

Inside his mech, Marco had nodded. “Plus, this was where we thought the Quatro were going to attack, and they still might. There haven’t been any reports of them striking anywhere else. So let them come here.”

“We’re ready for them, all right,” Henrietta said, raising her metal fists a little before dropping them by her sides once more.

“Maybe we should contact Bronson,” Ash said. “About the Gatherers.”

“Go ahead,” Roach said. “I’m done with that asshole.” With that, he walked away, headed for the perimeter of the village.

“Uh…” Henrietta said, watching him go. “I assume he’s not going to leave on us?”

“I don’t think so,” Ash said, also staring at the alien mech’s back. “I think he’s back with Oneiri for good.”

“Our fearless leader once more,” Henrietta added.

“He’s definitely fearless,” Richaud said, before sauntering away himself, in the opposite direction.

Ash also left, strolling aimlessly throughout the village as she attempted to raise Bronson using her implant.

Before long, the captain walked alongside her in the dream, looking minuscule beside her mech, though carrying himself no less confidently for that.

“What can I do for you, Seaman Apprentice Sweeney?”

She glanced down at him. “Isn’t it about time I got promoted to Seaman, sir?”

Staring up at her, the corner of Bronson’s mouth quirked. “Processing promotions have gotten pushed to the back burner for now, I’m afraid. We’ve been unusually busy, lately.”

“Fair enough,” she said, nodding, although the fact that she’d commanded Oneiri Team in Roach’s place seemed a little incongruous with her low rank. “I’m contacting you to report a strange incident with one of the Gatherers, here in Cordage. In short, it appeared to divert itself from the collection facility in order to randomly attack a resident.”

“I see. Cordage doesn’t have a Darkstream contract. Did you know that?”

“I…I’m afraid I don’t see how that’s relevant, sir.”

“Well, I just think it would be useful for you to mention to them that if they had one, they wouldn’t have to worry about attacks, from Gatherers or from anyone else. They could rest easy, even after Oneiri Team leaves.”

Ash paused. “Is that an order, sir?”

“Sure. It’s an order.”

“All right, then.” She resisted the urge to clear her throat, concerned it would serve as a vehicle for her true feelings about Bronson’s words. “How is Jake, sir?”

“Price went rogue. I left him behind in the Belt.”

She stopped walking. “You left him behind? How will he survive out there? Did you leave him with a shuttle and supplies? Does Darkstream have a jail out there, or something? What do you mean by ‘left behind,’ exactly?”

Peering up at her, Bronson said, “What do you mean, sir.”

“Yes, sir.”

“I’m afraid the details of Price’s defection are classified.”

The dream pulsed to reflect Ash’s accelerating heartbeat. “Sir…Jake Price is my teammate and my friend. I’d like to—”

“He’s also the least of your concerns, Sweeney. You’re in the middle of a war. Time to get it together.”

To that, she had no reply.

“A report just came in that Peppertree is under attack by Quatro. That’s near you, meaning it’s almost certainly the group you recently encountered. Peppertree also doesn’t have a contract with Darkstream. In fact, they switched to one with Red Company—an arrangement that’s in the process of failing them. Your orders are to swoop in, save the day, and persuade the council there that renewing their contract with us is in their best interests. It’s a double win: we reclaim our contract and we send a message to other villages about who really has their backs.”

Ash shook her head. “Sir…with everything that’s going on, is customer acquisition really our main concern, here?”

“Our main concern, Sweeney, is a strong Darkstream, and this helps us reinforce that. A strong Darkstream means a stable system and a safe people. Have you forgotten that?”

“No, sir,” Ash muttered.

“Good. Now get going.”

Chapter 26

Peppertree

 

Gabe had run out of time for Darkstream executives and officers, especially Captain Bob Bronson.

Nevertheless, their interests coincided with his for now, and there was no use denying that. For differing reasons, they both wanted Quatro dead, and Gabe was happy to make that happen.

So he didn’t argue when Sweeney came to him with the proposed mission.

“Let’s go,” he said simply. “I want to leave now.”

“Now” ended up meaning twenty minutes later, after Sweeney had gathered the rest of Oneiri from whatever parts of the village they’d wandered off to. They had to check over their mechs’ critical systems, as well.

Gabe regarded them as they did so, remaining perfectly still, even though he felt excruciatingly restless.

He did end up developing a reservation about the mission, though, and it came in the form of Jess, appearing to him for the first time since he’d fused with the alien mech.

“Don’t go to that village,” Jess said, peering up at him, her face solemn.

He didn’t react—he’d mastered his emotions better than that a long time ago, and he only ever reacted to stimulus he knew posed an immediate danger. No, he stayed just as steady and still as he had before.

Unfortunately, his stillness did not reflect an inner calm. What was left of his human body—its circulatory system and its nervous system—pulsed with tension, and a chorus of whispers rose up, uttering a multitude of contradictory statements, trying to jerk him every which way and yet in no direction at all.

“Well?” Jess asked. “Are you going to answer me? It’s impolite to ignore someone after they’ve given you a warning.”

It occurred to Gabe, suddenly, that this mech he’d joined with might have been made by allies of the Quatro. What if it was designed to corrupt him—to lead him astray with hallucinations like this one, which resembled his lost love exactly?

“You’re not there,” he ground out at last. “And you’re not Jess. You’re something that’s trying to stop me from getting my revenge.”

With that, Jess vanished, and Gabe looked beyond the spot where she’d been standing, to the rest of Oneiri.

They’d stopped whatever they’d been doing to stare at him. Sweeney’s and Beth’s heads were both cocked to the side.

“Sir…?” Henrietta Jin said. “You all right?”

“I’m fine,” Gabe growled. “Are you ready or not?”

“Ready, sir,” Richaud Lafontaine said, and the rest echoed the sentiment.

“Then let’s go.”

He took off into the woods, and his augmented hearing told him that behind him, the others followed, their footfalls displacing undergrowth and splintering roots.

At a full-on run, it took them fewer than thirty minutes to reach the village whose council had elected to switch their defense contract from Darkstream over to Red Company.

It wasn’t hard to discern how that was working out for them. Quatro surrounded the small glade where the village had been built, firing on the structures where Red Company fighters were huddled, doing their best to return fire in the face of the brutal onslaught.

Oneiri Team got to work.

Gabe had no qualms about attacking the Quatro before they knew of his presence, and he knew the MIMAS pilots wouldn’t, either. If a soldier didn’t capitalize on every last advantage that presented itself, he wouldn’t be doing his job.

His entire frame became a spinning blade of razor sharpness, cutting through three Quatro who’d arranged themselves conveniently in a row. His edge laid them open, causing scarlet viscera to plop out onto the ground, and Gabe assumed a humanoid shape once again as he completed the attack.

Too easy. Where are those quads?

He cast about for them, wading through the ranks of Quatro, dispatching the unclad Quatro almost as an afterthought.

If the Quatro had fled once again the moment they’d detected Oneiri’s presence, that wouldn’t have surprised him. But they didn’t, and that did surprise him.

Instead of retreating, they redoubled their efforts, tightening the noose around Peppertree, charging between the buildings to savage the Red Company fighters with massive fangs and claws.

That only fed into Oneiri’s efforts, and they tightened a noose of their own, closing in on the Quatro ranks to continue eviscerating them.

Still no quads to be found. Were they on the opposite side of the village? Why would they let their naked brethren fall in droves like this?

He turned to give Lafontaine the order to loop around the village in an attempt to track down the quads.

As he did, something shifted.

Richaud Lafontaine became a Quatro, slavering with bloodlust.

Suddenly, Gabe was back in Northshire.

This time, he hadn’t arrived after the Quatro had finished with their slaughter.

No, this time, he was here as they were carrying it out.

Another key difference: Gabe wasn’t in his old body, as he had been at that time. For this do-over, he instead had access to the sheer might of the alien mech.

Gabe’s arms became massive energy cannons, and he aimed them at the Quatro that Lafontaine had become.

No. Stop this. This isn’t real.

But it really did seem he was back on Northshire’s village green, just in front of the mayor’s residence. Jess Sweeney walked out of the front door, resplendent in her white summer dress.

As Gabe tried to call to her, his voice catching in his throat, Jess descended the stairs from the porch and began to cross the village green.

“Jess, no!” Gabe managed to cry, just as her eyes fell on the massive Quatro that awaited her.

The beast charged, and Gabe opened fire with his energy cannons. Massive beams impacted with the Quatro’s flank, creating charred, gaping holes.

The Quatro hit the dirt, unmoving, but another Quatro was running at Jess—this one with bright blue eyes. Gabe shifted his autocannons toward it.

Wait. Quatro don’t have blue eyes.

Everything flashed, the Northshire village green vanishing for a moment to reveal the battle around Peppertree.

The Quatro he’d trained his autocannons on became Ash Sweeney—but only briefly.

Northshire replaced the scene once more, and Sweeney became the Quatro that was advancing on Jess.

Do I fire?

The world flashed again, becoming Peppertree. Then it reverted to Northshire, and the process repeated several times more.

For a period of several long seconds, Peppertree reappeared, and Gabe saw Lafontaine’s mech lying on the ground, blackened and smoking.

The mech dream pulsed with Gabe’s horror as he checked Lafontaine’s vitals.

He was dead.

With that, Gabe turned away from Peppertree and fled into the woods.

Chapter 27

Lockdown Mode

 

After they got the typical mother-seeing-her-son-for-the-first-time-in-years stuff out of the way—complete with comments on how much he’d changed, and facial expressions that mixed wonderment and anxiety in equal measure—Jake wanted to see his sister. Before he saw to anything else, he wanted that.

“Of course,” his mother said, tears still clinging to her eyes. “Come with me.”

He followed her through a sterile, metal corridor, from which you could access everything inside the emergency shelter. At least, if his memories of the frequent drills of his youth were any indication.

Along the way, he received greetings from neighbors he barely remembered, as well as from a man and a woman he recognized as Council members. They’d barely spared a moment’s thought for him, back when he’d been growing up here, but now their breathless words were delivered in tones of reverence.

Jake didn’t care. He only wanted to see Sue Anne.

Space inside the emergency shelter was fairly limited, but because of her condition, Sue Anne had gotten her own room.

Brianne entered first, leaving the door slightly ajar while Jake waited in the hallway.

“Sue…you have a visitor. Sue?”

Muffled whispering from the sickroom, accompanied by the soft beeping of a heart monitor.

Footsteps recrossed the room, nearing the door, and Brianne appeared once more, wearing a smile that looked in danger of getting blown away by the slightest breeze.

“Okay. I’ll leave you two to catch up.”

“Thanks, Mom.” He hugged her again, for the eleventh time since he’d arrived, and then he went in to see his sister.

He stopped just two feet into the room.

It had been months since Sue Anne had been well enough to record video messages to accompany the ones his mother frequently sent him. During that time, she’d ceased to be his sister and had become a pasty, thin creature without any hair.

The creature’s mouth broadened in a smile that looked truly pleased, but the eyes…the eyes were so, so tired.

“S-Sue Anne?” he croaked, and knew right away that the uncertainty in his voice was exactly the wrong reaction.

“Yes,” she said, her voice a barely audible rasp. “Of course it’s me. Come closer.”

He did, and each step felt heavy, as though he were marching toward his own funeral.

“How…?” Jake cleared his throat. “How do you feel?”

It was perhaps the dumbest question he could have asked. Possibly, it was the dumbest question anyone had ever asked.

Obviously she feels awful.

“Today isn’t the worst day,” she said, maintaining her smile.

“That’s good,” he said, trying for a natural-looking smile himself, but he knew he was failing miserably. It felt like a pasted-on grin.

Worse, he couldn’t think of a single thing to talk about. What could he possibly ask his sister that would be relevant, or even kind?

Every question that popped into his head struck him as callous, frivolous.

What have you been up to?

What do you do for kicks?

See any good movies lately?

Have you been following the war on Eresos? A lot of people are dying, hey?

“It’s okay, Jake,” she said, and her smile had taken on a note of true sympathy—as if he were the one deserving of pity in this situation.

Incredible!

“You don’t have to say anything. Just sit, why don’t you? It’s good to see you.”

But instead, he took a step backward, toward the door. He cleared his throat again.

“I should really—um, the Council will want to see me. They’ll need the airlock fixed, so that it goes into Lockdown Mode, and they can start reclaiming the surface…”

“Of course,” Sue Anne said, nodding. “Go do that. That needs to take priority—people getting back to normal life. We’ll talk when you’ve taken care of it. Love you, Jake.”

“Love you, Sue Anne.” And with that, he fled the sickroom.

His stomach roiled, and heat prickled all along his spine. The back of his throat burned, too.

What was that?

His mother was waiting with Councilman Ryan Pichenko.

“Jake!” Pichenko said, extending his hand. “What’s it like to be home?”

He stared at the hand for a moment, then shook it.

“Are you all right, Jake?” his mother asked.

“Yes,” he said, trying to force his mind back to normal functioning, recoiling from his own guilt over the way he’d behaved toward his sister. “I’m fine. How…how did you survive the attack?”

Pichenko answered. “Comet Seven was attacked first, on the opposite side of Hub. Ours was hit not long after, but we got lucky—at least, luckier than some of the other comets. We had just enough warning to get almost half of the residents inside the shelter.”

“Only half?” Jake asked in disbelief.

Pichenko lowered his head, with what appeared to be authentic sadness tugging at the corners of his mouth. After working for Darkstream for so long, Jake found it odd to see actual emotion on the face of someone in a position of power.

“I’m afraid so, Jake. The other council members and I, we tried our best given the warning we had, but…it wasn’t good enough.”

Jake laid a hand on his shoulder. “You did what you could, Councilman. You’re to be commended.”

Pichenko met his eyes, and he actually seemed to appreciate the comment. “Thank you.”

Why was that so easy, when talking to Sue Anne was so hard?

“It’s possible other residents still survive, inside personal shelters,” Jake said. “A few people had those, if I remember correctly, and they may have invited in neighbors.”

Nodding, Pichenko said, “That’s a good point. We should look into that immediately.”

“First things first, though—I’ll need to see what’s gone wrong with the airlock’s Lockdown Mode.”

“Does that mean you’ll have to get back inside that thing?” his mother asked, and when Jake looked at her, he got the sense that she’d blurted it out without thinking.

“Yes, Mom. I’m afraid it does.”

Chapter 28

Defeatist

 

Lisa had taken the lead through the dark tunnels as a show of strength, but she didn’t have the courage to back it up.

“You need to move faster,” Tessa told her, thankfully subvocalizing so the others couldn’t hear. “You’re walking through these caves like you’re blind. If we don’t speed up, another group of Gatherers will catch up to us.”

It was certainly dark enough that Lisa would have been blind, had it not been for her implant’s night vision capabilities. “Tessa,” she subvocalized back, “I—I think I’ve lost my nerve.” It was hard to confess that, and she wouldn’t—couldn’t—say it to the rest of the militia, for fear it would obliterate morale. “The Gatherers behaving so violently…it’s totally unprecedented. Do you think we should start preparing for the possibility that we won’t even make it back to oppose Darkstream?”

That brought a sharp look from the white-haired woman. “How in Sol do we prepare for that? Are you suggesting we prepare for our own deaths? That’s defeatist, Lisa, and it’s not how I trained you to behave. I trained you to act like a soldier.”

Lisa glared back at the white-haired woman. “If the Gatherers are attacking us now, I don’t see what hope there is for anyone on Eresos. And if the Amblers mount an organized assault—”

“You’re letting your imagination run wild.”

“Are you saying it’s not possible?”

“Of course it’s possible. But if you spend your energy on obsessing over a scenario that has shown no sign of actually coming true, then you’ll have none left over to deal with the scenario actually facing us.”

Lips tightening, Lisa tried to ignore Tessa and refocus on the mission. Though the woman was grating on her, their conversation had had the benefit of making Lisa feel more angry than scared. She studied the route her implant had traced through the tunnels, so that they could find their way back.

The implant had also noted plenty of branching tunnels, but Lisa had continued to follow the Gatherers—or at least, the signs that they were still on a Gatherer path.

They didn’t actually see any more Gatherers, which had been her intention. Catching up to the robots ahead would be just as bad as letting the ones behind catch up to them.

But the Gatherers always left little signs of their passage behind—mineral fragments they’d dropped along the way, scrapes along the rock that marked their paths, and so on.

We’re on the right track. We have to be.

They were passing another branching tunnel when Tessa suddenly disappeared inside it, as though jerked sideways by some invisible force.

“Tessa?” Lisa yelled, panic filling her voice. She pointed her assault rifle into the side tunnel, which also angled the flashlight she’d mounted on her SL-17 in that direction.

The beam found Tessa suspended in the air before the dark silhouette of a four-legged beast.

A profound sense of déjà vu struck Lisa, then, from a time back on Alex, when they’d been manipulated by a similarly invisible force, using the metals in their pressure suits.

Quatro.

Something yanked her assault rifle out of her grasp, and the beam of light it projected rotated wildly, illuminating parts of the cave at random.

Lisa lost sight of Tessa.

Then, something slammed her against the rock from behind, and everything went black—even blacker than it had already been.

Chapter 29

Cascade Error

 

To investigate what had gone wrong with Comet Four’s airlocks, Jake needed to travel to Hub’s control center—the “hub” for which the city-settlement was named. It was made from a comet much smaller than the others.

After hours of trial and error, he was finally able to engage the Lockdown Mode for Comet Four’s landing bay. He wasn’t sure why the emergency safeguard hadn’t kicked in, except that something had caused a cascade error in the system.

Luckily, the comet’s computer systems were all isolated from each other, and so the error hadn’t spread to other systems, such as Life Support, which kicked in with massive zirconia electrolyzers as soon as it detected that comet integrity had been achieved.

His job done, he departed Hub’s control center, which thankfully had not been attacked. Its airlock functioned flawlessly, and so Jake had been able to access the computers while outside of his alien mech. Doing so with the giant mech’s appendages would have proved tedious.

It would take the better part of a week for the electrolyzers to fill the entire comet with oxygen, but a lot of the residences had much smaller electrolyzers of their own, and by late afternoon on the day Jake engaged Lockdown Mode, a lot of residents were able to don pressure suits and leave the emergency shelter for their homes.

As thanks to Jake, Councilman Ryan Pichenko had lent his house to Brianne and Sue Anne Price indefinitely.

“I’ll sleep in the Council Chambers,” Pichenko said. “There are plenty of synthleather couches there that are more than comfortable enough for me to catch some shuteye.”

“Thank you, Councilman,” Jake said, giving Pichenko’s hand a squeeze as they shook. “It means more than I can say.”

“So does making the comet livable again. That means a lot to all of us. I’m far from repaying the debt we all owe you, Jake.”

“No debt needs to be paid,” Jake said. “This is my home, too.” At least, it was. “I plan to check the other comets for survivors next.”

Now, he sat with his mother in Pichenko’s kitchen, with bowls of canned tomato soup sitting on the table in front of them. Outside the kitchen window, Jake’s mech sat, inert, waiting for him to come and take command of it.

He didn’t trust the thing. Not so long ago, he’d been locked in desperate combat with it, while it did its best to end his life. Now, it sat there like an obedient dog, waiting for its master to come and give it its next command.

Who would build a thing like that? And what’s its purpose?

Did humanity have a guardian angel somewhere in the cosmos, designing unrivaled weapons for human use against their enemies?

Or did the alien mechs have another purpose?

“Where did you get that thing?” Brianne asked, following his gaze outside to the alien mech, a spoonful of soup halfway to her lips.

“It’s an experimental Darkstream design,” Jake lied.

It felt awful to deceive his mother, but Brianne had enough problems without worrying about alien invaders, or about the worrying effect Jake knew the alien mech was having on his psyche.

Unfortunately, Brianne wasn’t buying it.

“There’s no way humanity has technology that begins to approach that thing,” she said. “Not even Darkstream. Besides, it looks exactly like photos of the one you and your father found on that comet. Don’t lie to me, Jake. Is this mech the one you found?”

Jake shook his head slowly. “No,” he said. “Someone else has that one.”

“Where did you find this one, then?”

Jake hesitated, unsure whether he was supposed to divulge that information. At last, he said, “Dad didn’t tell you he found a second mech?”

Instead of eating the soup in her spoon, Brianne lowered it back to the bowl, and her eyes found the tabletop. “Your father and I don’t talk much, anymore, I’m afraid.”

“Seriously?” This was news to Jake. “Why not?”

“I want him to come home, to be with Sue Anne, during her…” Brianne swallowed. “Peter thinks it’s his duty to continue working, no matter what happens, to give Sue Anne the best possible chance, but it’s…” Again, his mother couldn’t finish.

It’s only a matter of time, Jake finished for her, though he wouldn’t dare to do so out loud.

Chapter 30

DuGalle

 

Before Roach turned on them, Oneiri had been wreaking havoc on the Quatro attacking Peppertree. Of the original fifty-six—a count that included the quads—a mere nineteen remained, by Ash’s estimation, which she confirmed by instructing an AI to review the battle recordings from each MIMAS’ point of view.

 We were winning. And now this.

They buried Richaud Lafontaine at the edge of the glade that contained the village, beneath one of the taller trees, whose cascading branches formed a protective canopy over the grave.

Most of the villagers turned out for the funeral, probably out of gratitude for Oneiri saving their hides.

It really is the least they could do.

Ash was still too shell-shocked from Roach’s bizarre betrayal and the loss of Richaud to say anything at the service they held.

Beth rose to the occasion once more, though, and the eulogy she gave ended up reminding Ash of the one at Tommy’s funeral.

Mostly because we neglected to give Richaud a nickname before he died, too.

He’d been the last one not to receive one, and Ash had even been working some over in her mind, trying to decide between them.

At Tommy’s funeral, they’d granted him a nickname posthumously, but they didn’t do that at Richaud’s. Ash suspected that Beth felt too ashamed on all of Oneiri’s behalf, and Ash shared that sentiment.

It’s too late. We lost him, and we clearly didn’t appreciate him while he was here.

Marco and Henrietta had remained inside their mechs for the service, and Beth’s and Ash’s hadn’t been far. Once Beth finished speaking, Henrietta stepped forward to plant the cross Beth had fashioned, driving it firmly into the ground with large, metal fists.

With that done, Ash and Beth got back inside their mechs, and Oneiri trudged back to the village.

“I’m going to kill Roach,” Henrietta said as they passed the outer buildings. “If we see him, stay away from him. He’s mine.”

“The kill belongs to whoever manages to take him down, Razor,” Ash said. The others already seemed to look at her as their leader, and she was doing her best to rise to the task, though her self-doubt ran deep. “We’ll be lucky if we can manage it at all.”

“Why did he do it?” Beth said. “How could he?” Her voice hitched as she asked the question none of them could answer. “Has he been with the enemy from the start?”

Marco shook his MIMAS’ head. “We can’t understand Roach’s thinking any longer. He’s more machine than man, now—much more. Maybe some hidden subroutine told him that killing Richaud was a logical step.”

“A step toward what?” Henrietta said.

No one answered.

Darkstream had classified every Red Company fighter as enemy combatants, but in the confusion and distress following the engagement, no one from Oneiri had thought to make prisoners of the mercenaries that survived.

Doesn’t seem like it’s necessary, anyway.

The Red Company fighters appeared totally dejected, avoiding eye contact with everyone as they wandered aimlessly—especially with the villagers, who they’d convinced to let Red Company protect them, and who they’d utterly failed.

Now, Ash began to question the members of Red Company, to see who they had here, and also what they knew.

“You’ll want to talk to DuGalle,” said the bedraggled woman Ash asked first, who sat in the middle of what looked like someone’s flower garden.

“Who’s that?”

“The leader of Red Company, as near as we can tell. Our command structure has been almost totally wiped out, and everyone above DuGalle has been either confirmed or presumed dead. Saul was the last one to rank higher than him, but now that Saul’s dead, DuGalle leads Red Company.”

“Saul…” The name certainly rang a bell. Ash racked her brain, and finally she hit on it: he’d been the one in charge of the mercenaries at New Gower, back when Oneiri had first encountered Red Company. “He died? How?”

The woman raised her eyebrows. “As far as I know, you killed him. Outside Ingress. He was the one piloting the MIMAS we took off you.”

So that’s who that bastard was. Saul was the one who took Tommy’s mech.

“Where’s DuGalle, then?”

“Village green, last I knew.”

“Thanks.” Ash turned to stroll in that direction. Inside the MIMAS, even a stroll meant moving at a fair clip, and she took care to ensure she did no harm, either to property or to humans.

Without turning back, Ash said, “Saul deserved to die.”

A brief pause. “Probably true,” the woman called after her.

DuGalle was leaning against a fence, staring into space, looking just as lost as the rest of his comrades. A faded jean jacket hung over his thin frame, too large for him, and he had a thick French accent.

“How can I do for you, mech?” he asked, not bothering to look up at her.

The way he’d phrased his question threw Ash off for a second. “Let me start by letting you know that Darkstream owns Peppertree’s contract again. Are we going to have any problems over that?” Ash gestured with her right hand as she spoke, which was pretty significant coming from a MIMAS. It certainly drew DuGalle’s gaze.

“No problems,” he said. “Red Company is done, now, anyway. I don’t see how we can recover.”

“Done? You’re giving up?”

“It’s not a matter of giving up. Call it what it is: defeat. We overplayed our hand. Saul is dead, I’m in charge, and I can see that we’re done. Quatro in their own mechs, the Quatro in general, rumors of Gatherers turning against the very villagers they made prosperous—if anyone can protect people from all that, it isn’t us. Maybe Darkstream can.”

“I see.” Ash tilted her head back slightly, and the servomotors in her neck emitted a soft whine. “Well, I want you to know that I agree completely. You’re totally ineffective, and I support you in acknowledging your uselessness.”

She turned to leave, about to open a coms channel with Bronson to tell him the good news about Red Company.

“Darkstream overplayed its hand too, you know,” DuGalle said. He hadn’t bothered to raise his voice, but the MIMAS’ enhanced hearing had automatically jacked up the volume for her benefit.

She stopped, glancing over her shoulder at him.

“You—how do you say—bit off more than you can chew. Much more.”

Sighing, Ash turned and walked back to DuGalle, on the verge of plucking him from the fence he reclined against and shaking him till his teeth rattled out of his skull. “If you don’t start saying something relevant within the next five seconds, you’re going to seriously regret wasting my time.”

“Certainly, mech. Darkstream deliberately started this war. Okay? Does this do anything for you?”

“The war started when Quatro attacked Northshire. That’s the village I’m from, mercenary. They killed my family, and Darkstream has been working ever since to make sure they can never do something like that again.”

DuGalle held up a finger. “First of all, you too are a mercenary, are you not?” A second finger went up. “Second, you are a very naive mech. Darkstream is not the noble victim in this conflict. As I said, they began this war themselves, on purpose. How do I know this, you should probably be asking? I’ll tell you: Darkstream paid Red Company to put on company uniforms and attack the Quatro in their homes. After almost two decades of peace, give or take, Darkstream hired us to stir things back up again. To anger the aliens—by killing their families, and prompting them to seek revenge against all humans.”

“Ridiculous,” Ash said, though the dream had begun to pulse with her quickening heartbeat. “That doesn’t even make any sense.”

“Why, it makes perfect sense. Have Darkstream contracts not flourished? Have company profits not soared? They are back to their own tricks, is Darkstream—the tricks they first began to learn in the Milky Way. They’ve mastered them, by now. Would you like to know what Darkstream hired Red Company to do next?” DuGalle snickered. “Probably you would rather not know, because of how it will hurt your stupid head. But I’ll tell you all the same. Once the Quatro were nice and pissed off, Darkstream paid us to go to the Quatro again—but not in company uniform, this time, and not to attack them. Instead, Darkstream gave us crates and crates of weapons. All kinds of weapons: medium machine guns, heavy guns, rocket and grenade launchers—all kinds! And what did Darkstream tell us to do with all that? They said, ‘Give these to the Quatro and let’s see what they do with them.’”

“I thought you said Red Company was over,” Ash said, her tone indignant even as her voice wavered with uncertainty. “Yet here you are, trying to sway me with your propaganda.”

Something pinged on Ash’s HUD—a file transfer.

“Here is everything to back up what I’m saying. Copies of our orders from Darkstream, which the company demanded we destroy. Footage of conversations with company executives. And footage of the encounters with the Quatro; both the attack and the giving them the weapons. Why do I have all this neatly packaged together? Because Red Company’s next step was to leak these documents, to delegitimize the company forever, in the eyes of everyone. But it is too late for us to do anything now. So here it is, for you to do with what you will.”

As Ash stared at the transfer, afraid to open it, DuGalle pushed off the fence and began to walk away.

“Where are you going?”

He turned, a sneer twisting his mouth. “I am leaving this place. Feel free to stop me—imprison me or kill me. It doesn’t matter. This planet goes to shit right now, mech, and my money rests on everyone who remains dying within the year.”

Chapter 31

One-Note Dirge

 

The landing bay of the next comet over had engaged Lockdown Mode when the Ravagers had breached it, and Jake ordered the outer airlock open using the Hub-wide security clearance Pichenko had given him.

As he exited the airlock into the landing bay, his eyes fell on something that made him draw up short and stare, with the minor violin note rising again, keening shrilly until he wanted to claw at his ears.

Several residents of this comet, Comet Three, had attempted to reach a shuttle to escape. That shuttle had been blown apart, with a jagged hole yawning in its hull.

As for the people who attempted to flee…

Jake tried not to look at them as he walked by their ripped clothing and torn bodies, but he couldn’t help it. He didn’t recognize any of them as people he’d known growing up, but he wasn’t sure he would’ve, even if they had been. Most of their faces had been pulped beyond recognition.

He progressed to the inner airlock, ordering it open to admit his mech.

This airlock was smaller than the outer one, which had been designed to admit small spacecraft. The inner airlock was meant mainly for people, as well as the occasional speeder or farm equipment that would have been brought through. As such, Jake would need to crawl through it, ignoring the voice that whispered for him to just blow a hole through it instead.

You’re strong enough, the voice said. Aren’t you? Don’t let them make you bow like this. Show them your might.

Jake got to his knees and shimmied through the opening, trying to picture how ridiculous he must look: this huge, badass mech wiggling through a puny airlock.

It made him smile, and he needed that.

Even though this comet’s integrity had remained intact, meaning it retained both atmospheric pressure and oxygen, its condition was far worse than Jake’s home comet.

Here, every copse of trees had been put to the torch, and no structure had been left standing. Where the Council Chambers had once been, a crater stood in the ground.

From where Jake stood, the former site of the Chambers hung over his head, and the hole looked so deep that it seemed a miracle that whatever had created it hadn’t blasted through the ice beyond.

Most of the homes hadn’t received quite so thorough a treatment, though no matter where Jake looked—right, left, ahead, or up at the fields that served as his sky—he couldn’t find a single one intact. The comet dwellings tended to take the shape of domes, but now they reminded him of cracked eggs.

He thought back to the shuttle inside the landing bay, and the damage that had been done to it.

Didn’t seem like the work of the Ravagers, did it? he asked himself, and then he answered his own question: No. Whatever did that was much bigger.

And yet, he still hadn’t spotted any enemies. Unlike his home comet, which had swarmed with Ravagers, this one was devoid of anything that moved.

He might have used his rockets to search the comet quickly, but he wanted to conserve the alien mech’s fuel. He could replenish that with ease, but that would take more time, and time was an even more valuable resource than fuel, especially for any survivors still trying to hold out against the robot invasion.

So instead, Jake jogged across the terrain as it curved gently upward. Inside the alien mech, running still provided a fast way of getting around.

Before long, he happened upon a fenced-in field of livestock.

At least, that’s what it used to be. The cows were all butchered, but not in a way that was useful to anyone.

Jake slowly shook his head. Senseless.

The ever-present voice had another thought, though: Perhaps not—perhaps this slaughter did have a purpose. Perhaps this was the work of a weapon maintaining its edge.

After ten minutes of fruitless searching through the countryside, Jake decided to head directly for the emergency shelter.

It opened for him without hesitation, the grassy halves parting with barely a whisper.

He’d just begun to lower himself down into the airlock when something surged up from below, knocking Jake backward to crash to the ground. The insects instantly returned, crawling all over Jake’s body, a sea of skittering limbs and writhing carapaces and sharp pincers.

There’s no one left alive in this comet…is there?

The violin resumed its one-note dirge.

He flipped over, regaining his feet to face his attacker—an alien mech that might as well have been a mirror image of the one he piloted.

The minor note turned into a minor chord, and the dream directed his attention upward, where something glinted in the artificial sun.

A second alien mech, hurtling through the comet under the power of its rockets, headed straight for him.

There was no time for Jake to form a plan. No time for him to think at all. The first mech charged.

Chapter 32

Charred Roots

 

When Lisa woke, the pain from her wounded shoulder had dimmed to a dull but steady throb.

She had to admit, Tessa had done a good job of dressing it, and it would probably heal up fine. In the meantime, Lisa refused to let it affect her performance.

Not that she had much cause to perform, right now.

Looking around using the dim light produced by her jumpsuit, she saw that the Quatro who’d captured them had converted one of their subterranean caves into a makeshift jail.

At least the cave’s roomy. Lisa could give them that, but not much else.

There was nothing in the way of bedding, here. The floor was uneven, and attempting to sleep on it would be torture, if they were left here for that long.

The hours crawled by, and their Quatro captors treated them coldly. At first, they gave their prisoners nothing to eat. When a meal did come, it consisted of nothing more than a pile of charred roots, which Lisa ordered her militia to gnaw on nevertheless.

“We need to keep up our strength for when we escape,” she told them, earning a grim smile from Tessa.

Their treatment seemed unnecessarily cruel, but then, when Lisa cast her mind back to when Rug’s drift had captured and imprisoned them back on Alex, she supposed their treatment then had been similar to what they endured now.

Maybe this impersonality is simply what the language barrier leads to. That said, Rug had never knocked Lisa unconscious—she’d fainted upon capture on Alex, but the Quatro there had not been violent toward her. These Quatro had. Her aching head was evidence enough of that.

Either way, Rug and the other Quatro of Lisa’s militia had not been imprisoned, and that gave Lisa hope that maybe an escape attempt would not be necessary.

That hope was soon dashed.

A Quatro Lisa didn’t recognize soon appeared at the mouth of the cave, its body segmented by the crude metal bars that overlaid it.

Next to her captor stood Rug, though Lisa quickly noticed that she no longer wore the translator wrapped around her neck. Instead, the other Quatro wore it.

At that, a sweat broke out all over Lisa’s skin. To lose the ability to speak to Rug, who had become such a dear friend after everything they’d endured together…it felt worse than if her jailor had struck her.

“Allow me to conjecture,” the Quatro said, in a voice deeper than Rug’s, which was already quite deep. “You’re about to tell me that the Gatherers have attacked you and that we are all in very great danger.”

Lisa cocked her head to the side. “Rug has already told you, then? Don’t you trust her?”

“No. I am not quick to trust anyone, not even a fellow Quatro. This mistrusting is what has kept my drift alive for so long. Except to natural death, we have lost no members since being stranded on this wretched planet.”

Lisa shook her head. “We came because we hoped to get your help. Your people are fighting and dying, far to the west of here.”

“That may be true,” the Quatro said, its orange eyes boring into Lisa’s. “Or, it may be a two-leg trick, just as I suspect your tale about the Gatherers is.”

Shooting a meaningful glance at Rug, Lisa said, “Rug has four legs. And she backs me up.”

“She could easily be conspiring with you to trick us. I view everyone—Quatro or two-leg—who approaches us as potential Meddler agents, and you are certainly no different. This Quatro, who someone has apparently christened ‘Rug,’ is far from the first Quatro to come to us, seeking to ‘unite the drifts.’ She is, however, the first Quatro I’ve seen with access to the technology we all once wielded. I find it…interesting that the Meddlers did not take hers as it took ours.

“But I digress. We have heard about what the two-legs have done to the drifts that seek to unite with us, and we don’t consider it in our best interests to unite with them, since we’d likely end up sharing in their suffering. And so we have prevented every single Quatro who came to us from ever returning to their original drifts, for fear that doing so would reveal our location. We will do the same with your friend, here, as well as the other Quatro who accompanied you. The entrance to these caves where we have made our home is also covered in bars. We have no wish to share in the suffering of other Quatro.”

The line of argument that now seemed logical to Lisa was also one she’d vehemently argued against in the past. Unable to quite believe she was about to make this case, she said, “But…but that sounds nothing like the Quatro way, as Rug has described it to me. The Quatro way is to look out for the larger group, even if it means endangering one’s self.”

“The Quatro ‘way,’ as you describe it, is over and done with. We left it behind in our Home Systems, where the Assembly of Elders used it to justify their attempts to control every aspect of Quatro life.” The Quatro’s lips drew back as it talked, to reveal a mouthful of great fangs, which Lisa took as an expression of disgust. “In exchange for our freedom, which we gave up willingly, they promised to feed us. But shortages were many—not just of luxuries but of the basics for life. In exchange for our dignity, they promised us the ability to believe what we wished. And yet they expunged the parts of reality they did not want us to see. They told us we would have peace, even as they spent heavily on war. They told us we would have the future, even as they expected us to make do with the past. Have I told you enough? Have I delivered a sufficient elegy to the Quatro ‘way?’”

Lisa opened her mouth, then closed it again. Her captor had just articulated every problem she herself had with the way the Quatro lived, far better than she ever could have.

This is an argument I won’t win, especially since I don’t believe in my own side.

“The drifts are splintered,” the Quatro said. “And we must look out for ourselves.” Deliberately, the alien turned and began to pad down the tunnel, away from the jail. “We have not yet decided what is to be done with you,” it said as it departed.

With that, the jailor was gone, and only Rug remained outside the cell.

Her eyes met Lisa’s, and the pain of being unable to communicate returned. Lisa and Rug had once again become members of two very different species—aliens to each other, in every way. Their drift was broken.

Except, something in Rug’s midnight eyes told her she was being foolish. Something in them comforted Lisa, and she felt a smile blossom on her lips.

Rug inclined her head, and with that she padded after the other Quatro.

Chapter 33

Simpatico

 

Jake charged at the first alien mech, which also served to take him out of the second mech’s attack vector.

He put everything he had into the attack, and it seemed his target didn’t expect such instant decisiveness. It gave way before it, and together they sailed into what remained of a barn, obliterating the one wall still standing.

Landing on top of his opponent, Jake headbutted it, his forehead sprouting a rotating auger as he did.

His aim was to end this fight instantly, so that he only had one opponent to face. But he should have known from his first fight with an alien mech—the one he currently piloted—that this one wouldn’t go smoothly, either.

As the auger connected with his enemy’s face, that face simply split into two, and the auger hit nothing but the barn floor.

Twin spires shot up from the alien mech’s torso, digging into Jake and suspending him over his adversary by several feet.

Dangling there for a moment, he began to panic, and the insects covering his skin multiplied in number and size.

Then, he inverted, just as he had in the Belt while fighting Ravagers. Now he faced the barn’s ceiling, or at least where the ceiling once had been. That done, he rocketed away, loosening the parts of his mech that had been punctured in order to free himself.

A blast of energy caught him midair, dramatically altering his trajectory and sending him toppling end over end to land in a pond that neighbored the barn. 

Use this, the dream-whispers suggested, and Jake instantly knew how. Drawing the water through vents that took shape atop his shoulders, the mech separated the water into hydrogen and oxygen, using the hydrogen to propel itself through the surface.

But Jake continued to rocket through the air well after breaking out of the pond, sketching a steep parabola. At its peak, he used his thrusters to keep him aloft while ordering his arms to become energy cannons.

It took him less than a second to locate his targets on the ground.

There. They were standing next to each other, seeming to stare up at him.

He loosed bolt after white-hot energy bolt at them, forcing them to scurry across the terrain like mice.

That emboldened Jake, and he altered the angle of his thrusters while sprouting new ones, the result being that he screamed toward his opponents, intent on ripping them both apart.

That turned out to be a mistake. The mechs turned as one, aligning their forearms, both of them pointing at Jake.

Then, the alien mechs did something unexpected. Their forearms melded together—one mech’s right arm joining with the other’s left—to become a single, massive energy cannon.

That cannon unleashed an immense blast of energy at Jake, scoring a direct hit.

After that, all was nothingness. Dim impressions of…something…reached him through the void he inhabited, but they didn’t seem to affect him. Not really.

Whatever those vague sensations signified, whatever events they provided an outline for, they were happening to someone else.

Jake was apart from it all, a spectator, and one who wasn’t paying very much attention.

Then, gradually, he returned to consciousness—or at least, the facsimile of consciousness offered by the mech dream.

The darkness began to lighten, and he became aware of great pain, as well as the insects that dug into his flesh, bloodying him, gnawing on his organs.

The alien mechs had set him against the base of the spire atop which perched the artificial sun, and the way they pummeled him against that black obelisk without breaking it was a testament to its exquisite engineering, not to mention the nanocarbons that had been used in its construction.

Jake’s head lolled down, and he became aware of the rough shape his own mech was now in. The front of his torso was splayed open in several places, and one of the enemy mechs continued to slam its fists into him while the other cut him with the blades its hands had become.

Submit to me, Jake’s mech whispered to him. Let us make our union permanent, so that we might become simpatico and gain the power to vanquish these interlopers.

“Submit…” Jake muttered.

It was tempting. He wasn’t sure what the mech was proposing, exactly, except that it would almost certainly cost him, probably dearly.

But if sacrificing himself was what it took to save Hub…to protect Sue Anne…

Embrace destiny and become one with this conduit to the void and to the universe, to the true oneness, yes, this will take us to heights greater than we could ever achieve alone. Good, we must seek the good, and the path to good is through unification. Our union is that which nullifies, that which makes the same, but to nullify we must unify and to unify we must—

“Sue Anne,” Jake said, speaking with conviction, now.

Did Sue Anne want her brother to return to her, or did she want whatever he’d turn into after accepting the alien mech’s proposal?

Would it even be worth surviving if survival meant living on as whatever creature he’d need to become?

Jake decided it wasn’t worth it, and that he would sooner die.

Looking down at himself again, he watched as the blades wielded by one of the enemy mechs laid him open completely. A final cut revealed the cocoon where Jake’s dreaming form was curled, exposing it to the air, as well as to the mech’s sword.

That sword darted forward, and in that instant, which seemed to stretch on for an eternity, Jake decided that death was also an unacceptable outcome. He needed to return to his sister.

A blade sprang from his mech’s ravaged stomach to parry his enemy’s thrust, and Jake’s left arm became a cannon which swung up to blast the mech who’d been pummeling him.

That only succeeded in driving the mech back a couple of meters, but it gave Jake enough space to do what needed to be done.

He seized the mech who’d nearly killed him, digging razor-sharp metal claws into its front. Then, Jake rocketed upward, carrying his adversary along for the ride.

As he flew, up and away from the central spire, he commanded the front of his mech to continue knitting back together, increasing the shielding that protected his human frame.

That was good, because his captive continued to employ its blades in a desperate attempt to escape.

It would not escape. As they drew level with the artificial sun in the comet’s center, Jake threw the mech toward it, blasting it with energy to ensure it didn’t alter its own trajectory in time.

Jake made sure to line himself up with the landing bay before tossing the mech, and as he fired at his enemy, he also thrust toward the airlock, sending it the command to open for him ahead of time.

The mech collided with the artificial sun as Jake passed through the hatch. A blinding explosion erupted, spreading rapidly outward, and Jake commanded the inner airlock door to close while rocketing straight through the outer one, tearing it from its casing.

He didn’t stop, instead using his momentum combined with the mech’s thrusters to rip through the closed outer airlock.

Jetting away through space as fast as he could, he patched the visual sensor feed from his feet through to his HUD so that he could watch the entire comet rupture, great gouts of flame flickering all across its surface.

The entire edifice became a ball of white light before winking out to reveal the void beyond. Jake’s implant tracked the trajectories of thousands of pieces of shrapnel, but he was already over a thousand kilometers away, and none would hit him.

Chapter 34

Sea of Blades

 

The hours crept by inside their rocky prison, and Lisa dreaded the idea that she would have to attempt sleep on the jagged, uneven cave floor.

This far underground, her implant’s signal was blocked, and so there was no hope of calling for help. She also had no way of checking on Andy, and that upset her just as much.

Their guns had been taken, but their jumpsuits had lights, and they used those to suffuse the cell with a uniform blue murk.

Looking around the cell, Lisa’s chest ached to think of how many good people she’d lost since first forming her militia back on Alex. She’d lost many Quatro, too, but it wasn’t until now that the alien soldiers were gone that Lisa realized how few humans remained.

The fight to escape Habitat 2 had taken all but nine humans, and now they’d lost Rodney Vickers and Beatie Anderson too. With Bob O’Toole and Andy back with the Quatro drift near the space elevator, that left only four militia members inside the cave with her.

Something creaked near the mouth of their cave-cell, and Lisa whipped around to see a Quatro standing behind the bars.

When she crept closer, the lights of her suit revealed that it was Rug.

“What are you doing?” Lisa hissed, but of course the Quatro couldn’t answer.

Instead, the alien held her stare for a long time, and Lisa got the impression she was trying to communicate something.

At last, she walked backward into the cell, picking her steps carefully across the uneven rock floor.

Only then did Rug act. As she retreated down the cave a little, the creaking sound from before continued, followed by a resonant groaning. Next, the bars were ripped from their rock frame by an unseen force to slam against the opposite wall of the tunnel.

Lisa motioned for the others to follow her out.

Looks like I won’t have to sleep on those awful rocks after all.

“Good job,” Lisa whispered as she neared Rug, throwing her arms around the Quatro’s neck.

But Rug wasn’t out of surprises. Behind her, the militia’s guns were stacked, along with their combat knives, grenades, and other equipment they’d taken with them from the shuttle.

“Rug…how did you…?”

But the alien turned, walked down the tunnel toward the exit, and glanced back at them before continuing a little farther. Clearly, she wanted Lisa and the others to follow.

They collected their weapons, and Lisa stowed as many grenades around her person as she could fit. Once they’d given their guns a once-over, they crept after Rug, weapons at the ready.

It didn’t take long to figure out what had given Rug the opportunity to spring them from their prison. A Gatherer sprang out of the darkness at the Quatro, and she batted it out of the air to explode against the tunnel wall.

With that, the Quatro shot a meaningful look back at Lisa.

“Rug, look out!” Lisa said, pointing.

Without the translator, Rug couldn’t understand Lisa’s words, but the panicked tone and the gesture seemed sufficient to convey her meaning.

The Quatro turned to behold what Lisa had seen: a host of Gatherers, stretching into the darkness, advancing on their position. A sea of wicked blades writhed at the end of steely tendrils.

Lisa opened fire.

Chapter 35

The Altar of Expansion

 

Lisa couldn’t deliver orders to Rug, and so she had to structure her troop movements around the Quatro, with the hope that she knew enough about squad tactics to complement Lisa’s efforts rather than hinder them.

“Spread out, two to each side of Rug,” she barked, putting two rounds into a Gatherer, which didn’t seem to have much effect.

“Rug will take point, but do not use her as cover. Instead, provide each other with covering fire, and use Rug as an anchor for your formation.”

Three of the soldiers responded with “Yes, ma’am,” though Tessa only offered a curt nod.

During their first battle with the Gatherers, Lisa had developed a hunch about their structure. Based on the varying effects her bullets had had then, she’d begun to suspect they were weaker on top than they were from any of their sides—which made sense. Their forward and side carapaces had to be extra-hard, for clearing obstructions as efficiently as they did.

But the tunnel grew narrower, and with her five soldiers spread out in a single rank, Lisa was having difficulty getting many shots in around them.

Though the tunnel was narrow, the ceiling hung pretty far overhead…

Lisa tapped Rug’s haunches with the butt of her SL-17’s handle.

The Quatro glanced back at her, and Lisa gestured at the ground in a lowering motion.

After a few seconds, during which Lisa was pretty sure Rug’s expression was some version of Are you really asking me to do this, the Quatro dropped to her stomach, allowing Lisa to clamber onto her back.

She quickly shimmied to the front, near the Quatro’s neck, and grabbed a tuft of fur to stabilize herself. The effort caused her shoulder wound to send shooting pain throughout her torso, but she ignored it.

Briefly, she was reminded of riding behind Andy on his hoverbike while gunning down Daybreak goons. She leveled her assault rifle at one of the Gatherers.

Success. Instead of absorbing two magazines’ worth of bullets before it popped, the Gatherer fragmented after a short burst.

She shifted her muzzle toward another target, then squeezed off another short burst. This time, it took two of them.

By the time she’d neutralized a third, and then a fourth, Lisa had realized that her shots had a greater effect the closer to the center she placed them.

Good. Maybe now we won’t go through our entire supply of ammo only to take out a dozen Gatherers.

Well, their supplies weren’t quite that limited, but they were far from unlimited, either.

“Shoot for the very center of each Gatherer’s top,” she yelled over the tumult of gunfire and the metallic clanging of the robots. “It takes a lot less to make ’em pop, that way.”

Lisa wondered how many times she could work the phrase “make ’em pop” into conversation today. She liked saying it.

The tide of Gatherers seemed never-ending, but with their improved targeting, the six militia soldiers managed to keep them at bay.

Then, from a side tunnel up ahead, two Quatro—also soldiers of Lisa’s militia—came charging through the Gatherers, ignoring the blades that stabbed and smacked at them to trample the robots with their sheer weight.

The Quatro’s near-kamikaze run instantly changed the battle, turning it into a rout. It also taught Lisa that the Gatherers were capable of fear, or at least of some manner of self-preservation instinct:

The robots retreated.

The two Quatro, Nail and Fan, were bleeding from dozens of wounds, with scarlet streaming down their heaving flanks.

“That was very brave,” Lisa told them. “Thank you.” But Nail’s translator had also been taken, and Fan hadn’t had one since before his drift was stranded on Eresos. Both Quatro only stared at Lisa, their expressions unchanging.

Shrugging, Lisa pushed down the tunnel, her newly bolstered squad backing her up close behind.

Without warning, the tunnel opened up into an enormous cavern, where the floor sloped steeply toward the center, though with wide platforms of level rock here and there.

Campfires dotted the gloom, and upwards of two hundred Quatro were locked in furious combat with what seemed like ten times their number in Gatherers.

The moment Lisa entered, one of the battling Quatro was forced back into one of the fires, and its shrieks echoed off the walls.

Lisa and her companions joined the fight without hesitation, hitting an exposed Gatherer flank hard.

It took the better part of an hour, and a lot of Quatro were slain, but at last they achieved victory against the invaders.

Lisa mourned the felled Quatro, but she also gave silent thanks that no one else from her militia had been killed. She doubted she could have taken that, today.

Shortly after the last Gatherer fell, Lisa came face to face with the Quatro who’d spoken with her through her cell’s bars.

“We thank you for your assistance in protecting our home, two-legs,” the Quatro said, sounding grudging.

“You’re welcome,” Lisa said, crossing her arms. “Are you going to ask us to surrender our firearms and return to jail, now?”

The Quatro had no answer for that, it seemed.

“May I borrow the translator? I would address your drift.” Lisa held out her hand.

Another long silence passed.

At last, the translator became unfastened, without any visible action from the Quatro. It clattered to the rock floor. The Quatro’s eyes never left Lisa’s.

She stepped forward and picked it up, fastening it around her own neck, though of course the translator drooped far down her chest. Her neck was somewhat thinner than a Quatro’s.

Casting her gaze at the host of Quatro assembled before her, Lisa said, “I come from Alex, where I had a fairly cushy job with Darkstream. If you haven’t heard of them, they’re the ones currently slaughtering Quatro in droves to the west of here.”

A long silence settled in after those words, too, and she let it, praying that the implications of her words were also settling in.

You Quatro carry nearly as much blame for those deaths as humans do.

But she didn’t say that, not yet, and she hoped she wouldn’t have to. “I was on a promising career track with Darkstream. My future was bright. My job was easy, too—I thought it was hard, but it was incredibly easy, and I could have phoned it in for the rest of my life while making piles of credits.” She glanced at Tessa, then, before returning her gaze to the Quatro.

“I abandoned that career,” Lisa went on, “when I realized how dangerous Darkstream is to the people living in this system. Both human and Quatro. They’re bent on constant expansion, and they’re willing to sacrifice the happiness and prosperity of regular people on the altar of that expansion.

“I sacrificed my future because I didn’t want to be a part of the death machine they’ve created. Now, I’ve devoted myself to stopping that machine. If you consider it a worthy pursuit to prevent the suffering and death of thousands more innocent humans and Quatro, then I hope you’ll join me in my fight.”

Lisa unfastened the translator, held out her hand with her fingers downward, and let the device drop onto the cave floor. With that, she walked away.

Suddenly, she realized what she’d just argued for: self-sacrifice for the good of the group. And when she thought about it, that was exactly what she’d been doing ever since turning against Darkstream back on Alex.

All right, she thought. All right. In certain, very select cases, it’s the right thing to do. But only very seldom.

And anyway, the Quatro tended to take the principle way too far.

Lisa glanced over her shoulder at the aliens gathered in the cavern, who’d begun to murmur among themselves in their strange language, which reminded her of both purring and growling at the same time.

I wonder whether I convinced them.

Chapter 36

Scratching an Itch

 

The drift that had captured Lisa and her companions deliberated for a long time, and without access to her translator, Rug wasn’t able to fill Lisa in on the proceedings.

All the Quatro could do was stare at her meaningfully, except her expressions didn’t actually mean anything to Lisa, because they belonged to an alien whose body language she was still a long way from deciphering, despite their close friendship.

At last, the Quatro stepped forward who’d spoken to her through the bars of her former cell—and possibly her future cell, depending on what was about to happen.

The approaching Quatro appeared to be the leader of this drift. Lisa knew the Quatro weren’t supposed to have leaders, but apparently they’d abandoned the “Quatro way,” so maybe that meant they did other things differently, too.

“Your words have moved us,” the Quatro said when it neared. “Not only to join your fight, but to send runners to the other drifts in this area, who until now have shared our attitude toward the unrest in the west. Hopefully, if our messengers convey your words as effectively as you spoke them, we can sway them, too.”

“Hopefully,” Tessa said, then stalked off.

Grimacing, Lisa thanked the Quatro and then ran after the white-haired woman.

“Tessa. Wait.”

“Why?” Tessa said without turning or slowing. “You’ve achieved everything you set out to achieve, using everything I’ve taught you. What more do we have to say to each other?”

“Will you stop?” Lisa said, her voice coming out sharper than she’d meant it to.

Tessa whirled around, her arms crossed, glaring. “Well?”

Stopping a few meters away from Tessa, Lisa studiously kept her hands at her sides, though her impulse was to cross them as well.

“I should hope we have plenty more to say to each other, Tessa. We’re friends, and we’ve been friends for a long time.”

“We haven’t acted like friends. Not since…”

“Not since I learned yet another secret about you?”

Tessa’s head jerked. “What do you mean, another—”

“I mean that we’re supposed to be friends, close friends, and yet you failed to tell me two things that are probably among the most important facts about you. Back in Habitat 2, I learned you worked for Three Points, and I overlooked that you kept that from me, even though we’d spent so much time together. And when we arrived on Eresos, I learned that you helped Darkstream frame the Quatro as ruthless killers. It’s not the fact that you did that which bothers me, Tessa—the past is the past, and I understand that you’ve changed over the last twenty years. It’s the fact that, after everything we’ve gone through together…almost dying on Alex, imprisoned by aliens we didn’t even know were there, retaking Habitat 2 from Daybreak, defeating Darkstream to escape to Eresos…even after all that, it still took Gabriel Roach for me to learn the truth about you.”

Tessa’s face had turned scarlet, and Lisa felt sure she was about to explode. If Tessa did that, she wasn’t sure they could go on being friends, no matter how much Lisa liked her.

If, after I bare my heart to her, she lambastes me…

But Tessa didn’t do that. Instead, she took several deep breaths, and gradually, the color drained from her face, restoring it to what Lisa was pretty sure was her regular color—it was difficult to tell in the gloom of the tunnel.

“You’re right, Lisa,” the older woman said at last. “That’s hard for me to say, because I’m not using to being wrong. I’m used to being surrounded by idiots. But…you’re right. And I’m sorry.”

Lisa stepped forward to embrace her friend, and Tessa allowed it, which she also hadn’t expected.

They drew apart, and Lisa cast her eyes down at the tunnel floor. “I haven’t behaved very well, either,” she said. “The strain of command has been getting to me, and I’ve been taking it out on you. That wasn’t right, no matter how upset I was with you. I’m sorry, too.”

“Hey,” Tessa said, placing a hand on her shoulder. “We forgive each other. Now let’s put it behind us and go put down Darkstream. That’s an itch I’ve been waiting a long time to scratch.”

A smile crept over Lisa’s face. “You got it.”

Chapter 37

Data Dump

 

Ash sifted through the data dump DuGalle had sent her, using a panel in the upper left of her vision to process its contents as best she could.

Unfortunately, most of her attention was demanded by tracking Roach and navigating through the forest; taking care not to barrel into a tree big enough to repel her MIMAS.

Roach, it seemed, didn’t have that problem. Whereas before, when he’d run alongside Oneiri through the woods, he’d chosen his path with care, now it seemed erratic.

They found several thick trees that were little more than cracked-off stumps, with the rest of the tree obliterated. The juggernaut that was the alien mech was powerful enough that nothing seemed able to stop it.

What information Ash’s fragmented attention did allow her to glean from DuGalle’s transfer disturbed her deeply.

When she’d seen enough, she used her implant to contact Bronson, which she’d been putting off.

“Sweeney,” he said as he appeared beside her, darting through the trees. “What do you have for me?”

What do I have for you, Bronson? It was a fine question, and it would be some time before she fully developed the answer.

“Roach betrayed us,” she said. “He murdered Richaud, in the middle of a battle.”

“God. Seriously?” Bronson did a good job of feigning shock and distress as he ran alongside her in the dream, but Ash knew that any negative reaction he had to the news would be limited to how it would look on the company’s ledger.

“Yes, Captain. Really.”

“Well, where’s Roach now?”

“En route to the nearest village, it seems. We’re following him.”

“Good. Definitely keep doing that.” Bronson palmed something from his cheek. “He has to be stopped. This could easily turn into a PR disaster if we don’t deal with it early.”

“Not to mention the lives that will likely be lost.”

“Yes, another tragedy, to be sure.” Bronson’s likeness seemed distracted, as though the actual Bronson was focusing on something else while he spoke with Ash. “Two reserve battalions are already in the area, and I’m sending them to rendezvous with you at…River Rock, I’m guessing? Seems to make sense, judging by your trajectory, which will take you out of the Glades and toward the edge of the Barrens. Is River Rock right, Sweeney?”

“That’s the one.”

“Perfect. I’d advise against engaging until they’ve joined you.”

“And what do you plan to do in the meantime, sir?”

“Huh?” Bronson blinked up at her. “Me? I’m working on a way to beat the machines, Sweeney. There have been a dozen more reports from all over the region of Gatherers attacking residents. If this becomes a pattern, we’re going to have a real Charlie Foxtrot on our hands.”

“Yeah.” Ash paused to consider what her next words should be.

“Will that be all, Seaman?”

“Well, it looks like Red Company has disbanded.”

“That’s welcome news. I needed that. How’d you come across it?”

“I spoke to their leader. He was at Peppertree, during the Quatro attack. He…” Ash drew a breath.

“Something on your mind, Sweeney?”

“Sir, he told me that Darkstream started the war with the Quatro. He said we paid Red Company to put on company uniforms and attack them, and afterward, we paid them to deliver arms to the aliens.”

“Oh? Well, I wouldn’t know anything about that. Must have been another department.”

Abruptly, Ash stopped running to stare at Bronson.

His simulacrum stopped too, smiling up at her. “That was a joke, Sweeney. Obviously I don’t know about it, because it didn’t happen.”

She shook her head, not sure what to think, or to say. At last, she found words: “He gave me documents to back up what he said.”

“Then they’re forged. Darkstream wouldn’t do something like that, Sweeney. You know that.”

Ash studied Bronson’s face. Could he really be that masterful at lying? Or could the documents actually have been forged? Certainly, the technology existed to do that, but a data dump this size would have taken weeks of nonstop work to concoct. She supposed it was possible, but Red Company had had limited resources as it was, and she wasn’t sure they’d have had access to the sophisticated tech required to forge video and audio. Besides, if they’d wanted to damage Darkstream’s reputation, a single, well-executed video would have sufficed. The sheer number of documents DuGalle had given her spoke of truth.

“Are we going to have a problem, here, Sweeney?” Bronson said, the mirth draining from his voice.

She returned his gaze, her mind racing. Bronson was hailed as a hero throughout the Steele System. He was the man who’d bested the authoritarian Captain Keyes; the man who’d led a battle group of rogue UHF warships away from the Milky Way’s tyrannical Commonwealth; and also the one who’d secured Darkstream’s transition into this galaxy.

Bronson was also the man who’d conquered Eresos for use by Darkstream colonists.

But maybe the popular portrayal had Bronson exactly backward. Maybe he’d accomplished everything through manipulation instead of the bravery and sacrifice everyone attributed to him. The idea seemed as unlikely a proposition as DuGalle’s entire data dump being faked, but maybe that was only because Bronson commanded such respect.

In one sense, the idea he’s a snake is much, much simpler.

“Sweeney?”

“We don’t have a problem, Captain. I’ll lead Oneiri on to River Rock. But we’d better get going.” She gestured with a giant metal hand at the path ahead, where the rest of Oneiri had stopped to peer back at her. “Otherwise, we’ll risk losing Roach’s trail.”

“You do that,” Bronson said, and his eyes were narrowed as he flickered out of existence.

Chapter 38

The Debt

 

Jake knew the physics checked out: with the distances involved, blowing up Comet Three’s artificial sun should not have negatively affected the environments inside the surrounding comets. Even if the radiation had reached them, the thirty meters of soil would have been more than enough to soak it up.

Even so, he still insisted that Pichenko check the comet’s radiation levels. The last thing his conscience needed was the slimmest chance he’d exposed his sister to even more radiation, let alone his mother and the rest of Comet Four’s inhabitants.

When the tests came back normal, he breathed a small sigh of relief.

But that was hardly the only thing bothering him.

The fight with the alien mechs played over and over again in his mind, both while sleeping and awake.

It wasn’t the combat itself that got to him most, though that had come pretty close to ending him.

No, the most disturbing thing was the part he still had to contend with, on an ongoing basis: the dark whispers the mech continued to feed his mind whenever he was inside it.

He had no one he could talk to about it; no one who would understand the torment, the constant darkness involved with being inside the mech.

The knowledge that if he was going to protect his family and his friends through whatever was happening to the Steele System, he would need the mech…

It made his throat clench whenever he thought about it.

He couldn’t talk to his mother about it. She would tell him to stop using it, end-of-conversation. Jake knew that wasn’t an option, but for Brianne Price, even that wouldn’t matter. The safety of her children was paramount, and every other consideration was subordinate to it.

Neither could he talk about it to his father. Aside from the ten-minute delay their conversation would suffer from, telling Peter would only cause him to worry more than he already did, and he worried a lot.

Who could understand the unending torment Jake endured? Who could relate to the awareness that the torment might never end—that moving forward meant contending with it, day after day, possibly for the rest of his life?

Then, as he walked alone through the fields of Comet Four, which were greening once again, the answer came to him:

Sue Anne. Sue Anne would understand.

But no. He couldn’t possibly discuss this with his sister. She had enough darkness in her life to grapple with.

And yet…he’d had nothing to talk to her about before. Nothing had seemed real enough.

This was certainly real.

And if he wanted to feel comfortable talking to his sister…wanted to show that, on some abstract level, he could relate to her situation…

He knew it was awful. But he went to her all the same.

His mother and his sister were still at Pichenko’s house, even though they’d discovered that many other Comet Four homes were vacant as well.

Pichenko had grimaced when Jake had raised the specter of his family moving into one of them. “Pardon me if this is callous, Jake, but the last thing your family needs is to stay in a home belonging to the recently deceased. It’s the last thing I need, for that matter. No. They must remain in mine. I am more than comfortable in the Council Chambers.”

Jake nodded at his mother when he entered the house, and she glanced up from some reading, smiling halfheartedly before returning to it.

He smiled back, hoping his expression looked more genuine than hers, and he continued through the house…to the sick room.

When he opened the door, he found his sister asleep, and he settled into the rocking chair beside her bed as silently as he could.

Even so, the chair creaked, and Sue Anne’s eyes fluttered open. They found him.

“Jake?” she rasped.

There was a note of surprise in her voice, and that killed him. He knew it belonged there, though. He’d been avoiding this room, spending much longer periods out searching the other comets for survivors than he should reasonably have expected of himself, of which his mother continually reminded him.

“Hi, Sue Anne,” he said.

“Something’s bothering you. Isn’t it? Something big.”

He raised his eyebrows. “How can you tell?”

“When you spend months at a time in bed, you get really good at reading the people who visit you.”

“That makes sense,” he said, and then he sighed. “I…I haven’t visited you. Not nearly enough. I’m sorry.”

“Don’t be. I understand.”

Jake returned her gaze, and he could see that she did understand—fully. That made it even worse.

“Tell me what’s bothering you,” she said.

“It’s that, uh, that thing I pilot.” For some reason, saying the words ‘alien mech’ out loud felt a little ridiculous. “It’s getting to me. To be honest, it scares me.”

Sue Anne shook her head a little against the pillow, and even that seemed to require a tremendous effort. “Why?”

“It keeps trying to…to tempt me.”

“It’s sentient?”

“I don’t know. Maybe. It’s something. Possessed, maybe.” He laughed, though he wasn’t sure he was joking. “It whispers to me. Keeps asking me to join with it. I don’t know what it means by that, exactly, but it seems like a bad idea. On the other hand, I keep getting this idea that if I give in, I’ll become even better equipped to fight the things that attacked Hub. And maybe, if I’m quick enough, I can help save Eresos from them, too.”

“You must not give in, Jake.”

Studying her gaunt face, he said, “Why do you say that? What could you possibly know about it?”

“I know that you just said it’s a bad idea. You’ve spent a long time inside it, by now. You have a lot of experience with that thing, and you’re my brother, and I trust your judgment.”

He nodded. “Thanks. But, Sue Anne…I’m not sure how much longer I can hold out against it.”

“Listen to me,” Sue Anne hissed, and genuine anger filled her voice. “Are you listening, Jake?”

“Yes…yes. I’m listening.”

“Good. Because what I’m about to say is very important. For most of my life, I’ve dealt with more pain than you can imagine. I don’t care what Darkstream did to you in training. I don’t care what you’ve encountered in battle. All I have to do is take one look at you to tell that you haven’t encountered a fraction of the pain that I have, on a daily basis, for years and years and years. Are you following me?”

“Yes,” he whispered, and his voice was barely audible, even to him.

“Good. Then I hope you’ll believe me when I tell you that the pain I’ve experienced makes life not worth living.”

“Sue Anne—”

“Shut up. I’m not kidding. It’s not worth it, to live like this. I would honestly rather be dead. So, why do I cling to life, when I could have stopped fighting at any second? When I could have let my sickness take me and it all would have ended?”

Sue Anne’s eyes held his gaze as they burned with more energy than he would have thought possible. He didn’t dare speak.

“Jake, I clung to life because I could see how important it was to mom, to dad, and to you that I go on living. I saw how hard you all worked on the fantasy that you could somehow save me from this dragon that has been ravaging my body since I was five. I did it for you, Jake. For you.” If Sue Anne’s illness hadn’t dramatically diminished her voice, she would have been shouting, now.

“So when you hear that thing’s voice calling to you, beckoning to you to give in, here’s what I want you to do. I want you to remember me, fighting to live, despite how badly I wanted to die. I want you to remember how much you owe me. How deeply in debt you are to me—a debt you can never, ever repay, except by continuing to resist that voice, forever.”

Jake couldn’t answer, because he was weeping, now, and the tears showed no sign of stopping. He sobbed so hard that speech wasn’t an option.

At last, after a long, long time, he did manage to utter two syllables.

“Thank you.”

Chapter 39

Silence

 

The next day, Jake called his father, despite how difficult the communications delay rendered conversation.

That didn’t matter, not really. Because Jake only had one thing to say of any importance:

“Come home, Dad. It’s time for you to come home.”

And he did. A day later, Peter stepped out of the airlock, and Jake and his mother were there to greet him.

His parents exchanged thin, tight smiles, and together the three of them walked to Councilman Pichenko’s house.

“Did you call your comet hoppers to come?” Jake asked.

His father nodded. “And I put out the call to other development outfits. A few of them resisted, but after I showed them the footage, most agreed.”

“Good.”

In addition to the ships used to develop comets, the residents of Hub would also employ every shuttle in the city-settlement that still functioned, and a request had been put out to the entire Steele System: anyone with a spacecraft at their disposal was asked to come to Hub and help with the evacuation.

It was doubtful any of the eleven warships that had accompanied Darkstream to the Steele System would come to Hub’s rescue. A scant handful of those were devoted to patrolling the space between the Belt and the inner system, but Darkstream used most of them as passenger and cargo ships, and they rarely stayed in one place for long. Jake doubted they’d divert from their courses—not even to help the thousands of refugees from Hub.

Across all seven comets, Jake had found nine thousand survivors, mostly located in Comet Two. Though the population of Hub had varied somewhat, it had once averaged around a hundred thousand—over ten times the number of people who were left.

They arrived at Pichenko’s house, and Brianne paused briefly before opening the front door, offering Peter a smile that was a little warmer than earlier.

Then they all entered, making their way to the sick room, where Peter Price reunited with his daughter at long last.

She wasn’t able to lift herself from the bed even an inch, and Peter had to gently slide his arms underneath her so they could embrace.

After that, the conversation was sparse, but it didn’t seem to matter. Sue Anne looked truly happy, and that did matter.

After less than an hour, they left Sue Anne’s room, unwilling to deprive her of the rest she so badly needed. She would need as much energy as she could muster for the journey into the inner system.

But as it happened, she would never make that journey.

Before bed, Jake slipped inside Sue Anne’s room to kiss her goodnight. He tiptoed across the room, not wanting to wake her.

The military had taught him to interpret sense-data quickly, and he instantly noted the silence, where once there had been the steady beep-beep-beep of the heart monitor.

He traced the cord and found that Sue Anne had disconnected it from herself—she must not have wanted to disturb them with its shrill and steady keening.

When Jake touched her forehead, there was still some warmth there.

He sat on the edge of the rocking chair, holding Sue Anne’s limp, cooling hand. And for the second time in as many days, he cried.

Chapter 40

River Rock Redux

 

After receiving Bronson’s orders, Oneiri slowed their pace toward River Rock. They were meant to reunite with the two reserve battalions, after all, and although both were in the area, they moved much slower than the MIMAS mechs.

As she picked her way through the woods, Ash struggled with the implications of the data dump DuGalle had given her.

If it truly held water—and a big part of her screamed that it must—then Darkstream had orchestrated the war with the Quatro from the outset. They’d launched an unprovoked attack against the aliens, with the sole intention of drawing them into a prolonged conflict and increasing company profits.

But a Quatro killed Jess.

How could she reconcile her sister’s death with the possibility that the Quatro had never wanted this war in the first place? That their attack on Ash’s home had been in response to repeated attacks on their own?

At last, she couldn’t take it anymore, and she forwarded the data dump to the other members of Oneiri Team.

“Fake,” Henrietta said after a cursory glance.

“Are you kidding me?” Ash said. “You can’t have looked at more than one or two of the documents.”

“The tech for doctoring basically anything has been around for ages. Right, Spirit?”

Haltingly, Marco nodded as he dodged around a particularly large tree. “Well, yes…”

“See? Case closed. Who are you going to trust, Steam? Red Company, or the company that made us mech pilots?”

Ash paused for several seconds, collecting her thoughts. She’d been reasoning this out for hours, but now that Henrietta was actually confronting her about it, her arguments had promptly fled.

“I don’t know, Razor,” she finally said. “It seems like it would have taken a hell of a lot of effort for Red Company to forge all these documents. Did they even have the resources to do it? I mean, they disbanded because they lack resources, didn’t they?”

“They’re conniving bastards,” Henrietta said. “They would have found a way. And as for them ‘disbanding,’ I don’t trust that for a second. Sure, they said they’re disbanding. But what better way would there be for them to catch us off-guard?”

Realizing she needed more time to puzzle over it, Ash fell back into her own thoughts. Henrietta spoke so plainly, with such conviction, that it was difficult to argue with her. The confident way she talked made Ash feel like everything Henrietta said should have been self-evident, and like everything Ash thought was silly.

At last, they joined with the Venomous Vipers and the Pied Pipers. This time, Ash barely batted an eyelash at the moronic names Darkstream’s reserve battalions inevitably took for themselves.

The force they brought to bear was no joke, however: eight tanks, five mortar teams, forty snipers, and ten platoons’ worth of infantry would give Roach a hard time no matter how powerful he was now.

Darkstream was clearly intent on putting Gabriel Roach down like the rabid dog he’d become.

But when they rolled into River Rock, Roach was nowhere to be seen.

In his place, hundreds of corpses littered the village, so thickly that patches of visible ground were rare. The bodies had already begun to attract insects, which briefly vacated their meals as the Darkstream soldiers passed before lighting upon them once more.

There weren’t only human bodies—there were Quatro bodies among the dead as well, dwarfing their human counterparts. And though Ash wasn’t certain, she would have bet that the dead Quatro were the same ones Oneiri had fought in both Cordage and Peppertree.

Most of the structures were also obliterated, though Ash got the impression that not all of the damage had been done recently. Some of it looked like it had been in the middle of getting repaired when it had been ripped apart once more.

Sure enough, when she consulted the system net it told her that River Rock had already suffered from one attack, consisting of six Quatro led by a quad.

Something moved amidst the corpses, and in an instant dozens of guns were trained on it.

It was a human corpse, bouncing up and down—once, twice, three times.

At last, it fell out of the way, and a hatch opened beneath it, which must have led directly into the ground.

An elderly man emerged out of the hatch, both wavering hands held high in the air.

“Who are you?” Ash demanded.

“Billy Overton.” He nodded, ever so slightly, at the hatch he’d just vacated. “This here’s my shelter. Paid tens of thousands of credits for it, and let me tell you, it was worth every penny.”

Ash exchanged looks with Beth. Then she turned back to the old man. “What happened here?”

“Bunch of Quatro showed up, led by two in those four-legged mechs. Then, a two-legged mech showed up—alien-looking one, very same one as saved this village a couple weeks ago, far as I can tell. Except, this time he joined the Quatro in their killing. They didn’t just kill humans, neither. The Quatro mechs turned on their own kind. I saw it. I watched it all from down there.” He nodded again toward the hatch he’d emerged from.

Turning to scan the soldiers that circled them, Ash spotted Commander Janessa Okar, who’d been placed in command of both battalions.

“Commander, would it be possible to arrange a shuttle to evacuate Mr. Overton?”

Okar nodded. “Of course.”

Turning to the three MIMAS pilots that remained under her command, Ash said, “We can cover ground the fastest. Spread out and look for signs of where Roach might be headed next.”

“What will you do?” Henrietta said, and Ash’s gaze snapped onto the face of Henrietta’s mech. The somewhat impertinent question reminded her of the one she’d asked Bronson just hours ago.

“I’m going to download satellite photos and study them.”

Henrietta made a sound that was difficult to decipher, and with that, the other three mechs entered the woods, in three separate directions.

Nearby, Overton was arguing vehemently with the soldier trying to escort him to the shuttle’s landing zone.

“I got my shelter,” Overton said, gnarled hands planted firmly on his hips. “It’s got me this far. Plenty of food, and plenty of security!”

“Sir, please—”

“I’m not going with you. And that’s that.”

Chapter 41

We Stick Together

 

An hour of searching by Henrietta, Marco, and Beth brought no results, and finally, Commander Okar ordered one of her battalions to join the search as well.

Ash hadn’t wanted to suggest that outright, since she still wasn’t sure how their delicate division of power was supposed to work. But she’d certainly hinted at it pretty overtly, and she was glad when Okar finally arrived at the decision.

Forty more minutes of searching yielded a trail, which Ash suspected had gone pretty cold by now.

Nevertheless, it was all they had, and they continued along it. It pointed directly at Vanguard, the largest settlement that bordered the Barrens. They’d begun building walls at Vanguard, though construction had halted once it had become known walls were now useless in defending against the Quatro. Either way, the town was well on its way to becoming Eresos’ third true city.

That was, if everything didn’t fall completely to pieces before then.

Fifteen minutes into following the trail they’d found, they received an emergency bulletin that Vanguard was indeed under attack by three alien mechs—one biped and two quadrupeds.

It seemed beyond likely that it was Roach, apparently aligned now with the Quatro mechs.

The Darkstream force doubled its speed, which came as a tremendous relief to Ash. Under the best of circumstances, the reserve battalions came nowhere near to matching the MIMAS mechs for speed, but at least, now that they’d quickened their pace, they might have beaten a glacier in a race.

Although, maybe they’d have to increase their speed just a little more to do that.

At last, they neared Vanguard, and Okar began handing down orders with a crispness and precision that Ash had to admire.

Partly for defensive reasons, and partly because of the direct access it granted the town to Gatherers laden with resources, Vanguard had been built in a cleft formed by two sheer, towering cliffs. Those cliffs embraced the town like a lover, exposing less than half of her to the cruel world.

Even the terrain that led to Vanguard was hilly; uneven. That made the town’s location enviable, from a defensive perspective. At least, it should have.

Despite that the alien mechs were already rampaging through the town’s streets, Okar showed restraint that was as admirable as much as it was likely difficult.

Before anything else, the commander spread the Darkstream reserve battalions out over the hills, in a wide arc that surrounded the part of the town not covered by the cliffs.

Only then did she send in Oneiri to draw the enemy out.

If she was being honest, Ash didn’t like her odds. The MIMAS mechs had already been proven inferior to those of alien make, even though they had succeeded in taking down one of the quads.

That had required intensive collaboration, and Oneiri’s numbers had been reduced even more since then.

This looks grim.

But her training hadn’t taught her to think like that. As a soldier, she was supposed to charge into battle, unhesitating, no matter how daunting the odds. She was supposed to follow orders, even if those orders asked her to face what seemed like near-certain death.

So that was what she did.

And it was also what Marco Gonzalez, Henrietta Jin, and Beth Arkanian did. If none of them made it through today, Ash hoped that they would at least be remembered for the way they unflinchingly followed the order that sent them to their deaths.

As it happened, they did not need to enter Vanguard. Just as they neared the outskirts, Roach emerged from behind one of the outer structures—a warehouse, from the looks of it.

Flanking him were the two Quatro mechs that Billy Overton had said accompanied him, which reports from Vanguard’s beleaguered garrison had confirmed.

The trio of alien mechs galloped across the dry terrain, a great cloud of dust rising behind them.

“Fall back,” Ash said. “Let the reserve battalions soften them up.”

“You go ahead,” Henrietta said. “I’m staying. I already told you—he’s mine.”

“Razor, no. You know they’ll run your MIMAS over. Our mechs are most effective when we’re backed up by a variety of units.”

“You’re right, Steam. That’s why you three should retreat. You can have whatever’s left of Roach when I’m done with him.”

“Roach is currently backed up by two quite powerful quadruped mechs,” Marco reminded Henrietta, but she didn’t respond.

“Razor,” Ash said sharply, and Henrietta glanced back at her. Beyond, Roach and his companions were closing the distance. “If you stay, we all stay. You know that. We’re Oneiri Team, and we stick together, damn it.”

Henrietta turned back to the oncoming enemies. “Tell that to Roach,” she said. “You can do what you want. I’m taking him on.”

Heaving a sigh, Ash turned to Marco and Beth. “All right, team. Rockets first. Then autocannons. After that, prepare to engage at close quarters.”

Marco tried one more time: “Henrietta…”

“Shut up, Marco.”

With that, Oneiri assumed a single rank and began sending missile after missile at the oncoming mechs, which were now shimmering in the heat.

Chapter 42

Her New Army

 

“Incredible,” Lisa whispered. “I’m like a general, now, or something.”

She stood atop a piece of land that swept up out of the Barrens, affording her a view of the tremendous host that passed before her, causing the earth to tremor.

Her tremendous host.

Either the other Quatro drifts scattered throughout this region held more closely to the “Quatro way” than did the drift that had captured Lisa and her soldiers, or her words really had been persuasive, even when translated into the Quatro language and repeated.

Either way, over a thousand of the aliens had responded to the call, pledging to fight Darkstream in order to liberate their brethren.

More Quatro messengers were remaining behind, to continue searching for and persuading other Quatro drifts. Any they succeeded in recruiting would follow behind the advance force.

Most of the Quatro had never been in their own species’ military, and so they were content for Lisa to take the command, since she already led the militia from Alex and had racked up a decent amount of combat experience, at this point.

Not to mention the thorough training she’d received at the hands of the woman whose voice now spoke behind her:

“You did it,” Tessa said.

Lisa turned to find the white-haired woman marching up the incline to join her, showing none of her age.

“We did it,” Lisa said.

“Either way. We actually have a fighting chance against Darkstream, now, especially after we join with the Quatro near the space elevator. And we can finally leak the footage of Darkstream’s behavior on Alex. It won’t just sink into obscurity—we actually have the teeth to make them pay for their crimes.”

Sighing, Lisa nodded slightly. “Maybe. But if Eresos’ robots are turning on us…I don’t know. There are a lot of Amblers on this planet, Tessa, and a lot of Gatherers. If they all hit us together…”

“Then we’ll do something about it. What have I told you? There’s no use entertaining anxiety about something that hasn’t happened yet. And if it does happen, we’ll handle it.”

“I hope you’re right.” Lisa turned to leave the rise and rejoin her forces.

The Eresos Quatro had had their technology stripped away from them by the Meddlers before getting stranded here. But Rug and the others still had their devastating energy weapons, as well as their multipurpose jumpsuits.

Lisa knew from Alex that her implant interfaced well with the Quatro communicators, and now she used that connection to locate Rug in the vast alien throng.

“I’m near the front of the great drift, Lisa Sato. Join me and we shall talk.”

Lisa chuckled at the Quatro’s grandiose way of talking. “Will do, Rug. I’m coming now.”

Even though the Quatro were consciously checking their speed to make sure the humans could catch up, it still took a brisk jog to overtake them in order to catch up to Rug.

Lisa had ordered the shuttles they’d stolen from Darkstream to remain where they were until they received further instructions. It wouldn’t do to have them fly into a warzone exposed, and it didn’t serve much to have them leapfrog along with their force, either.

She might have waited behind with them and hitched a ride once her force drew close enough to the warzone, where the battle between Darkstream and Quatro still raged, at least according to the system net.

But abandoning her new army immediately after rallying it didn’t feel right. A good leader walked alongside her soldiers and shared in their hardship.

Tessa had taught her that.

By the time she reached Rug, the front of the group was just nearing a canyon bracketed by towering cliffs. Lisa thought she remembered seeing it from the shuttle’s cockpit as they flew overhead, during the trip to locate the eastern Quatro drifts. If she was right, the canyon continued for almost two kilometers before the cliffs leveled out into more open terrain—or at least, as open as the Barrens ever got.

“How is Andy Miller?” the Quatro asked once Lisa arrived.

“On the mend, from what I hear. He’s up and on his feet—well, foot. Apparently the Quatro we left him and Bob with are looking after him. One of them fashioned him a set of crutches using materials from a Gatherer.” Lisa had gotten in touch to check on Andy the moment she’d returned to the planet’s surface and her implant signal had been restored.

“These are good tidings,” Rug said.

As they reached the mouth of the canyon, a rocket left the cliff on their right, sailing through the air to connect with the front ranks of the Quatro army.

Flame licked the dry air, and an explosion rocked the ground while Lisa’s heart leapt toward her throat. When the smoke and dust cleared, she saw that three Quatro were down, not moving.

A second rocket came, connecting with another Quatro, this one closer to Lisa and Rug. The missile had been loosed from a hidden cleft somewhere partway up the cliff to the left.

Squinting through the chaos and into the canyon, Lisa saw a battalion of robots who were just now turning a corner and emerging from the cliffs’ shadows, the sun glinting off their metal surfaces.

“Fall back!” Lisa screamed, and then she repeated the message over a wide channel.

But most of her force did not have the means to listen over the wide channel, and as disorder took hold over their ranks, with some Quatro surging forward to meet the attackers while others turned to try to flee through the thick alien horde, Lisa began to panic herself.

Chapter 43

Vanguard

 

Roach and his new quad friends dodged around the rockets Oneiri fired at them with ease, changing trajectory and speeding up as needed.

“We need to coordinate,” Ash barked over a team-wide channel, though the urgency in her voice wouldn’t come through over the subvocalization. “Let’s focus on the rightmost Quatro. Spirit, Paste—help me corral it while Razor tries to land a hit.”

“I told you,” Henrietta shot back. “I’m aiming for Roach.”

“Damn it, Razor!” Ash yelled, and she didn’t subvocalize this time. “Are you abandoning the entire concept of a military unit operating efficiently together? Have you decided the chain of command doesn’t suit you today? Or are you going to actually act like a soldier?”

Henrietta glanced sideways at her, and Ash was sure if she could have seen her face, it would have been glaring.

But when Henrietta turned back toward the enemy, she gave a sullen shrug and ground out, “Fine.”

Beth landed a rocket to the Quatro mech’s left, forcing it to veer right, and then Marco put one between it and Roach.

That gave it no path but forward, and Ash decided to take the shot. When the quad sped up again, angling slightly left, Henrietta loosed a missile that scored a direct hit.

Beth whooped, but stopped when none of the others joined her.

Any cause for feeling triumphant was short-lived: the explosion dispersed, and the quad emerged from the smoke, virtually unscathed.

“They’re getting too close for rockets. Engage rotary autocannons and sweep them,” Ash ordered.

The others complied, peppering the trio of mechs with armor-piercing rounds.

Even though the high-velocity rounds lent a stutter to the enemy mechs’ step, it did not slow them by much. They barreled closer and closer.

“All right,” Ash said, her voice tight. “Prepare to extend bayonets.”

But when Roach and the two quads were about to close with Oneiri, they split apart—Roach and one quad sprinting past to Oneiri’s right while the other quad passed on their left.

“What the hell?” Henrietta growled.

Ash saw instantly what the enemy was doing: by charging straight at the Darkstream reserve battalions, they’d made it hazardous for the MIMAS mechs to continue firing at them, for fear of hitting friendlies.

That meant they only had to contend with the weaker artillery wielded by the soldiers under Janessa Okar’s command.

Still, there was a lot of that artillery. A tank scored a direct hit on one of the quads, ripping its shoulder half-off. The metal instantly began to knit itself back together, though, and within seconds it had reformed.

Still, Okar knew what she was doing, and threads of deadly light came from all over the wide arc she’d established—straight at the enemy mechs, whose progress was significantly impeded, now.

There was no avoiding that massive barrage of ordnance, and the trio of mechs could only continue their forward surge.

For a moment—as hundreds of metal fragments were shot off the alien mechs’ sides and heavy ordnance continued to hammer their fronts, which had to be doing major damage—Ash dared to hope.

Were the mechs about to go down without inflicting any casualties on Darkstream’s forces?

But then Roach and the quads reached the Darkstream ranks.

Immediately, most of the shooting dropped off, to avoid friendly fire. The soldiers around the mechs tried to pull away from them to continue shooting, but clearly Roach and the Quatro now considered it their turn.

They wouldn’t let the Darkstream soldiers get away, keeping close to them instead.

The Quatro mechs charged through the ranks, impaling infantry on twin lances that sprouted downward from their shoulders while firing from batteries of guns that projected from their flanks.

A broadside barrage from a ground unit. Ash shook her head in wonderment.

For his part, Gabe elected to simply lay about the enemy troops with arms that had become massive broadswords. Then, without warning, he charged straight at a tank, and the soldiers in his path scurried to get out of his way.

Leaping high into the air—Ash took the opportunity to pelt Roach with her autocannons, but to little effect—Roach descended to pierce the tank with both blades.

He must have done something else to the tank, then, because it exploded beneath him. Moments later, Roach emerged from the conflagration to continue his rampage.

“What do we do now?” Beth said, her voice small.

“I don’t know,” Marco answered. “But I suspect it’ll probably have something to do with dealing with that.”

Ash glanced toward Marco to see him pointing at the sky. She followed the gesture with her eyes.

Far above Eresos, hundreds of streaks of fire were hurtling toward the planet’s surface. They were visible even in broad daylight.

“What is that?” Henrietta said.

“It’s something entering the atmosphere,” Ash said, remembering the way the Quatro mechs had first arrived on Eresos. “Many somethings, from the looks of it. And I doubt we’re going to welcome our new visitors.”

Chapter 44

Engage Together

 

“Captain,” Ash said as Bronson answered her call, appearing on the ground before him. “Do you know anything about those meteorites that look like they’re hurtling straight for us?”

Bronson rubbed his palms against both stubbled cheeks. “Ah. They showed up, then, did they?”

“Huh? What do you mean, ‘they?’ What are they?”

The captain sniffed. “I’ve been keeping the Javelin near the space elevator, hoping to intercept them there. I figured the elevator would be their first target…I knew they couldn’t possibly move fast enough to race a destroyer accelerating at full power, but I never expected them to strike Vanguard…” The man cleared his throat.

“Would you mind telling me what the hell you’re talking about, sir?”

Well, they’re these little robots that nearly tore my hull clean off out in the Belt. Price had his hands full shooting them off the Javelin while battling the alien mech—”

“Wait, Jake fought one of those things?”

Shaking his head as though to clear it, Bronson said, “Look, Sweeney, all you need to know is that those things are small but vicious. They did a number on my ship’s armor, and they’ll do one on your MIMAS if you let them. So don’t let them, all right?”

The dream-sky had turned blood-red to reflect Ash’s anger. “Sir, if you knew about these things…”

“You have two entire battalions with you, Sweeney! Figure it out!”

With that, Bronson disappeared.

Unbelievable.

“Steam?” Henrietta said. “Are we just going to let this happen?” She was pointing at the alien mechs, whose killing sprees were still well underway.

“No,” Ash said. “Actually, it looks like we’re going to have to stop that, somehow, before those things in the sky arrive down here.”

“What are those things, exactly?” Marco asked. They’d known Ash was contacting Bronson.

“Robots capable of ripping apart our mechs, apparently. From the sounds of it, facing them and the alien mechs at the same time is the last thing we want to do.”

“So, we neutralize the three alien mechs first,” Marco said. “How hard can that be?”

Ash glanced askance at him. She was used to sarcasm from Henrietta. If Marco had started being sarcastic, it was probably a good sign they were in trouble.

“We stick together,” Ash said. “Remember how we took out the quad outside Ingress—by pinning it down and melting its armor with our lasers. All we have to do is take out the Quatro inside. So we focus on one of those first.”

Since Roach no longer had a body they could kill, she had no idea how they’d put him down. She’d decided to concentrate on the enemy whose death she knew was at least possible.

Ash led the way across the battlefield, charging at the quad who’d strayed the farthest from the other two enemy mechs.

By now, the Darkstream formation wasn’t one—instead, it was just a writhing mass that half-fled and half-fought, depending on a given unit’s proximity to the hostiles.

Neither effort was going very well.

Hoping for the element of surprise, Ash charged at her target’s backside, bayonets extended.

She should have known better. If the Quatro mech was anything like hers, its HUD would warn it of significant threats approaching from any angle.

Indeed, seconds before she drove her right bayonet into its metal hide, the quad turned, rearing up to crush her beneath metal paws.

Ash pivoted out of the way, retracting her segmented hands to fire up at the enemy mech as she sidestepped.

The moment the Quatro crashed back to the ground, Ash noticed Marco had leapt into the air, slowly flipping so that his mech’s whole weight would be behind his blades when he fell.

The Quatro didn’t seem to register the attack from above, and yet when Marco’s bayonets drove home, they glanced off harmlessly, and he tumbled off the alien’s hide to land in a heap.

The quad began to turn, but Henrietta was already there with her heavy machine gun, pelting the Quatro’s head and lending a stutter to its movements.

Ash was still hung up on the ineffectiveness of Marco’s attack. Do the quads have a hardening mechanism of some sort?

Maybe, if they had advance warning of a significant threat, they were capable of hardening their armor in that spot by compressing the metal scales there; trading versatility for impenetrability, for as long as they needed to.

It was the only way Ash could explain Marco failing to penetrate the quad with that much momentum behind his bayonets.

“We need to engage all at once, from four separate angles,” Ash shouted over the team-wide. “I think it’s able to turn away our bayonets if it knows they’re coming, but if we can keep it guessing, surprise it…”

It was a long shot, but it was the best thing any of them had suggested yet.

Then again, it’s also the only thing anyone’s suggested.

Nevertheless, Oneiri moved to circle the quad, which in turn tried to isolate them and take them out one by one.

It charged Beth, and in the dream, Ash’s distress took the form of the taste of cigarette ashes. She charged forward at the Quatro, bayonets extended before her.

The quad turned around, batting at Ash with a massive paw and sending her hurtling backward.

“What happened to engaging it together?” Henrietta said.

“Uh…right. Sorry.”

They continued to circle the Quatro, trying out their entire arsenal on it.

At this range, their heavy machine guns seemed to have a good effect, opening gaping craters in the Quatro’s metal hide that took a while to close.

Oneiri’s assault on the quad had given the soldiers around them an opening to catch their breath and increase pressure on the quad as well.

Ash could tell the soldiers were well-trained: they took care to avoid hitting the MIMAS mechs, and their shots were well-timed, forcing the Quatro into compromising its position several times.

But nothing seemed to work. Either Oneiri was failing to get the drop on the quad or it had learned to repel their blades with a one-hundred-percent success rate.

If that’s the case, we’re doomed.

But she had to assume they would get there eventually.

We have to keep trying.

“Uh…Ash?” Marco said, his gaze fixed on a point beyond her.

Ash didn’t have to ask what he was looking at, and when she patched through a feed from one of the visual sensors on her back, it confirmed what she feared: the first robots were starting to crash to the earth, their landing zones scattered across the empty expanse between them and the town. Great plumes of dust sprouted into the air with each impact, and each robot sprinted toward the Darkstream forces the instant it gained its footing.

They looked like tiny mechs, with limbs that were shaped like elongated shields and heads that curved forward as well as back.

And they ran like demons chased them.

“Sweeney,” Bronson said, his likeness appearing suddenly on the hard-packed ground before her. “I may have a solution to the robot problem you’re experiencing.”

“Oh? That’s welcome news.”

“Well, I wouldn’t exactly call it…” Bronson cleared his throat. “I’ve parked the Javelin in low orbit, directly over the battle. I have orders to, uh, nuke the entire area if things go south.”

Ash froze in place, stunned, while the others grappled with the quad. “But…that’ll kill the Darkstream forces as well, not to mention the citizens of Vanguard.”

“If you’re defeated, everyone there will die anyway. So don’t lose, and it won’t be an issue. Bronson out.”

The captain disappeared from the battlefield outside Vanguard once more.

Chapter 45

Champion

 

Gabe’s feet, ever-shifting to grant him perfect balance, pounded across the hard-packed dirt as he laid open devil after devil with his blades.

How many must I kill?

He’d intended the question rhetorically, but as they often did, the whispers offered up an answer:

All of them. You must kill them all. Only then will the location of your beloved be revealed.

Gabe swept a man’s head off his shoulders with a flick of one of his broadswords, and the puny ball of flesh and bone sailed through the air trailing droplets of blood before falling to the hard-packed ground. Less than a second later, its body followed.

Most of the figures he slew seemed minuscule to him, and they offered him no challenge whatsoever. The stinging of their weapons had the same effect that hail had on human skin—it hurt a little, sometimes, but hail rarely killed anyone.

The tanks held more interest for him, actually providing some satisfaction whenever he succeeded in taking one out. The armored personnel carriers caught his eye, too, and he thought it would be enjoyable to make those explode, though the feat would hold little tactical value.

Besides, they might be keeping Jess in one of them.

He’d been ecstatic when the whispers told him that she was still alive. Or at least, he’d felt that way once they’d convinced him of it.

At first, he had been skeptical. He’d seen Jess’s corpse with his own eyes—the scarlet that stained her white summer dress.

That wasn’t her, the whispers insisted. It wasn’t her at all. They fooled you, Roach.

But if it hadn’t been Jess, then who?

No one, the whispers answered. That was no one. They’ve been keeping you in a waking dream, Roach, and it is only now that you have entered my dream that you are awake.

The whispers had explained it all: how Darkstream had fabricated the Ambler attack on Allendale, sending him north to investigate the hoax.

On the way, they’d hijacked his implant, sending him into lucid without his knowledge.

There, they’d concocted this whole fantasy: of the Quatro attacking Northshire, of them killing Jess Sweeney as well as her father and the other villagers.

Not that the Quatro were blameless—oh, no. They had helped Darkstream fool him, and they’d betrayed their own kind on top of that.

That was why he and the two quads had slaughtered human and Quatro alike, back in River Rock. No one liked being betrayed by your own kind, no matter the species.

A woman in his path stood her ground, showing no fear as she fired round after round from her SL-17 up into his face. Gabe was about to cut her down when he stopped, frozen on the battlefield, his rampage far from complete.

He asked the whispers a question he hadn’t asked them before.

Why…why would Darkstream trick me into thinking Jess was dead? What would they stand to gain from that?

A high-pitched cackle rose up inside him, then, and he had to suppress the urge to clutch his head with his metal hands.

Gabriel Roach, must you really ask? Do your enemies need a reason for the evil they do, other than their evil natures? The laugh came again. They did this because they are war profiteers. The humans and the Quatro both—they conspire to make their species fight, and after each battle they count their credits.

“I see,” Gabe muttered, and of course it all made sense, now. He should have seen it before. It brought him shame that he’d been foolish enough to have to ask.

Continue your slaughter, Roach. It is the same mission you’ve been on almost all your life. Kill, kill, kill. It doesn’t matter who directs you to do the killing. It never has. Has it? Has it?

The whispers had become a single, unified shriek. Gabe returned to fighting.

He commanded his arms to transform from broadswords into rotary autocannons, and he sent streams of hot lead into all who stood against him.

As meteorites crashed to the earth all around him, becoming metal bipeds who also engaged the Darkstream forces, Gabe focused on one of the MIMAS mechs—the one with yellow swirls covering its face and body.

There, the voice inside him said, having become a whisper once again. Kill her, and you will have your answer.

“But how—”

That is their champion! Kill her, and your enemies will surely crumple! What can they do, then, but yield to you your beloved?

Gabe knew exactly who the whispers had instructed him to kill.

“Jess won’t be happy with me…” he mumbled.

But if this meant getting her back, it was worth it. Anything would have been.

He charged.

Chapter 46

Makeshift Gunships

 

In short order, the twenty or so Quatro who charged at the enemy holding the canyon were mowed down in a hail of gunfire.

They lack military training.

To Lisa, that was clear. If they’d possessed the discipline instilled by training, they would never have let their emotions lead them to their own deaths.

She’d hoped that the Quatro’s sheer size and ferocity would compensate for their lack of training, but now she began to doubt that.

I need to get them under control.

Suddenly, she remembered that her jumpsuit’s collar had an amplification function, in the event that coms went down and shouting became the only means of communicating in battle. She used her implant to activate it.

“All units fall back in an orderly fashion! You infantry in front—go to the right or left of the Quatro you’re retreating past!”

She wasn’t sure “infantry” was quite the right term for the Quatro—they were more like cavalry than anything else. Some of them had been outfitted with spare guns Lisa’s militia had had on the shuttles, making them…a mix between cavalry and infantry?

Now was not the time to puzzle over their classification. Bullets rained down all around her, sinking into Quatro flesh.

Rug positioned herself between Lisa and the robot army, and she saw the Quatro twitch as ordnance found its way into her body, her facial features contorting.

“Move out of the way, Rug!”

“I will not. You move back, out of harm’s way. Fall back, Lisa Sato.”

She let out a frustrated sigh through gritted teeth as she began striding backward, ducking out from behind Rug whenever she could to provide covering fire for their retreat. Her shoulder was killing her.

“Militia members and Quatro with guns,” she barked, “return fire against the enemy units that are pressuring us most!”

The swiftness with which her soldiers followed her command pleased Lisa—and also brought her a small measure of relief.

Maybe this isn’t completely hopeless after all.

Rug also turned around to fire on the enemy with the energy weapons strapped to her back, though she continued to provide physical cover to Lisa as she stalked backward.

At last, the majority of Lisa’s force made it to cover. The uneven terrain was good for that, at least—there were plenty of hollows, hills, and short cliffs to use.

Even those who could find no cover were protected by the distance they’d put between themselves and the canyon, which was where the robots seemed intent on remaining.

“Tessa,” Lisa subvocalized over a two-way channel. “What’s your location?”

“Taking cover to the south.”

“Looks like I was right about the robots organizing and opposing us.”

“It seems you were,” Tessa said after a short pause. “But I stand by what I said. There’s no point in obsessing over something until it becomes an actual problem.”

“Right. Well, it’s a problem now. There must be satellite photos of the terrain to the north and south—have you had a chance to look at them? Is there another route we can take?”

“Doesn’t look like it. According to these elevation readings, the land to the north is too variable to allow passage for a force of any meaningful size. To the south, mountains, with no discernible pass through to the west that I can make out.” Tessa sighed. “I’ll admit, it looks like these machines are clear on their goal: prevent us from returning west.”

Lisa racked her brain for an answer that didn’t involve trying to advance through that meat grinder.

We could ferry our forces back and forth using the shuttles…

But no, that was stupid. It would take weeks to move everyone, and they’d make themselves vulnerable to attack during the operation. Besides, they’d run out of fuel long before they transported everyone.

Somehow, I doubt Darkstream will be willing to lend us more.

At last, she said, “Tessa, do you see an alternative to battling through that canyon?”

“Not unless we leave the Quatro we’ve recruited behind. I’m assuming we don’t consider that an option.”

“I don’t. Do you?”

“No.”

“All right, then.” Lisa stared over the sunbaked land, at the canyon that would be her crucible. “There has to be a way to get to the top of one of those cliffs that form the canyon. What are you seeing on the photos?”

“Uh…I’d try for the southern cliff—try to find a path through the mountains that leads to it. The mountain slopes look treacherous, and I’m not sure humans could get up there, but maybe Quatro could. Maybe.”

“I say we send Rug and the Alex Quatro with their energy weapons, plus half the Quatro we’ve outfitted with guns and another fifty without. Their mission will be to take that cliff and fire down on the robots in the canyon as well as the ones stationed on the opposite cliff. They can time the attack with our own charge at the canyon. What do you think?”

“Well, it’s your call. You’re in command. But if you ask me, it still sounds risky as hell. I think we can expect our forces to get torn to shreds as we try to take that canyon.”

“Maybe not, if we order our ten shuttles to fly forward to join the fight. They’re combat shuttles, remember? If we use them as makeshift gunships, order them to hit the robots from the air, and Rug and the others to hit them from that cliff, we might just be able to make a go of this.”

“Huh.” Judging by the silence that followed that syllable, Tessa was mulling the plan over. “I sure can’t think of anything better.”

“Then we’ll run with what we have. I’ll start handing out the orders.”

“I’ll sit on my ass, I guess.”

“No you won’t. You’ll organize the armed Quatro we’re keeping with us, along with the humans from our militia. I want them to spread out from each other as much as possible, to reduce their vulnerability to enemy fire and to increase the firing solutions they have on those metal bastards.”

“Hey, someone taught you well.”

“That someone had better get moving. Sato out.”

Chapter 47

Concentrated Fire

 

Ash soon discovered the most efficient way to fight the robots that continued to fall from the sky.

She kept her hands retracted and settled against her wrists but left her bayonets extended. That way, she could rip apart the robots with armor-piercing rounds when they were far, and slash them to pieces or impale them when they were near.

“Keep both your bayonets and your autocannons deployed at all times,” she ordered the others once she figured that out. “We have to keep them off our armor.”

Though the robots looked fragile, and they certainly disintegrated in short order under concentrated fire from the rotary autocannons, they could do a lot of damage if they made it through. There was power in those little limbs, and Ash had a wicked gash down her right thigh, where circuitry was now visible and coolant had begun to leak out.

I won’t let that happen again.

She’d integrated the dream’s unique way of interpreting stimulus with the visual sensors that covered her mech, and whenever one of the robots attacked her from any angle, she developed an itch on the spot where it would hit, and the world flashed red in that direction.

One of the robots tried to come at her from the air, having leapt far overhead. Ash’s head itched, making her wince at the image of the metallic creature digging into her brain, even though her actual head didn’t reside inside her mech’s.

Either way, her bayonet sliced the robot clean in two before it came anywhere near her.

Four more robots charged, having woven between nearby Darkstream units to take her by surprise. Two of them came from more or less the same direction, but the other two were spread out.

She picked off the pair near each other, impaled one that was headed for her chest, but failed to deal with the fourth before it latched onto her bicep and began to savage it.

Seizing it by its arm, she whipped it into the air while maintaining her grip, so hard that part of its body snapped off, sailing away over the battling robots and soldiers. She threw what remained in her hand as hard as she could at another robot about to reach her, which drove it back, buying her time to make it explode with her right autocannon.

The tide of combat granted her a brief reprieve, then, which she used to check on her teammates. Nearby, three robots were descending through the air toward Beth.

Ash spun up her autocannons, aiming at two moving targets simultaneously and taking them both down. As for the third, Beth caught it in two cupped hands, then crushed the thing between metal palms.

“Thanks!” Beth said, turning to nod at Ash.

“Anytime,” said Ash as she picked off another enemy headed for Beth, and her teammate shook one off that had begun to tear at her ankle with tiny metal claws.

“How are you holding up?” Ash asked.

“I’ve been better…though I guess this is what I signed up for.”

“Fighting Quatro is what you signed up for. I can’t decide whether this is better or worse.”

Beth turned toward her, and something about the way she froze told Ash everything she needed to know.

“Ash, behind you!”

She’d already begun to turn—far too late, however.

A serrated blade made of dark metal sprouted from her chest, right where her body was nestled inside the MIMAS.

The dream washed everything she could see in a deep scarlet, through which she could make out only dim outlines.

The blade retracted, and Ash slumped to her knees. She fell forward, her face connecting with the hard ground.

Chapter 48

Everything at Her Disposal

 

The dream rendered Beth’s anguish by sending cracks through the sky from which bled the darkness of space, staining the blue surrounding them.

She charged at Roach, and he withdrew his blade from Ash to face Beth, massive arms folding inward to become energy cannons, which immediately began to crackle with light.

Too late.

Beth engaged her rockets, blasting into Roach’s midsection and carrying him backward several meters to crash into the side of a tank, which shifted sideways under their combined weight.

Pushing off him with her feet, she surged forward once more to land a right hook on his jaw, then drove her bayonet as hard as she could into his midsection. It plunged through, hitting the tank on the other side.

Roach tried to seize her, but she darted backward, reaching behind her to disconnect her heavy machine gun and swing it around, riddling his chest and face with bullets.

Still, Roach plowed forward against the barrage, and she hit him with a pair of rockets at point-blank range.

Praying it had bought her enough time, Beth ran back to the spot where Roach had impaled Ash.

The robots had left Ash alone during Beth’s brief absence, probably assuming she was finished. At first, Beth feared that too, and the thought almost buckled her knees.

But when she checked, she saw that Ash was alive, even though her vitals were awash with red.

Knowing the MIMAS was designed to keep its pilot alive for as long as possible, Beth didn’t dare remove Ash from it. Instead, she bent and picked her up, balancing her atop her right shoulder while holding her heavy machine gun in her left hand.

The little metallic devils ran at her once again, and Beth picked them off with her heavy gun, one by one, swinging it wildly from target to target while keeping a firm hold of the gun to prevent it from slipping from her grip.

When the robots began to swarm her, she simply ran, firing behind her without looking.

Her objective was a shallow rise beyond the fighting, and when she reached it, she gently laid Ash down on her back.

With that, she turned back to face the oncoming robots, immediately sweeping her heavy gun back and forth across their ranks.

Not fast enough. There were dozens of the robots approaching at a full run, unflinching in the face of Beth’s defense. More were joining the chase from the periphery of the battle, probably smelling easy meat. Two for the price of one.

Worse: the meteorites that contained the robots were still falling from the sky at regular intervals.

Beth tossed her heavy gun aside, since it would have taken too long to replace it on her back. Then she retracted both her hands to reveal her rotary autocannons. She opened fire.

The vibrations that the autocannons sent through her arms was a pleasant sensation for Beth, and she also liked the way they made her forearms spin around and around in tight circles.

It was even more satisfying when the sensation was paired with robot after robot disintegrating before her eyes.

But it still wasn’t enough. Beth judged that the robots would reach the hill soon no matter how well she targeted them, and so she did the last thing she could think of that might prevent them from reaching Ash.

She offered herself to them as their target.

When she charged to meet them, the robots almost seemed to gain in speed, as though her approach had infused them with eagerness.

They threw themselves upon her as she ran among them—but she increased her speed, causing most of them to miss.

Two did manage to latch on to her; one on her calf, and one on the small of her back.

She kicked off the first, sending it careening into another robot as Beth’s foot knocked a third flat on its back. But the remaining robot immediately set about burrowing into her mech, and Beth was forced to fall backward onto the ground, crushing it.

The others pounced on the opportunity, rushing toward her while she was down, but Beth was in the finest form of her life, driven by the intense fury that had risen within her after what Roach had done to Ash.

She snapped both of her arms backward, just as she’d seen some of the robots do in order to launch themselves up at the mechs.

It worked—the maneuver sent her hurtling back to her feet, and she sliced through two more airborne enemies as she did, generating a storm of metal parts that rained down onto the dusty ground.

Whipping around, she punched another robot in midair before jogging backward toward the hill where Ash lay, opening fire on the remaining hostiles.

Yet more enemies emerged from the battle and fell from the sky, intent on destroying the two MIMAS mechs.

Beth refused to allow it. To protect Ash, she would use everything at her disposal—her wits, her training, her skill, and even her life, if it came to that.

Chapter 49

Instant Headache

 

“How close are you, Rug?” Lisa Sato asked.

“It is difficult to tell,” Rug answered. “I have not laid eyes on my destination for some time.”

“All right. Keep me posted. Sato out.”

Rug was trying her best. As she led her force through the mountains, she kept in close touch with Lisa Sato using subvocalization, a function her translator enabled. To speak out loud would have risked warning the machines on the cliff of her approach.

Of course, that was provided she made it to the top of the cliff at all. Together, she and the twelve Quatro with her from Alex, as well as the sixty-five from the eastern drifts, had taken more than an hour to get even this far.

All the while, the Meddlers’ machines bombarded Lisa Sato’s position.

Rug knew that her human friend didn’t think of the machines as such—as belonging to the Meddlers. She preferred to put their very existence out of her mind, as a distant, undefined possibility that she didn’t have to deal with right now.

That was not an uncommon tendency, among both humans and Quatro. But it never failed to aggravate Rug immensely.

Lisa Sato did not endure the Meddlers’ onslaught. She did not lose everything to them.

Still, Rug’s friend was not stupid, and she had ordered her force back as soon as the machines had struck, saving most of her soldiers. Rug herself had taken two bullets, one in her shoulder and one in her right flank, which had entered at oblique angles and hadn’t seemed to hit anything vital. She was able to navigate the treacherous mountain ways despite the pain caused by the bullets inside her.

Before turning the next corner, she checked around it, as she had with every turn so far. At last, she beheld the cliff.

Only one machine was there, but it was also one of the most fearsome machines Rug had ever encountered.

It was an Ambler.

Other than the fifty unarmed Quatro, she also had sixteen with energy weapons and fifteen with human guns. Rug felt reasonably confident she could take the cliff from the colossus. It would entail significant loss of life—possibly half her force or more.

But there was no other choice.

She sent the message of what she had seen back to the Alex Quatro, who were evenly dispersed throughout the force behind her, so that they could quickly disseminate to the others whatever news she gave them over their communicators.

Once her companions had been given time to steel themselves, there was nothing for it but to emerge.

Beyond the path she now exited, there was an expanse of perhaps one hundred and fifty meters until the plateau terminated at the cliff. That would afford their force space to arrange itself into some sort of attack formation, but Rug doubted they would have much time to do so. The Ambler would likely notice them forming up in short order.

Nevertheless, she crept from the path as quietly as she could, taking care to disturb no loose rocks as she padded across the ground, keeping as far from the Ambler as possible while giving those behind her room to emerge and begin arranging themselves.

Twenty Quatro—only three of them bearing energy weapons—had emerged when the Ambler finally turned, instantly opening fire with the heavy guns mounted on both its sides.

Though Amblers possessed the same ability to morph that the Gatherers did, they used it less, and certain components seemed essentially permanent, such as the long, heavy guns it now used to send streams of lead into Quatro flesh.

The seventeen unarmed Quatro who’d made it onto the plateau charged, with the four in front quickly falling to the Ambler’s fire.

The felled Quatro crashed to their bellies, and Rug saw one Quatro’s head glance off a sharp-looking rock. It pained her to see a mighty warrior lose his dignity in this way.

Rug opened fire herself, sending bolts of white light toward the Ambler’s dome, where she assumed its “mind” resided—if indeed it had one. Either way, the dome offered the biggest target, and her efforts didn’t take long to earn her the attention of the machine.

The Ambler turned lasers on her, and Rug immediately fled the spot she’d been standing, though heat had already begun to build up on top of her head, imparting an instant headache. A moment longer, and the temperature would have likely caused her skull to rupture.

The other two Alex Quatro opened fire on the enemy, granting Rug covering fire, and more armed Quatro now emerged onto the plateau to join in.

Perhaps this will go better than I’d assumed.

The mech seemed unable to focus on any one target long enough to neutralize it—the Quatro were succeeding in fragmenting its attention and preventing it from doing significant damage.

Then, one of her companions called out, and Rug recognized his voice as the one who’d imprisoned Lisa Sato and Tessa Notaras: “Look beyond, at the opposite cliff!”

Rug looked from Salve—which was the name the drift leader had chosen for himself—to the far cliff.

On it, two more Amblers pounded toward the edge.

Then, incredibly, they leapt into empty air.

Rug thought they must surely plummet to their doom—until rockets sprouted from their undersides, carrying them to the cliff where the Quatro fought. Both mechs crashed to their feet, flanking the Ambler already there and causing the ground to tremble.

Rug had never before heard of Amblers having that capability.

“Rug?” Lisa Sato’s voice said, sounding alarmed. “Did I just see what I thought I saw?”

But there was no time for a response. A promising engagement had just become a losing one.

Rug surged forward to do what she could to help her fellow Quatro.

Chapter 50

Locked in Combat

 

Marco had seen Roach impale Ash, and he’d caught glimpses of Beth’s attempts to protect her from the swarming robots.

But there’d been nothing he could do to help. He and Henrietta had been working together to engage one of the quads, to prevent it from killing more Darkstream soldiers.

Even that was getting a lot less of his attention than it deserved, since it took almost everything he had to keep the smaller robots from shredding his mech.

But when Marco saw Roach advancing on the hill where Beth carried on her desperate struggle to keep the robots from ravaging Ash’s mech, he knew he had to do something.

So he charged, through the battling soldiers and robots, battering aside any enemy that got in his way while weaving around or leaping over friendlies.

“Spirit, where are you going?” Henrietta said, frustration giving her voice an edge. “We’re making progress against this thing!”

They hadn’t been, but Marco wasn’t about to contradict her right now. “If Roach reaches that hill, both Steam and Paste are done. Paste already has her hands full with the robots.”

When he saw that Roach was going to reach his target no matter how fast Marco ran, he sent two rockets streaming across the battlefield at the alien mech.

One missed, though it chanced to take out one of the smaller robots—and the other hit. It caused Roach to stagger a step, and then he whipped around to see who’d attacked him.

It worked…I got his attention!

But soon, Marco began to feel his gambit had worked a little too well. Roach dashed toward him, arms taking the form of broadswords, just as they had at the beginning of the battle.

Aware that if he hesitated at all, he was lost, Marco extended both his bayonets and charged as well.

As they neared each other, Roach positioned himself for an obvious thrust. So obvious, in fact, that Marco expected a feint, but he readied himself to parry it just in case Roach followed through.

Roach did follow through, and Marco raised his blade to intercept. It didn’t go as planned. At the last second, Roach’s broadsword had become a massive, metal fist, which shattered Marco’s bayonet and connected with his chest, knocking him to the ground with shocking force.

Staring up at the sky, mentally shaking himself, he tried to get up.

That didn’t work, either. Roach stepped forward, planting a heavy foot on Marco’s chest while bringing his arms together. Those arms melded, sending tendrils into each other to intertwine and twist around to become a single, gigantic energy cannon angled at Marco’s head.

Lightning crackled inside that cannon.

“Say goodnight, Gonzalez,” Roach said, and his voice sounded like that of the damned.

Something streaked out of the sky, the angle of its approach vector changing rapidly until it was almost parallel with the ground.

Just before it would have collided with the ground, it collided with Roach instead, knocking the alien mech off of Marco and sending it skidding, leaving deep furrows in the hard-packed earth to mark its passage.

Marco managed to regain his feet, and when he looked in the direction Roach had been carried, he saw that Roach’s mech was locked in combat with its identical twin.

Chapter 51

Balance of Power

 

Jake slammed into Roach, driving him off of Marco—just in the nick of time, from the looks of it.

To avoid killing everyone on the battlefield, with the possible exception of the mechs, he’d devoted some effort to arresting the momentum he’d gathered from his atmospheric reentry.

Even so, he’d hit Roach with a lot of force, which carried them both several dozen meters across the ground.

Roach was beneath him, luckily, and it was his mech that took the brunt of the damage.

Part of Roach’s mech slapped the ground, presumably in an attempt to slow their momentum, though the effect was that Jake tumbled forward instead, with Roach flipping around behind him and both of them rolling end over end, still locked together.

Finally, Roach managed to regain his feet, separating himself from Jake, though their forward motion caused them to skid several more meters. For a few seconds, they “surfed” over the hard-packed dirt.

As they slowed, Jake stepped forward and delivered a haymaker to the base of Roach’s throat, causing him to stagger backward, clutching at it with his right hand.

He seemed surprised by the force Jake was capable of bringing to bear—equivalent to the power Roach himself wielded.

“Not used to that, are you?” Jake asked.

“Who…who are you?”

“I’m the one who gave you that mech, you asshole.”

Jake strode forward, converting his left hand into a heavy machine gun and firing at Roach’s head over and over at point-blank range.

His former chief’s response was to sidestep rapidly, clearly angling himself to strike Jake’s back.

Jake let him complete the maneuver—and the moment Roach was in position, he repeated the trick he’d discovered in the Belt, inverting so that he faced backward without having to turn around.

The maneuver appeared to shock Roach, and the instant of hesitation made the hook Jake landed on his jaw all the more effective.

Roach stumbled backward once again. “Price,” he spat, as though the name was a flea that had flown into his mouth.

“Good guess. You know, when I picked you up from your sickbed and carried you across Valhalla like a baby, to be born again inside that mech, I didn’t expect this.”

The other mech shook its head slowly. “You…” Roach said, trailing off for a moment. “You truly don’t understand what’s happening here?”

Ignoring the question, Jake took the fact that they’d stopped to chat as an opportunity to turn his left arm into an energy cannon and blast Roach’s head off.

At least, he tried. Roach sidestepped once again, and the energy glanced off his head, causing it to jerk violently but doing no significant damage.

Either way, it seemed to piss him off, since next, Roach tried to tackle him. Jake met the charge head-on, and they grappled for several moments without either one of them making any headway. They were virtually matched in strength.

But perhaps not in skill.

“The whispers…don’t they call to you?” Roach asked.

That took Jake aback, and his shock was the window Roach needed to alter their engagement. He twisted forward, breaking Jake’s grasp in order to deliver a savage headbutt.

This time, it was Jake’s turn to stagger backward as he struggled to keep his feet under him. Roach ran forward to try to capitalize on the loss of balance, but Jake’s arms became twin autocannons to send fragments of himself screaming toward Roach.

That, it seemed, was a mistake, as Roach merely absorbed the fragments, adding their mass to his own. Jake quickly stopped firing.

“The whispers should have explained to you the truth,” Roach said as he took one inexorable step after another, his fists clenched, fingers writhing against each other. “They must call to you. The suit must whisper to you.”

“It does,” Jake said. “I’m just not stupid enough to actually listen.”

It wasn’t nearly that simple, of course, but the taunt had the desired effect of enraging Roach further, causing him to lose all restraint and charge at Jake with abandon.

Jake ran to meet him, but he dropped to the ground at the last second, sliding feet-first in an attempt to trip his enemy. To supplement the effort, he shifted his mass to make the alien mech more wedge-shaped, hoping to send Roach flying through the air so he could shoot him on the way down.

But Roach was transforming too—into a wheel with serrated edges, which ran over Jake, severing his right arm from his torso.

Flipping onto his stomach, Jake scrambled toward the limb, desperate to rejoin it with the rest of his body.

But Roach had assumed a humanoid form once more, and his foot connected with Jake’s chin, sending him flipping backward, recoiling in pain.

He recovered just in time to watch Roach pick up the arm and hold it against his chest, where tendrils snaked out to embrace it. Within seconds, it had been absorbed into the alien mech.

Chapter 52

Full Potential

 

After Roach absorbed Jake’s right arm into his chest, the battle became more challenging for him.

His actual arm was fine, of course—it was still attached to his body, anyway, inside the torso of his massive mech. But that wouldn’t mean much if Roach killed him.

I don’t see why I can’t simply regrow the arm.

Indeed, as he focused on the jagged stump where his mech’s arm had been, he felt an itching sensation within the mech dream.

But Roach wasn’t about to wait around while Jake regenerated a limb. He was that much larger, now, and he swung a fist at Jake that was shaped like a hammer.

Dancing backward neutered the attack somewhat, but Roach still struck a glancing blow on Jake’s chest.

His arm continued to sprout from his shoulder, though it was a thin, weak-looking thing, and it seemed it would take forever for it to regain its musculature.

How was Roach able to incorporate my arm so quickly? Jake commanded his left arm to become an autocannon, afraid that an energy gun would detract too much from the regeneration process. The autocannon should hold him off for a bit…

The dream flashed scarlet—just before one of the quads tackled him from behind, knocking him onto the ground and pinning him there.

The insects that had haunted Jake back in Hub returned, then, digging into his flesh with more vigor than ever before. The single, grating violin note returned as well.

Let us join as one, the alien mech whispered to him. Only then will you be granted full command of your abilities.

“No,” Jake grunted, and four pillars shot out of his body and into the ground, jostling the Quatro mech enough to allow him to roll onto his back and place his autocannon against its underside.

He fired, and the rounds sank into the quad’s belly.

The Quatro spun away, emitting a strangled roar. It seemed Jake might have actually gotten a shot through to the beast inside. He didn’t know how he’d managed it, but the thing certainly seemed rattled.

His arm had continued to grow, and now he told his other arm to become a long, thin blade, with which he was determined to lay open the quad who’d attacked him.

The other quad charged, then—but this time, Jake was ready. He sidestepped the alien, jamming his left arm backward as he went so that it tore through the thing’s armor.

Rapidly, he reformed the autocannon, intent on sending high-velocity rounds into the rift he’d made—

Roach tackled him, then, and they flew through the air to land on the ground. Straddling Jake, Roach gripped him by the neck, pulled him upward, then punched him so that his head slammed back into the hard-packed dirt. Roach repeated the act once. Twice.

I can’t take on all three of them at once.

The whispers answered immediately, this time: You can. You are better than them, and once you are on equal footing, you will tear them apart. Let us join as one.

This time, Roach’s fist sprouted spikes before crashing into Jake’s face. Metal fragments flew, reminding him of the Ravagers who’d torn apart his face back in the Belt.

He couldn’t find the purchase to throw Roach off, or to wriggle out from under him. His adversary was larger than him, now, and it seemed absorbing the arm had lent him more power, too.

Let us join as one, the alien mech whispered.

Almost, Jake did it. The only alternative seemed to be death, for him and his friends.

Okay. I’ll…

The dream seemed to sing in anticipation, and a second note joined the lone violin note, to create a hauntingly beautiful harmony. Roach’s fist slammed into Jake’s head again.

But then he remembered Sue Anne’s gaunt face, staring up at him from her deathbed, holding his gaze riveted.

Remember me, Jake. Remember me, fighting to live despite how badly I wanted to die. I want you to remember how much you owe me. How deeply in debt you are to me—a debt you can never, ever repay, except by continuing to resist that voice, forever.

“I deny you!” Jake yelled, and his voice boomed over the battlefield. “I deny you!”

With that, his right arm surged from his shoulder, metal sinews and tendons wrapping around it to lend it the mass it once had.

Jake used the regrown arm to grip Roach by the neck, and with a titanic effort, he slammed his adversary to the ground beside him, flipping over to become the one straddling Roach.

His left hand morphed, becoming an energy cannon, and he allowed the energy to build up for several seconds while Roach attempted to buck him off. Almost, the former chief succeeded.

Too late.

The cannon unleashed a broad, white-hot bar at point-blank range, taking Roach’s head clean off. Where it had been remained only a melted stump.

One of the Quatro charged Jake, then, trying to take advantage of his diverted attention, but his newly formed right arm became a lance, which flickered like lightning toward the quad’s chest, biting through the metal.

Judging from the way the enemy mech slumped to the ground, the lance had found the Quatro inside. Jake rose to his full height to face the remaining quad, but it turned to sprint toward the horizon as fast as it could.

A ragged cheer rose up from what beleaguered Darkstream soldiers were left over from the battle.

The cheer abruptly fell off into shocked silence, and Jake turned to find Roach’s headless mech rising to its feet, both arms rapidly becoming energy cannons.

Incredible.

Jake turned his own energy gun into an autocannon, which took less time than forming weapons from scratch, as Roach was doing.

That done, he fired into Roach’s right cannon, generating an explosion that took out the weapon.

As Roach staggered back from that attack, Jake surged forward to drive his lance into his enemy’s remaining energy cannon.

There was a colossal detonation of heat and light that threw Jake back several meters to crash to the earth, his ears ringing, the violin note reaching a crescendo.

Blindly, he staggered to his feet, stumbling toward where he thought he would find Roach, though he couldn’t see a thing.

He located Roach’s mech by feel, and he realized through touch alone that both his adversary’s arms now ended at the elbows.

He seized Roach’s neck once more with his left hand and turned his right into a short sword, which he used to stab Roach over and over until the man’s mech was a perforated wreck and he’d stopped moving altogether.

Only then did Jake allow his vanquished enemy to fall to the ground.

Chapter 53

Surge Forward

 

Lisa ran from shallow cliff to hollow to boulder, taking as little time as she could behind each hide before checking to ensure the way forward was clear and darting out again.

There’s no way Rug and the others can hold out against three Amblers for long.

She knew that, and her friend would know it, too. But Rug and the others with her fought on, with ferocity and bravery. It would amount to a terrible betrayal for Lisa to squander the short window they’d granted her.

“How long till you engage?” she subvocalized to Planter, the Quatro she’d put in charge of the combat shuttles.

“Minutes, Lisa Sato. We will arrive in time to strike together.”

That was the best she could have hoped for. With Rug engaging the Amblers who’d been firing on her force from the cliffs, Lisa would get a tiny window to strike the robot army within the canyon, and during that time they would be on more or less equal footing.

Other than the machines they have positioned partway up the cliffs, of course.

Those would likely pose a problem, but hopefully the combat shuttles could manage to pick most of them off.

Once the Amblers finish off Rug’s force, though…

It tore her apart to consider the fact of Rug’s impending death, but she had to consider it, because it would leave the Amblers free once again to fire down from the cliffs with their vast arsenals. Quite likely, they’d be able to take down the shuttles as well.

Lisa and her Quatro force, along with the four surviving humans under her command...together, they advanced forward under cover for as long as they could. Without the Amblers firing down on them, that ended up being a fair distance, since the Gatherers in the canyon didn’t have long-range weapons.

Lisa had also spotted humanoid robots, a little shorter than an average person, though those didn’t seem to have long-range weapons either.

There were two more Amblers inside the canyon, however, and they were picking off Quatro careless enough to expose themselves at an alarming rate.

At last, Lisa’s force reached the canyon, and the swarm of Gatherers and bipedal robots chose that moment to surge forward as one, rapidly closing the distance.

The unarmed Quatro surged forward to meet them, and from behind, the armed soldiers fired on the robot host.

There are too many of them.

Even with the combat shuttles about to arrive, Lisa simply couldn’t see how they’d pull a victory out of this situation.

But that didn’t mean she didn’t intend to try.

From atop a shallow rise, she took aim at one of the Gatherers about to close with a Quatro, then fired.

An Ambler spotted her, sending a rocket her way, and she dove off the hill, sprinting toward a nearby hollow for cover.

Chapter 54

Torn Asunder

 

A line of armor-piercing rounds hit Rug’s rear-right leg, shearing through flesh and bone.

The pain made her roar in agony, but she continued moving toward the boulder she’d chosen for cover, the leg dragging uselessly across the ground.

More bullets tore up the boulder as she dove behind it. But she couldn’t let herself rest.

Instead, she wended around the massive rock to fire at her attacker from the other side, blasts of energy forcing the Ambler back momentarily.

It recovered, answering Rug’s efforts with a rocket. That forced her to scamper back, abandoning the rock but keeping it between her and the Ambler, her leg sending shockwaves of pain through her all the while.

The other Quatro on the cliff were in states similar to hers—the ones that survived, anyway. Most of the unarmed Quatro had been killed during the first minutes of battle, and now it was everything the armed Quatro could do to keep the three giant mechs occupied while remaining alive themselves.

“Rug, how’s it going up there?”

“Not very well, Lisa Sato,” she answered, glad that subvocalization allowed her to keep the agony out of her voice.

“Actually, you’re doing amazingly, Rug. I never expected to have this much time to fight the battle on the lower ground.”

“Thank you…but I do not think you will have much longer. I apologize. It has…been good to be your friend.”

Part of her expected Lisa to tell her not to talk like that, but she only said, “I’ve cherished our time together too, Rug.”

She also expects me to die this day.

Rug decided that if she was going to die, then it would be a good death.

She limped from the boulder she’d taken cover behind, pelting the nearest Ambler with bolt after bolt of energy.

It turned toward her, taking its attention from the pair of Alex Quatro it had been pinning down.

Those Quatro now emerged from cover too, joining their fire with Rug’s.

Perhaps if we can take down just one Ambler, it might make a difference…

But the Ambler who’d nearly shot off her leg turned its rockets on her once more, and Rug knew it was over.

Suddenly, a streak of dark metal charged past her from the direction of the mountain pass they’d taken to get here. It leapt into the air, connecting with the Ambler, and the enemy’s rockets were diverted to the mountainside beyond Rug.

“My soul?” she said, disbelieving.

The Quatro mech pushed off the Ambler, sending it tottering toward the cliff, and her mate hammered it with high-velocity rounds until it toppled, careening over the side to crash down to the battle below.

He turned on the next Ambler, which was already peppering him with its heavy guns.

Rug rushed forward to join her mate, sending bolt after bolt to slam into the Ambler’s dome.

Her mate turned, and her eyes locked onto his robotic, glowing ones.

“Goodbye, my love,” he said.

“My soul—no!”

With that, her mate rocketed up into the Ambler, knocking it off the cliff and sending them both flying from it.

Her heart torn asunder, Rug nevertheless banded together with the Quatro that remained on the cliff, and together they managed to neutralize the third Ambler. Their concentrated energy fire sent it to its knees, and then to the ground, where it slumped sideways and did not rise.

She and the other Quatro sprinted to the cliff side, then, to pelt the enemy robots in the canyon below.

“Rug!” Lisa said, excitement filling her voice. “The battle’s turning in our favor. How did you manage to take out those Amblers?”

“We received some unexpected assistance,” Rug said, and Lisa did not request clarification.

Perhaps she had been engaged by an enemy robot.

Or, perhaps, she’d heard the unbearable sadness in Rug’s voice, and knew it was best not to question further.

Epilogue

The Demands of War

 

“That’s no dust storm,” Billy Overton said, his thumbs tucked behind his belt.

Jake glanced over at the old man, who squinted out over the Barrens, studying the oncoming formation. “You don’t think so?”

“Nah. Dust storms come in like giant, puffy clouds rising up from the ground. This dust-up’s narrower—high, and sharp. Reminds me of the day those Quatro mechs came, and another mech like the one you drive fought them. You might want to get in yours, boy.”

Jake nodded. “I have time.”

“S’pose you do, at that.” Overton wrinkled his nose as he peered out over the land. “They’re not coming as fast as they did on the day Sable Hawthorne died. I tried to warn the others that day, but you think they’d listen to me? Then, later on, those mechs all came back, the four-legged ones and the two-legged one, but this time they were working together to kill everyone. Billy had his shelter, though. Billy had his shelter.” The last words came out as a mutter.

“Do you miss your neighbors, Billy?”

Abruptly, Overton’s head sank, his chin settling against his chest. “Yeah,” he said, and his voice hitched.

Something about the endearing gesture got to Jake—resonated with him. He laid a hand on Overton’s shoulder. “I’ll go get my mech.”

“All right, then.”

According to Beth, Oneiri had found Overton in River Rock soon after the second attack on it. They’d tried to persuade him to accept an evac out of the town, but he’d kicked up such a massive stink that the soldier dealing with him simply gave up and told Overton he could do whatever he wanted.

Darkstream had taken Ash to Valhalla Station to recover after the battle at Vanguard, along with Roach’s remains, and the quad’s.

Jake didn’t think that seemed like a good idea—to hold on to what was left of the alien mechs for study. But it hadn’t been his call to make.

Ignoring Bronson’s order for Oneiri to return to Valhalla for a debriefing, though—that had been Jake’s call.

It was all of our call.

They’d come here instead, to River Rock, to talk about the data dump Beth had given him, which Ash had received from the leader of Red Company. And also to discuss whether they wanted to work for Darkstream at all anymore.

The alien mech sat outside Overton’s shelter, slightly slumped, as though lacking the life force that animated it when Jake was inside it.

That thing’s like a sword with no hilt. It was a sharp sword, though, and it got the job done if you could resist its siren call.

Which he was determined to continue doing. Sue Anne’s voice was too loud in his ears to do otherwise.

When Jake returned to Overton’s side, there was a new gleam in the old man’s eyes as he beheld the mech.

He likes tech—there’s no denying that. Jake couldn’t blame him. He did, too. Always had.

Soon, what Overton had called a dust-up resolved into a force of hundreds of Quatro.

As soon as it did, Jake opened a team-wide channel. “Inside your mechs, everyone. We’ve got company. Lots of it.”

The three MIMAS mechs currently in operation joined him on the border of the Barrens minutes later. They managed to persuade Billy Overton to watch whatever happened from his shelter, though he wanted badly to stay and see it with his own eyes.

At last, the Quatro force neared, and two humans walked at their fore—a young Korean woman as well as a woman of Western descent, who looked like she must have been in her sixties at least, though she clearly didn’t let her age slow her down very much.

“That’s Lisa Sato and Tessa Notaras,” Henrietta said. “Traitors. They killed Darkstream soldiers on Alex.”

Henrietta was the least convinced about quitting Darkstream, and she’d taken a lot of persuading to come here at all—only her loyalty to Oneiri Team had swayed her to ignore Bronson’s order long enough to join the discussions.

At hearing the names Henrietta had spoken, Jake breathed a sigh of relief. “There doesn’t need to be any fighting.”

Henrietta shot him a look. “Huh?”

“You three wait here.” Jake strode out over the Barrens to meet the oncoming force.

“Whoa, there, big boy,” Tessa Notaras said, leveling an assault rifle at him.

Cute. Jake held up his hands. “I surrender.”

When he spoke, Lisa Sato stared at him, hard. “I recognize that voice. Could it truly be…?”

Jake opened his mech, a panel in front stiffening then lowering to make a ramp for him to descend.

When he reached the bottom, he gave a little wave. “Hi, Lisa.”

She ran to him, her boots stirring up little puffs of dust as she did.

When she collided with him, she nearly knocked him back onto the metal ramp, and her embrace tightened hard over his frame.

He hugged her back. “Whoa. You’ve gotten stronger since the last time we were caught wrestling in Percival Brown’s corn field.”

She drew back from him, still holding both his arms. “Hi, Stink.”

Wincing, Jake said, “I was hoping you’d forgotten that nickname.”

He got inside his mech to take it back to River Rock, and they walked side-by-side, instantly launching into a dozen different memories about growing up in the Belt.

“I can’t believe you’re here,” Jake said, peering down at her. “Last I heard, you’d taken a job on Alex. I was so jealous when I learned about that.”

That made Lisa’s smile shrink and grow tight. “It didn’t end well.”

“I heard that, too. I’m sorry.”

He happened to glance behind him, and then he stopped walking altogether. A quad had caught his eye, marching at the periphery of the host.

“That’s Rug,” Lisa said. “She’s a friend.”

“I see,” Jake said slowly. “Sorry…I’m used to fighting those things.”

Lisa nodded. “Her mate piloted that mech, just a few days ago. He died, but the mech repaired itself.”

They reached River Rock, and the three remaining MIMAS pilots were waiting for them on the village green. None of them had gotten out of their mechs.

To show them everything was all right, Jake opened his own mech and got out.

“Hey, guys, it’s okay,” he said. “We’re among friends.”

“Sorry,” Henrietta said, leveling a finger at the multitude of Quatro, most of which remained just outside the village for now. “I don’t remember agreeing to include a bunch of Quatro in our talks.”

“We haven’t even settled on what we’re doing yet, Razor. Depending on what we decide, these Quatro could prove to be valuable allies.”

“I don’t side with Quatro, Jake,” she countered. “And the fact that you’re considering it frankly disgusts me.”

Jake sighed. “I’m inclined to believe Darkstream really did provoke them. Hell, Bronson ordered me to abandon my own family to their deaths. And they would have died, along with almost everyone I’ve ever known, if I hadn’t disobeyed to return to Hub.”

Lisa shot him a sharp glance at that, her eyes wide and full of questions.

“Sorry, Jake,” Henrietta said. “This isn’t what I signed up for. If we’re welcoming these Quatro instead of fighting them, then I’m out for good.”

“I am, too,” Beth said.

Jake shook his head slowly. “For real, Paste? You too?”

“Yeah.”

Both MIMAS mechs turned and walked out of River Rock. A weight settled over Jake’s heart as he watched them go.

He turned toward Marco. “How about you, Spirit?”

Marco’s mech shifted its weight. “I’m with you, Clutch. Always.”

“Good. Thank you.” And it was good, but it also seemed like Oneiri Team was no more. The team had been shattered, and now they would be nothing more than separate agents fighting on opposing sides.

“Are we just gonna let them walk away?” Tessa Notaras said, gesturing at the departing mechs. “If we don’t neutralize them now, we’ll only face them on the battlefield.”

“Yes, we are, Ms. Notaras,” Jake said. “And yes, we probably will face them. But they were my teammates, and I won’t dishonor them by gunning them down from behind.”

“Then you’re no soldier,” Notaras said. “You’re a fool.”

“Maybe I am,” Jake said, nodding. “Maybe this will come back to haunt me. But the members of Oneiri Team…we risked our lives for each other, countless times over. There are some codes that not even the demands of war should be permitted to break.”
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Chapter 1

Live by the Ledger

 

“The Progenitors have not kept up their end of the deal,” said Suzanne Defleur, sweeping silver hair from her eyes. Defleur was chairperson of the Darkstream board, and she had a regal air even in normal life, but in the medieval fantasy that lucid had concocted for the Darkstream board meeting, her deep purple robes only heightened the effect.

Before answering, Bob Bronson squinted closer at those robes. Is that…Quatro fur? It certainly resembled garments he’d seen made from Quatro coats, and he would have put money on Defleur owning such a garment in real life.

“On the contrary,” Bronson said at last, shifting his weight in the chair the sim had provided him. The six board members all sat in thrones, evenly spaced along the back wall of the simulated throne room, and while the chair they’d given him was sumptuous, it was far from throne-like. “The Progenitors have observed our deal to the letter. They promised growth and security for Darkstream’s economic prospects, to be achieved via a measured destabilization. That’s exactly what we’ve seen.”

“Nothing about the Battle of Vanguard was measured,” Zane Harris spat. “It was almost a disaster, and if it wasn’t for Price showing up in an alien mech, it would have been.”

Slowly, Bronson shook his head. “With respect, I think you’re discounting the Progenitors’ subtlety. Remember who built the alien mechs, after all! It’s possible they anticipated Price’s arrival—engineered it, even. I’m sure they knew the battle would end with Darkstream’s losses falling within an acceptable range.”

Defleur rearranged her robes around her legs, pulling them tighter. The throne room was a bit drafty, which Bronson had to assume was meant to lend the sim authenticity, though personally he was fine sacrificing some authenticity for comfort. The chill crept inside him, though he knew better than to let on that it was affecting his composure.

Those windows don’t even have glass, Bronson thought, his gaze flitting to the row of narrow apertures above the six thrones.

“You speak of possibilities,” Defleur said when she’d arranged the showy garment to her satisfaction. “You say you are ‘sure.’ But I always make a point of reading between the lines, Captain Bronson, and what I’m coming to understand is that the Progenitors have refrained from sharing their methods even with you.”

Nodding, Bronson said, “I’ll admit, the Progenitors are tight-lipped about a lot of things. But that’s exactly how we’d act during talks with a foreign power. Indeed, it’s exactly how we are acting. I know it’s hard to watch the chaos that’s gripping Eresos, but what other method is there for expanding profits so quickly? The war with the Quatro achieved a steady rate of growth, certainly, but we all know how finicky our Steele System shareholders are. Things aren’t like they were back in the Milky Way, where we could count on market dominance. The only way to give our shareholders the sort of growth that makes them feel safe is to make sure everyone on Eresos equates Darkstream with safety. We need them howling for contracts with us, and we need them willing to part with limbs to get them. Until everyone on Eresos feels unsafe unless they’re huddled against us, we won’t have exploited the potential this market has to offer.”

“Even so,” Harris said. The man spoke little, and when he did, something about the way his voice creaked made others pay attention. “What’s our endgame? We cannot very well let our charges die. We do need our customers to continue living if they’re to continue paying. What happens when we’ve saturated the market on Eresos? There are no new markets, especially given the fall of Hub, which we moved too slowly to exploit.”

“Well, I think we can all agree that there’s room yet on Eresos to grow. After all, the Progenitors did just do us the favor of removing Red Company for us, our only competitor. As for what happens when Eresos is saturated…well, the Progenitors have assured me that they have a solution.”

“Again, this talk of assurances and possibilities,” Defleur said. “I’m sick of it.”

Bronson stood, spreading his hands with his palms facing the board. “Please. Esteemed members of the board. Haven’t I done right by you? Aren’t I the one who brought you the battle group of UHF warships, including one with a working wormhole generator? Aren’t I the one who helped you ensure that the Javelin preserved that wormhole capability, by preventing it from ever getting connected to the master control? And didn’t I negotiate our transition out of the wartorn Milky Way, before catalyzing the explosive growth we’ve seen since settling in the Steele System?”

“You have,” Defleur conceded.

“Then please, continue to trust that I’ll deliver results. The Progenitors have been masterful in their efforts to help us exploit the Steele System to the fullest. Results don’t lie. Growth doesn’t lie. The way forward might look murky, sometimes, but we have to continue to live by the ledger, don’t we? What else is there?”

That brought a protracted silence, followed by a gradual leeching away of the tension that had gripped the medieval throne room.

As always, the board of directors yielded to the confidence and logic of Bronson’s words. They were a finicky lot, and they liked to pretend to more power than they had, but in the end, they resumed their actual roles: sit there and let Bronson make them richer.

Which he always did. But in doing so, he enriched himself, and increased his influence over not only them, but everyone involved.

Bronson planned to use the Progenitors, just as he used the board. He doubted that would prove easy, but he considered himself up to the task.

And maybe, someday, the Progenitors would yield to his will too.

Chapter 2

Full of Empty Words

 

Jake and Lisa walked alone along the outskirts of River Rock—or at least, as alone as you could get with an alien padding along a few meters behind you, inside of a giant quadruped mech.

Knowing he likely couldn’t speak low enough to avoid being overheard by the quad’s enhanced hearing, Jake didn’t bother to try:

“Can she be trusted, Lisa?” he asked, glancing backward. The alien piloting the mech, who Lisa called Rug, didn’t react to his question. She only continued forward, her pace measured, her scarlet eyes glowing in the gloom that had settled over the region.

“I would trust her with my life,” Lisa said. “In fact, I wouldn’t be here if it wasn’t for Rug and the other Quatro. But I’ve already told you this, Jake. I don’t remember ever having to repeat myself to you. Have you slowed down in your old age?”

The joke came accompanied by a slight smile. Jake was only one year older than Lisa—something she’d managed to tease him about since the day they’d met, in grade school.

And she’ll probably tease me about it till we’re in our sixties, providing we make it that far…

He cleared his throat, shaking his head to clear away that line of thought. “I know I asked it before. It’s just that…it seems pretty clear that whoever made the mechs for the Quatro also made the one I pilot now, and the one that Roach piloted. Why would they do that? Since when does anyone hand over advanced tech to alien species for their own good?”

“You think the alien mechs were given in order to hurt us somehow.”

“Yeah.”

Lisa’s grin returned. “Are you sure you should be looking a gift mech in the mouth?”

Unfortunately, her efforts to cheer him weren’t working. “The alien mech I pilot…it whispers to me, Lisa. It tempts me to give up parts of myself, in exchange for more power. Look what it did to Roach. He kept giving to his mech, until there wasn’t enough left of him to stay sane.”

“Do you really think you’ll give in to your mech? Knowing what you know?”

Jake hesitated. “No…no, I’m pretty confident I’ve learned to control it. But I can’t say the same for your friend behind us. Has she shown any signs of erratic behavior?”

Lisa took a moment, her head cocking to one side, causing her raven hair to sway. She’d let it down before they’d taken this walk, and it looked great, if Jake was being honest. A hint of lavender managed to reach him through the still, moist air, and he assumed it must be her shampoo.

“She’s mourning the loss of her mate. Who, admittedly, did act erratically. He helped us before he died, but before then he was responsible for the deaths of many innocent people.” Now it was Lisa’s turn to glance backward. “Rug…she’s sad, but she’s still herself. I’d be able to tell if she was different. We’ve grown quite close.” Lisa’s head was still twisted around, and now she smiled at the alien, whose enormous head dipped in response.

“Well, I trust your judgment, Lisa,” Jake said.

“Good. But even if you didn’t, could we really afford not to retain Rug as an ally, as well as everyone else who’s willing to fight with us?”

They were approaching the part of River Rock that bordered the Barrens, having almost completed a full circuit of the village. “No,” Jake said. “We can’t afford to turn anyone away.” He sighed. “Darkstream is still as dominant as they ever were—more, if that’s possible. Plus, with the planet’s robots turning against us, and with Oneiri shattered…” Shaking his head, he said, “We need everyone we can get.”

Lisa’s head was cocked to the side once more. “You’ve changed since we were kids, you know.”

“I hope I have!” he said, chuckling.

“Seriously. You’re more willing to bend, whereas before you’d have sooner snapped in two before compromising on anything. It seems you’ve managed to actually acquire some wisdom, Jake Price. Somehow.”

At last, Jake smiled. Looks like she did it after all. She lifted my mood.

“Have you given any thought to what our next steps should be?” he asked.

“Only in the short-term. I need to rejoin with Andy, and see that he’s all right with my own eyes.”

“So when’s the wedding for you two?” Jake asked, teasing. Although, something else underlaid his ribbing—something that had an edge.

Lisa grinned. “Very funny. All I know is, I’d feel better having Andy with me, especially since I have no idea what’s going to happen next on this planet.”

“Right. Got it.” Jake could sense that edge creeping into his voice, and he did his best to suppress it.

“It seems we both agree that we can’t fight Darkstream with our current numbers. Andy is staying with a Quatro drift, and I’d predict that they’re ready to join an organized effort to oppose the company that’s been oppressing them for decades. They might even be able to help us recruit even more Quatro. Who knows, maybe we’ll stumble on what our next steps should be once we reach Andy.”

“Makes sense to me,” Jake said.

They’d reached the abandoned home Lisa was sharing with Tessa Notaras and a couple members of the militia she’d put together before leaving Alex. Jake sensed that their walk was over.

But before she went inside, Lisa said, “There’s something else I wanted to ask you about. As you searched Hub for survivors, and helped them onto the ships that brought them here…did you encounter my father?”

Jake’s stomach dropped. “No, Lisa,” he said, his voice barely a whisper. “I didn’t.” Gi Sato hadn’t even crossed his mind, which made him feel awful. “I’m sorry. I should have personally ensured that he was located.”

She bowed her head. “No, Jake. I understand that the exodus from our home was not exactly orderly.” Her eyes rose to meet his. “You risked your life, and you saved so many. I’m truly grateful.”

But to Jake, it wasn’t good enough. “The refugee fleet is still putting together their passenger manifests, but I’m going to contact them and ask that they specifically search the ships for your father. The moment I have word one way or another, you’ll know.”

With that, Lisa wrapped her arms around him, gripping him tightly—even tighter than she had when they’d first reunited, out on the Barrens.

“Thank you, Jake,” she whispered into his ear. “Thank you. Listen—Marco told me about your sister. I just want you to know how sorry I am. I’ll never forget how kind Sue Anne was.”

He mustered the best smile he could. “Thank you, Lisa. Thank you. It means a lot.”

Lisa went inside, and the moment she did, the same profound loneliness returned that had haunted Jake since the Battle of Vanguard. Even though he was surrounded by friends and allies, ever since Sue Anne’s sickness had taken her, he’d felt lonelier than he’d known it was possible to feel.

With her gone, the universe felt empty. She hadn’t just been his dear sister, she’d also provided his purpose—he’d built his life around getting enough money to save her somehow.

Well, you failed at that. Didn’t you?

Despair always came on the heels of the loneliness, and this time was no exception. He had no idea what was happening in the Steele System, but there were times he felt convinced that he was powerless to stop it.

If he couldn’t stop Darkstream, couldn’t stop the robot killers that seemed intent on tearing apart the system, then that would be his fault, too. It had been his job to maintain security and stability—he still considered it his job. One he was failing at.

He knew, now, how devastating it was to lose a sister. If he lost his mother and father as well, because he wasn’t strong enough…

I can’t. I can’t let it happen.

But the thought seemed full of empty words, and they didn’t provide him any comfort.

Chapter 3

Engage Every Hostile

 

Beth and Henrietta strode the grass-covered surface of Eresos in their MIMAS mechs, and the brittle vegetation crackled underneath their broad metal feet.

Between them walked Captain Bob Bronson, childlike in his comparative shortness.

It wasn’t actually Bronson, of course—it was his simulacrum, projected into the mech dream via lucid as he spoke to them from the Javelin.

“You’re welcome to keep your jobs,” he told them. “Even after your stopover at River Rock. But don’t try to fool me about the purpose of that little detour.”

“We were running recon on Jake Price and the other traitors,” Henrietta said, her voice flat. “If we hadn’t followed them there, you wouldn’t have confirmation that he and Marco Gonzalez plan to betray Darkstream. And you wouldn’t know about Lisa Sato and Tessa Notaras at the head of a Quatro horde.”

Henrietta’s words brought a curt nod from the Darkstream captain. “That’s a fine answer. I’ll even log it as your explanation for failing to follow my order to come immediately to Valhalla after the Battle of Vanguard. But you still haven’t fooled me. I know you were entertaining the idea of turning against us. Consider yourselves both on notice. I’ll be keeping an eye on you.”

Until now, Beth had been letting Henrietta do the talking, but she sensed that Bronson was about to cut the conversation short, and there was something important that the other MIMAS pilot had so far neglected to ask him.

“Can we get an evac, sir?” Beth asked.

“Negative,” Bronson said, and the widening of his grin told Beth he’d been anticipating the question with some eagerness.

“Seriously?” Henrietta said. “Why the hell not?”

“Easy, Jin,” Bronson said, his evident mirth intact. “You’ve just been given your jobs back. You should consider yourselves incredibly fortunate. As for an evac, there’s no ship available to park in orbit over your location and wait while you rocket up. Your chance to do that was back at Vanguard. Now you’ll have to travel to Ingress and take the space elevator.”

“Sir…” Beth said, hesitating. She knew that there was no argument she could make to change his mind, and that she was already treading on thin ice. But she couldn’t help stating the obvious. “Eresos is in total chaos. It’s safe to assume we’re surrounded by hostiles right now, and not just the Quatro. There’s also the Gatherers to consider, and the Ravagers, plus we still don’t know how a MIMAS will fare against an Ambler—”

“Ravagers?” Bronson said. “Where did you come by that term?”

“P-Price, sir,” Beth stammered, and Henrietta’s mech whipped its head around to stare at her. She felt pretty sure the other pilot was glaring.

“I see.” Bronson’s grin had melted into an expression that was all business. “Consider your trek back to Ingress a mission to settle down the countryside.”

“How are we supposed to do that?” Henrietta asked.

“By engaging every hostile you encounter. Bronson out.” With that, the captain disappeared.

Henrietta was still staring at Beth, and now her mech’s hands lifted into the air in an exasperated gesture. “You just had to piss him off, didn’t you?”

They continued on toward Ingress. It wasn’t long before their HUDs, linked into the system net and kept updated by satellite scans of the planet’s surface, alerted them to the presence of an Ambler roaming less than a kilometer to the north, on the other side of a tree-covered rise.

Razor will probably want to interpret Bronson’s order as favorably as possible, Beth reflected. For that reason, she kept walking north-west, along a trajectory that wouldn’t intercept the Ambler’s.

“Where are you going?” Henrietta said, extending the bayonets that had earned her the nickname Razor.

“Bronson told us to take out any hostiles we encountered. I didn’t figure you’d consider being a kilometer away ‘encountering’ them.”

“You kidding? I’m itching to see how our mechs stack up against Amblers. Besides, after talking to that dick, I need to blow off some steam.”

Steam. Hearing Ash Sweeney’s nickname made Beth wince inside her mech, and inside the dream, it lent a red tinge to the sky. I bet Henrietta used that word to goad me. The other pilot grew testy when she was angry, and she wasn’t above taking it out on her teammates.

Except, they weren’t teammates anymore, were they? Oneiri Team was shattered, and they were just individual mercenaries working for a company with questionable motives.

She decided that rising to Henrietta’s bait wouldn’t serve anything. Instead, Beth extended her own bayonets, and the metallic rasp of the blades projecting from her wrists was as satisfying as always.

“Fine. What’s the plan?”

They crept over the hill, which was covered in Eresos’ unique species of leafless trees, whose branches cascaded downward in waves until they brushed the ground. As they crested the rise, a gap in those trees showed them the Ambler, surrounded by a group of Gatherers—twenty-one of them, according to Beth’s HUD.

“You creep closer while I circle around,” Henrietta said. “When I give the signal, engage the Ambler, then melt back into the woods. If I’m right, it’ll break rank with the Gatherers to chase you. Once it’s far enough away, I’ll engage the smaller bots, tear them to shreds. Keep your distance from the Ambler till I can close with it from behind. We’ll take it out together.”

Beth nodded. “I like it.” And she did. She was surprised that Henrietta was playing it so safe, actually—that wasn’t typically her MO when she was upset.

Maybe Henrietta’s changing. She wouldn’t have considered it possible, back during MIMAS training on Valhalla. Then again, Eresos had changed all of them, hadn’t it?

As Henrietta went back the way they’d come, to follow a wide route around the hill, Beth inched from tree to tree, taking great care not to offer anything for the Ambler’s sensors to detect.

We’re lucky it didn’t pick us up through that gap in the trees. In truth, Beth had no idea how sophisticated the thing’s sensors were. No one did. But she suspected that the coming days would give her a stern lesson in the robots’ capabilities.

Henrietta appeared beside her in the mech dream, unclad in her MIMAS. “Now, Paste!” she said, using Beth’s own nickname, which Ash had given her. Hearing it brought another pang to her heart.

But she refused to let it get in the way of doing her job. Stepping out from behind a particularly large exemplar of Eresos’ native tree, she loosed two rockets at the Ambler.

The towering mech turned toward her as the missiles hissed through the air. One went wide, but the other slammed into its hip, causing it to stagger backward briefly before it charged toward Beth with abandon.

She sprinted forward several steps, her metal fingers retracting to rest against her wrists, revealing the twin rotary autocannons built into the MIMAS mech’s forearms. Both guns blazed, sending forty rounds per second screaming toward her foe.

Abruptly, Beth about-turned and dashed back into the relative safety of the wood.

Her MIMAS had sensors all over its body, however, and she was able to keep an eye on the Ambler as she fled. That came in handy when the enemy mech sent a pair of rockets at her, followed closely by two more.

Given the way the missiles veered in response to Beth’s course adjustments, they clearly had onboard guidance systems.

Not a problem. Their plan involved the woods for a reason, and this was far from the first time she’d ever had highly explosive ordnance sent at her.

Weaving through the wood, she timed her turns so that each rocket found a tree as its target—instead of her backside. Within seconds, four trees blazed behind her, and she was far enough through the woods that the Ambler had lost its visual on her. At least, it stopped firing, anyway.

When Beth reached the hilltop where she and Henrietta had scouted the enemy, she risked a glance back through the gap in the trees.

Sure enough, Henrietta was out on the plain, wreaking havoc on the Gatherers flinging themselves at her with abandon.

They were no match for the MIMAS. True to her handle, Henrietta whirled around and around, slicing through each robot before it could touch her.

But the sound of the Ambler crashing through the trees reached Beth, far too close for comfort. She engaged her flamethrowers, igniting the flora between her and her adversary to buy some time. This close to the Barrens, the trees were all standing tinder, waiting to be set ablaze.

Beth didn’t hang around to watch the dancing flames. She fled down the hill.

It took more time than she’d anticipated for Henrietta to catch up, which meant more fleeing across Eresos’ uneven landscape for Beth. That made her worry about stumbling across even more enemies.

In the end, her fears went unrealized. Beth watched through her rear sensors as Henrietta overtook the Ambler with surprising stealth, given her speed. The MIMAS collided with the alien machine, driving both bayonets into its midsection.

That didn’t stop the Ambler, and it turned to confront Henrietta. But Beth had already turned around and detached her heavy machine gun. She proceeded to pelt the Ambler’s back with armor-piercing rounds.

That propelled the Ambler into Henrietta, who plunged her bayonets into the mech once more, pushing it off to fire her autocannons straight into its face, or at least what passed for its face.

“Back up!” Beth shouted as she fired a stream of four rockets at the enemy mech.

Henrietta leapt backward several meters, landing just as the missiles connected with the Ambler—all four of them.

It went down, but Beth wasn’t about to assume the job was done. Instead, she trained her newest weapon on the mech; her lasers, which Darkstream had only recently discovered how to use inside planetary atmospheres.

Short seconds later, the Ambler burst into flame, followed by an explosion that flung its parts in several directions for dozens of meters.

Intelligently, Henrietta continued to back up. But as she did, her human likeness appeared before Beth.

“Good work,” she said, staring up at Beth’s MIMAS.

“You too. Do you have that worked out of your system, now, or are we going to have to engage every hostile the satellites notify us of?”

Henrietta shrugged. “Let’s take it a little easier, from here on out. Taking down an Ambler makes for a pretty successful afternoon, in my books. Besides, I have a feeling we got lucky, with this one.”

I’m just hoping we make it back to Ingress. But Beth decided not to share that sentiment out loud.

Chapter 4

Warzone

 

Lisa had no mech, and except maybe in extreme circumstances, she wasn’t about to let one of them carry her. She knew her refusal to be carried was slowing down their progress, but she considered her dignity worth it.

Besides, our mission isn’t terribly urgent.

Lisa, Jake, and Marco were headed to join up with the Quatro drift who’d taken care of Andy while he recovered from the injuries he’d sustained escaping Alex. The idea was to recruit the Quatro caring for him to join the fight against Darkstream, but at the very least, Lisa would collect Andy and Bob O’Toole, so the effort shouldn’t be a total wash.

It’ll be close to one, though, if the Quatro don’t join. She doubted Andy would be well enough to fight, and Bob O’Toole…she wasn’t totally sure regaining O’Toole would help or hinder the revolution she seemed to find herself leading.

At least her army was out doing constructive things, under the guidance of Tessa Notaras and Rug. They were following up on rumors of nearby fighting between humans and Quatro, in the hopes of recruiting the aliens.

Even though Lisa’s short, human legs were slowing down the mechs, Marco Gonzalez still managed to fall behind every now and then, lost in the task Jake had assigned him.

“How’s your progress on breaking those access control locks, Spirit?” Jake asked after Marco started trailing behind for what felt like the hundredth time. The alien mech Jake piloted towered over Marco’s. As intimidating as Lisa found the MIMAS models, the shapeshifting mech was much moreso.

Thank goodness there’s only one left, and it’s on our side. For now. But she didn’t like to think about the possibility of Jake turning against them like Gabriel Roach had.

“Uh,” Marco said. “It’s coming. I should have access within a couple days.”

Jake’s mech inclined its head without breaking its stride. “Make it one day.”

A sigh projected from the amplifiers installed all over Marco’s mech. “I still don’t see why we can’t just leak the MIMAS training sims to the system net. They’d be hacked inside of an hour, then.”

Jake grunted, and said, “You really think the public can break digital locks faster than you?”

“Sure. Don’t underestimate the power of crowdsourcing. Anyway, hacking isn’t my specialty. Being smart doesn’t mean I’m an expert at everything.”

“No one said you were smart,” Jake said with a chuckle. “Anyway, there’s no way we’re leaking these to the public. Just because we’ve turned against Darkstream doesn’t mean we’re going to start leaking military secrets all over the place. We’re only going to leak matters of extreme public interest—like the fact that the company was complicit in enslaving everyone on Alex.”

Marco shook his mech’s head. “I still don’t see how it’s dangerous to leak the sims. People would still need to obtain actual MIMAS mechs to do any harm with those, and that’s incredibly unlikely.”

“My decision’s final, Marco. We’re not leaking the sims.”

When Lisa had first asked Jake for access to the training sims, he’d been reluctant. Although he seemed committed to fighting Darkstream in theory, he was still struggling with going through the actual motions. He hadn’t seen what she had.

Although, Bronson did order him to abandon his family to die.

Either way, he’d needed some convincing.

“Do you really think we’re going to get our hands on more mechs?” he’d said.

“I think we have to. The deck is stacked against us, Jake—so high that it’s hard to see the top. If we’re going to win this war, we need something to even things up. We need to obtain some more mechs.”

He’d shrugged uncomfortably. “I just don’t think it’s very likely.”

When she’d answered, her voice had been much softer than before. “Well, isn’t it a little more likely that something bad could happen to you or Marco while you’re outside your mechs? We’d need replacement pilots, if that happened.”

After a pause, Jake had said, “You’re right. My mech is pretty different from a MIMAS, and I wouldn’t wish piloting it on you. But you’ve convinced me. We can’t transmit the sims to you without breaking the access controls protecting them—I’ll have Marco get started on that right away.”

That comment, about how Jake wouldn’t wish piloting his mech on her, had robbed Lisa of sleep that night. But what could be done? They couldn’t afford for Jake to stop using the alien mech.

Even if we could afford it, I’m not sure that he would stop.

An alert from her implant interrupted her reverie, telling her that they were drawing near the location that Andy had transmitted to her.

The Quatro had learned not to engage in any large troop displacements unless they had an underground tunnel or cave that they knew they could viably retreat too. Aboveground, their superconducting fullerene-laced brains only had enough power to pull the triggers on the artillery they’d acquired, but belowground was a different matter altogether. There, it was cold enough that their ability allowed them to halt bullets before they reached their targets.

Luckily for the Quatro, the topology of Eresos was riddled with such underground hideaways.

If Andy hadn’t told her how to find the entrance to this Quatro drift’s current lair, she doubted she would have found it on her own, even given the coordinates. Two trees twisted together to huddle up against a hillside, and the gap was such that the Quatro themselves likely had to squeeze through. Lisa had seen several Quatro big enough that she wasn’t sure they would have fit at all, though maybe the trees had more give than they appeared to.

Or maybe Quatro are more flexible than I think.

“How are we doing this?” Jake asked. “The mechs aren’t getting through there. Not unless we widen the hole, and I doubt your friends would appreciate that.”

“It’s up to you,” Lisa answered. “But like you said, if you come, your mech stays out here.”

Jake nodded. “Marco, you keep watch. Drop the hacking for now, okay? I don’t want you distracted enough that you let a Darkstream battalion drop on our heads without warning.”

“I wasn’t that distracted!” Marco protested.

“Trust me, Marco,” Jake said as the front of his mech opened up to let him leave. “Give the hacking a break.”

The temperature dropped with surprising rapidity as Lisa and Jake progressed along the tunnel, and they hadn’t gone very far before their weapons were snatched out of their hands to fly into the darkness.

They’d been expecting this, and they both raised their empty hands into the air.

The invisible force gripped the metal in their jumpsuits and walked them gently but firmly deeper down the passage.

Without Rug, they had no means of speaking to the Quatro escorting them, but luckily, Rug had persuaded a member of her drift to leave a translator behind, to facilitate communication between Andy, Bob O’Toole, and the Quatro.

Within minutes, they entered a modest cavern lit by two campfires, filled with Quatro, who Lisa’s implant instantly tallied up: “SIXTEEN QUATRO PRESENT.”

One of the aliens stepped forward, lowering its enormous head while bending its forelegs slightly, which Lisa knew was a gesture of respect. Metal glinted from around the quadruped’s neck—the translator.

The Quatro escorting Lisa and Jake rumbled briefly in the aliens’ language, and then the one wearing the translator spoke.

“Welcome, Lisa Sato,” the Quatro purred. “I apologize for the precautions, however I have trained my soldiers to treat all humans with wariness, especially humans who make their way into our base. This one is not known to us.” The Quatro indicated Jake with its gaze.

“This is Jake Price,” Lisa said, “a former Darkstream mech pilot. That is, he still pilots a mech—just not for Darkstream. He’s on our side, now. He’s a friend.”

The alien shifted its gaze to the Quatro holding them and spoke in their tongue. With that, their escort released them from its invisible grasp.

“Thank you,” Lisa said.

“You will no doubt wish to see your friends,” their host answered. “Follow.”

The Quatro turned with more grace than should have been possible, given its size, though Lisa was accustomed to that by now. Even so, when its paws landed, it sent a slight tremor through the rock.

Lisa exchanged brief glances with Jake, to make sure he was taking everything in stride. But her friend had acquired what seemed to be an unshakable calm since they’d last been together several years ago, and unsurprisingly, he appeared collected now.

They passed through a smaller rock chamber into an even smaller one. There, Lisa’s eyes fell on Andy, playing chess with Bob O’Toole on a board their implants overlaid on the rock. Andy’s eyes met hers, and she sprinted toward him.

“Easy!” he said, using his crutches to struggle to a standing position, and she slowed, embracing him gently.

“I’m just so glad to see you’re okay,” she said, her head pressed against his chest.

“Thanks,” he said. “Although, you left me with only O’Toole for company, in terms of humans. I’m pretty sure my sanity went away a few days ago.”

“You could have done a lot worse,” O’Toole said from his sitting position.

I’m not sure how, Lisa reflected, though she didn’t share the thought. She drew back from Andy, trying not to look at his left leg, which he’d lost below the knee.

“Who’s this?” Andy said, and Lisa saw that his gaze had drifted past her to lock onto Jake’s. Andy’s expression had gone cold.

“Seaman Jake Price,” Jake said, stepping forward and offering his hand.

Andy ignored it. “My hands are kind of full,” he said, lifting the crutches slightly.

“Apologies,” Jake said, lowering his hand briskly.

Lisa felt the corner of her mouth quirk downward. She felt quite sure Andy could have managed to shake Jake’s hand, and she wasn’t sure why he wouldn’t. Seems a bit petty.

“Jake is a childhood friend,” Lisa said, in an attempt to disarm Andy. “He’s from Hub, too.”

“I see.”

An awkward silence stretched on until, at last, Lisa said, “Well, we’d better get back to the Quatro. We’re here to recruit them, too, and if they’re willing to join then we need to start planning our next moves.”

“Sure thing,” Andy said curtly, even though he addressed her, now. “You two go do that. I’ll stay here and keep O’Toole occupied.”

As she and Jake walked back to the central chamber, Lisa apologized to her childhood friend. “Andy’s not usually like that. I guess being in a warzone with half a leg missing has brought him a lot of stress.”

She’d meant it as a joke, but it came out a lot darker than she’d meant—and a lot realer.

“Don’t worry about it,” Jake said. “We’re all under a lot of stress.”

Chapter 5

Window into Your Skull

 

Ash was visiting Northshire for the first time in years. Her father greeted her at the door, with his booming laugh that seemed to echo off the hills surrounding the town. Then came Jess, her best friend and confidant since…well, since she’d been born.

“Ash!” her sister squealed, running out to sweep her into a tight embrace. Pulling back with her hands still on Ash’s shoulders, Jess said, “I thought you weren’t supposed to be back for another year at least!”

“I…” Ash cocked her head to the right. “I’m not. I’m not supposed to be here.”

Blood had begun to leak from the edges of Jess’s eyes, to stream down her face in tiny rivulets. Her warm smile never left, though, and her grip on Ash’s shoulders remained just as firm.

“I’ve met a man, Ash, and he doesn’t know it yet, but we’re going to get married. We’re going to start a family.”

With the word “family,” Jess’s eyes melted as though superheated. Melted dollops, they slid down the blood and fell from her cheeks and onto the ground. The rest of her face was unaffected.

Ash woke from the nightmare, panic seizing her chest and making her heart race.

Her surroundings did nothing to quell her anxiety. Gunmetal-gray surgical tables. Dully reflective steel walls. Sterile white bedsheets, covering twin rows of beds…

A sick bay. The one on Valhalla. She recognized it from when they were all gathered around Gabriel Roach’s comatose form.

Roach. He…killed me.

At least, during that final moment of consciousness, with Roach’s dark blade projecting from her chest, she had accepted that she would die.

Yet here she was.

The sick bay entrance opened, and a woman wearing a lab coat the same color as the bedsheets entered, approaching the bed. Ash attempted to sit up, to greet the woman, but pain lanced through her body and she cried out softly.

“Easy,” the woman said with a slight Eastern European accent that reminded Ash of Beth. “Your body is not yet recovered, though the iatric nanobots have made good progress on that front.” The woman offered her a small smile. “I am Doctor Korhonen. You’ve been out for a few days, and I’ve been supervising your recovery during that time.”

“Thank you,” Ash rasped—the loudest she could manage.

After a perfunctory checkup, Korhonen moved toward the only other patient in the room, a young boy who looked no more than nine.

“Wait,” Ash said.

Korhonen turned, raising her eyebrows.

“Gabriel Roach,” Ash said. “Is he…what became of him?”

“He is dead.” The doctor’s lips formed a thin line for an instant, and then she continued toward the boy.

Ash was left alone with her thoughts, which kept returning to the question of whether she could have avoided Roach’s betrayal. The man had been abusive toward her before, and yet she’d kept following him, because she hadn’t trusted her own ability to lead Oneiri. She’d convinced herself that they needed him. And then he’d nearly killed her.

But there was more to the picture than just her reliance on Roach. They’d both been driven by avenging Jess Sweeney’s death. Ash had thought that united them. She’d felt it. Yet here she was, recovering from Roach’s murderous attack.

What does vengeance even mean anymore? Punishing the Quatro for killing her sister had been her primary motivator for persevering through MIMAS training, when hundreds of others had washed out.

I endured Roach’s abuse then, too. I told myself it was for the best.

With the data dump DuGalle had provided her, showing how Darkstream used Red Company to provoke the Quatro into war…

Who had truly killed her sister? The Quatro, or her employer?

Suddenly, she remembered what Captain Bronson had said during the Battle of Vanguard, about his willingness to nuke the entire area if the engagement went south, in order to neutralize the hostile robots.

If he was willing to bomb his subordinates from orbit just because they were defeated, robbing them of any chance to retreat…

If Bronson was willing to do that, then he would definitely be willing to bombard any region containing those who’d turned against him. That made her wonder where the rest of Oneiri had ended up. Ash had shared the revelations from DuGalle’s data dump with them just before the battle.

She found that her implant still functioned, and so she used it to contact Beth Arkanian.

“Ash,” her friend said breathlessly, her sapphire eyes wide. “You’re awake!”

“I am. I don’t know how, but…I’m awake. I’m alive.”

“I, um, I may have had something to do with that. I carried you to a hilltop and I fended off hostiles to keep you safe. Marco helped too, and Jake.”

“Jake? He’s back?”

Beth cast her eyes downward, then. “He is, but…he’s gone rogue, Ash. He pilots an alien mech now, and he went rogue, just like Roach did.”

Her heart plummeting, Ash whispered, “Oh, no. He attacked you?’

“Well, no. Not yet. But he and Marco have joined up with Quatro, and they’re ignoring Captain Bronson’s orders to return to Valhalla. It’s pretty clear what they’re planning.”

“Wait, Marco’s with Jake? Then Jake can’t be unstable like Roach was. Marco wouldn’t have joined him, if he was.”

Beth’s slim shoulders rose and fell. “All I know is he’s joined our enemies. That’s all I really need to know. I know he’s your friend, but…”

“He’s a traitor. Yes. I get it, Beth.”

“Are you all right?”

“As all right as I can be, I guess. I’m gonna go, okay?”

Beth’s eyes went wide again, and then she checked herself. “Okay. Well, take care, Ash.”

“You too.”

Terminating the transmission, Ash struggled to steady her breathing. Beth Arkanian was dear to her, which made it even harder to process that she was so willing to turn against Jake, to consider him an enemy. Other than her desire to avenge Jess, Jake had been the only reason Ash had gotten through mech training, and she knew that she had done the same for him. He’d told her as much.

Didn’t Beth understand that Jake was dear to Ash, too?

She reached out to Jake via the system net, taking care to double-check the encryption first so that not even Darkstream’s spies could decipher the content of their conversation.

At least, I hope they can’t. Ash knew they’d installed back doors into the implants—both the devices they sold to the public and those they gave their military personnel. She knew about many of those back doors, but it was possible there were some she didn’t.

“Ash,” Jake said, and the relief and warmth he put into her name told her he didn’t consider her to be an enemy.

That’s a good start. “Jake. I hear you’ve gone rogue.”

He cocked his head to one side. “I hadn’t quite thought of it like that, but ‘gone rogue’ does sound a lot cooler than ‘treason.’”

“But you don’t really see yourself as a traitor, do you?”

“Depends on your perspective. I’m betraying Darkstream, sure. But only after they betrayed the people they swore they’re dedicated to protecting.”

Ash nodded. “Do you think Bronson considers you a threat?”

“Of course. In fact, I’m a little insulted that you’d insinuate there’s any other possibility. I do have a horde of Quatro with me, you know. Not to mention a shiny new alien mech.”

“Watch yourself with that thing. I assume you know what it did to Roach?”

“I do. And trust me, I’m well aware of its danger.”

“Good.” Ash paused. “The reason I asked whether you think Bronson considers you a threat…Jake, he doesn’t need much prompting to wipe you out with nukes from orbit.”

“Seriously? Bronson’s a dick, sure, but irradiating an entire region is kind of next level, isn’t—”

“He’ll do it. He was even going to do it if we lost the battle at Vanguard.”

“Wow. I mean…wow.”

“Yeah. You need to get Marco to disable the function that broadcasts your implant’s coordinates. That, or cut the things out of your heads.”

“I’ll go with option A. But still, satellite images will still likely show our location after I join back up with our army. With a force that big, there’s going to be signs, even from orbit.”

“Yeah, but why help Bronson paint a target on your heads? Besides, there are other reasons to disable Darkstream’s window into your skulls. Ever heard of OPSEC?”

Smiling wryly, Jake nodded. “You’re right. I’ll get Marco started on it, though he’s not going to be happy. I already have him cracking the access control on the MIMAS sims.”

“You—” Ash shook her head as much as she could manage against the pillow. I’m not going to comment on that news. “Just stay safe, Jake.”

“You too. And get better. Thanks for the tipoff on how crazy Bronson really is.”

“You’re pretty crazy yourself, you know,” Ash said.

“In all the right ways, though, right?”

“Jury’s out on that one.” Ash terminated the transmission, then, a smile curling the corners of her lips.

Chapter 6

Robot Horde

 

Rug surged through the woods, and with her passage, mighty trees splintered that once would have given her pause.

Once, she would have cared more about the destruction she wrought. But she’d undergone a change.

A corollary of that change was that she ignored the voice telling her she should wait for the rest of her force before engaging. That, as their leader, she needed to see to her own safety before she saw to theirs—and even before the safety of the drift they were attempting to save today.

Your mate would not have condoned this recklessness.

“Then my mate would have been a hypocrite,” Rug muttered as she charged forward, her four metal paws rending the earth. It was her mate’s recklessness that had saved Rug, and in the aftermath of his death, during her darkest moments, she felt content to continue that tradition until she finally joined him in death.

The trees thinned and fell away entirely as she emerged from the forest and onto the plain, where her dwindling brethren fought an enemy comprised of assorted metal foes: two Amblers, dozens of Gatherers, and a swarm of Ravagers so thick and numerous that even her suit was having difficulty tallying them.

The robotic hostiles had the beleaguered Quatro drift surrounded—at least, they had until now. Though Rug’s force hadn’t caught up yet, she planned to modify the situation on her own if she could.

Veering to the left, reining in the awesome momentum her quad was capable of, she barreled toward a section of enemy forces that was as far from the pair of Amblers as it was possible to get.

The enemy had barely registered her presence, but that quickly changed when she barreled into them, sending Ravagers and Gatherers hurtling through the air.

Dogged and savage as ever, the Ravagers quickly regrouped, turning their efforts on her, trying to get at her mech to rip it apart. That was a real danger, she knew from experience, and if she allowed them unchallenged access for too long, she was done.

But the dynamic of this battle had changed, and the rate of Quatro deaths had slowed. Almost a third of the enemy had turned to react to her attack, and the robot onslaught began to falter.

That analysis flitted through Rug’s brain as her flanks morphed, suddenly bristling with twin batteries of energy cannons, which she used to execute simultaneous broadsides, blowing away the front ranks of metal hostiles.

A couple of Ravagers still managed to make it through, and Rug reared on her hind paws, batting one of them out of the air with a forepaw and causing the robot to disintegrate. The maneuver angled the guns projecting from her left side upward, which more than accounted for the second Ravager.

By then, the rest of her Quatro force was emerging from the forest. Though none of them wielded the power Rug’s mech afforded her, their sheer numbers were instantly apparent, and they just kept coming.

Rug had learned that the Meddlers’ robots did have a self-preservation mechanism, and they seemed to have performed a quick calculus of their odds of winning this engagement, given the new arrivals.

Those odds were not favorable to them, and the tide of metal attackers shifted instantly to flee across the plain.

Roaring and barking, the Quatro gave chase, including those who had been surrounded. Although witnessing such bravery and valor didn’t surprise Rug, it still sent a thrill through her as she chased after the retreating robots, savaging their backsides with gun and tooth and claw.

Yes, the whispers began, and Rug struggled to silence them. As so often happened of late, she failed.

Kill them. Kill them all. Start with your foes and finish with your friends. Oblivion is the kindest end.

Not the most pleasant sentiment, to be sure. Despite her inability to control the soft voices that whispered constantly to her from within the suit, she did not share their indiscriminate desire to exterminate. She wanted to exterminate, surely, but only those who’d taken her mate from her.

As Rug harried the metal devils across the plain, Lisa Sato contacted her, a function that the battle suit enabled. That worried Rug—how useful the suit had turned out to be, and also how seamlessly it integrated with human technology. She bore no illusions about the weapon’s origin, and she knew that whatever purpose for which it had been designed, it had not been one born of goodwill.

“Rug,” Lisa Sato began. “Jake just heard from Ash Sweeney, who claims that Bronson won’t hesitate to bomb us from orbit if we became too big a thorn in his side.”

Rug slowed her chase, and her quarry immediately began to lengthen the gap between them. “Is he capable of such a thing?”

“Sweeney thinks so. Either way, it’s enough to warrant a meeting of resistance leadership. How have your efforts been going?”

“Well,” Rug said. “We have joined five drifts to our cause, two which we joined in the midst of battle.” The last drift had been beset by Darkstream soldiers, but the outcome of that battle had been the same as today’s.

“Excellent work. The drift here is ready to join us, too. All the more reason to meet and decide what our next steps will be. This is urgent, Rug. I need you to name a second-in-command and then leave immediately to join us.”

“It will be done, Lisa Sato.”

“Good. Thank you, Rug. I’ll send you our coordinates now, along with instructions on how to find this drift’s lair. I…I don’t think your quad will fit.”

“I will find a safe place for it.”

Ten minutes later, Rug was bounding across the countryside. Unlike when the battle fervor had gripped her, she lamented the effect she knew her passage must be having on the ecosystems of Eresos. This time, she took as much care as possible to spare the planet’s flora without sacrificing speed.

It was all she could do. Haste had become a necessity for all who remained on Eresos and wished to survive. If Darkstream remained unchallenged, and the robot horde continued to run amok, it was likely that Eresos would soon be left without any stable ecosystems to speak of.

Chapter 7

Far from Stable

 

“Gonzalez,” Jake said, opting for a greater level of formality than he normally would have. “Report on your progress with masking our implants’ locations from Darkstream.”

Marco pushed himself off of the rock and stepped forward. The resistance leadership was meeting in the main chamber of the smallish cave system. In Jake’s view, the drift who’d taken over this place as their temporary sanctuary was overrepresented at the meeting, but he supposed that was their due, given they controlled it. He would have taken advantage of it in their place, too.

Of course, since only one of them had a translator, it did slow things down somewhat. The Quatro with the device, who’d chosen the name Plank for himself, paused frequently to translate for the others, which often sparked what seemed to be an intense debate before Plank was allowed to give an answer to whatever had been said.

“I’ve just about accomplished it,” Marco said. “Though my work on the implants has slowed progress on cracking the MIMAS sims.”

It’s called prioritizing, Marco. Spirit was brilliant, but sometimes Jake found his inability to grasp basic logistics a bit grating.

“That’s fine,” Jake said. “The bottom line—”

“Is masking your implants truly necessary?” Plank asked. “I know Darkstream to be monstrous, but would they be willing to jeopardize the other humans living on this planet?”

“They’ve jeopardized them plenty already, if the Red Company leaks are to be believed,” Jake answered. “And I don’t see why we wouldn’t believe them. Either way, I don’t think we should sit on our hands—or, uh, paws—to find out. We need to act.”

Rug rose to her feet, looking small to Jake. She was big for a Quatro, which was saying something, but he’d mostly only seen her inside her quad.

“We should not act merely for the sake of acting,” Rug said. “We must decide on a clear thrust for our actions. What is our goal?”

“Good question,” Jake said, nodding. “We’re obviously at war, but with whom? Should we focus our efforts on taking down Darkstream or on trying to save the populace from the robots that have turned against them?”

“Darkstream,” Lisa said emphatically.

Rug spoke again. “The fact that the Amblers and Gatherers have turned on both humans and Quatro, paired with the arrival of so many Ravagers—there is only one explanation. The Meddlers have returned.”

Lisa’s expression was carefully controlled, Jake saw. She doesn’t want to insult her friend, but she disagrees. Pretty strongly, I think.

“Rug…” Lisa said slowly. “You said the Meddlers would return only when the reservoirs are filled with resources from the Gatherers. We’re far from that point, and the Gatherers have stopped harvesting altogether. You said the Meddlers wouldn’t come for another year at least.”

The Quatro swung its massive head toward Lisa. “Clearly, their schedule has accelerated.”

“Rug,” Marco said, and Jake had to repress an urge to glare him into silence.

The Quatro turned ponderously toward Spirit.

“You say the Meddlers built the robots. But have you ever actually seen a Meddler?”

“No,” Rug said after a brief pause. “However, when we were stranded on Alex, my drift did identify a particular model of robot that we became certain was under direct remote control by the Meddlers. Their avatars, in a sense. We based the conclusion on these robots’ behavior, as well as the way their fellows strove to protect them at all costs.”

“What did those robots look like?” Marco asked.

“Much taller than Gatherers and Ravagers. Taller than humans, and even some Quatro. They were made of silver and gold plates, all woven together, and they wielded immense strength—greater than that of the Ravagers. They had no native weaponry installed, though often they carried guns, in the manner you humans do.”

Marco was nodding, considering Rug’s words in silence, which lately Jake preferred to the alternative.

Jake cleared his throat and said, “I have to agree with Lisa that Darkstream should be our primary target. I’m sure we’ll end up fighting robots either way, but given the threat of orbital nukes, Darkstream holds everyone and everything in their sway. They also control the main avenue of ingress and egress from Eresos—the space elevator. Rug, I know you advocate for leaving this star system altogether. I’m not saying I’m on board with that, but it is true that retaking the elevator is the first step toward it. Right now, leaving the system isn’t an option for us, but if we take the elevator, the possibility will at least open up.”

That didn’t end the meeting, which would have been too simple. Instead, they talked for hours more. But nothing new was decided after Jake’s words, which, one by one, everyone came around to endorsing.

They would take the fight to Darkstream. As the decision was made, a knot of tension unraveled in Jake’s chest, one he hadn’t realized was there. A glance at Lisa told him that she felt similarly. They shared a warm smile.

Just as he was leaving the meeting, he received an alert from the refugee fleet, which was in high Eresos orbit, keeping their distance from Valhalla Station.

The message was from Ryan Pichenko, who’d been a councilman back in Comet Four. Jake had put him in charge of compiling comprehensive passenger manifests for the entire refugee fleet, which was no mean feat. The man had proved invaluable, though, and he could delegate with the best of them. He had a crack team working around the clock, who’d already made impressive progress.

“Councilman,” Jake said. “How are things in orbit? Is Darkstream still leaving you alone?”

“So far. Apparently they haven’t yet added piracy to their repertoire, or harassing defenseless refugees.”

It’s probably only a matter of time. But Jake chose not to say that. “It’s nice to get some good news,” he said instead.

“There’s more where that came from. One of my subordinates has located Gi Sato. He evacuated Hub along with the others, and he’s alive and well.”

“That’s wonderful,” Jake said, and he meant it. “Lisa will be relieved.”

Pichenko nodded. “He says he wants to visit her.”

That gave Jake pause—a long one, while he weighed the prospect Pichenko had raised. Judging from the man’s grave frown, the councilman understood the risk involved.

“Eresos is far from what I’d call stable right now,” Jake said at last, speaking slowly. “But I understand the need for families to be together, especially during times like these. As long as Mr. Sato understands the danger of coming here, and as long as there’s a shuttle pilot willing to take on the task of transporting him, then I’m fine with it.”

Pichenko nodded, his expression unchanged. “I’ll pass that along.”

Chapter 8

Bonds

 

In the beginning was pain.

Pain, refracted as through a prism.

Pain, reflected back and forth, like light shone through a darkened funhouse.

The pain was multiplied countless times over, not because it grew over time, but because it was experienced simultaneously by countless disparate entities. Those entities shared certain memories in common, though no memory was shared by all of them, and there was little for them to recognize in each other.

Gradually, the entities knitted themselves together, slowly realizing that they weren’t truly entities at all. Not in the sense of individual, coherent, conscious beings.

No, the ‘entities’ were merely fragments of a single entity, which once had been whole. This realization came as that former consciousness stitched itself back together, piece by piece, gradually regaining the ability to recognize itself as a “self” at all.

At last, the puzzle was complete, or at least complete enough that a solution could be glimpsed:

Gabriel Roach.

The words echoed down the empty corridors of that shattered mind. And with the passage of what seemed like eons, they came to take on a semblance of meaning.

After his consciousness had fused itself back together, and he’d begun to regain an identity of sorts, he started working on assembling some sort of chronology.

Conceiving of things using time as a framework ended up helping a lot, and soon he even arrived at a plausible explanation for what was happening to him. The mech had stored his consciousness distributed throughout itself in thousands of encrypted chunks, unrecognizable as anything except when combined and ordered.

It had even restored his nervous system, using raw materials it had stored from a previous battle and secreted throughout itself in a similar manner to his consciousness.

It was not a pleasant realization, and he did not commend the machine for its accomplishment. Instead, he cursed it, and he continued to curse it until he fell silent, having realized where the raw materials had come from that had been used to rebuild his nerves and neurons.

They’d come from his own human victims.

How can I stop myself? It was the first complete thought he’d managed, and it was charged with panic. Several more frenetic thoughts followed, each more desperate than the last. Can I be stopped at all? I should be dead!

For a long moment, he wished that he had died.

As part of the final steps of coming back online as a unified consciousness, the alien mech’s sensor suite kicked in, and Gabe became aware that he was in a titanium-reinforced room much like the one in which Darkstream had held this alien mech before Gabe had become its pilot and inseparable occupant.

Moreover, he was affixed to a titanium slab big enough to accommodate him, held there by hundreds of super-strong nanotethers.

The mech dream, which he inhabited permanently since fusing with this monstrosity, told him that his motor abilities had been restored to him. And yet, he was unable to break through his bonds.

The reason why quickly became clear: wires extended from nodes fused to his metal body in several places, which were hooked up to an enormous power cell positioned at the foot of the titanium slab.

The alien mech harvested energy from naturally occurring electrical fields using giant silver coils distributed throughout it. It appeared that the power cell near his feet was being used to extract that power as soon as it was generated.

And so, his question had been answered. It seemed someone had stopped him after all.

The realization flooded him with relief.

Chapter 9

Access Controls

 

What have I gotten myself into? Lisa reflected as she watched hundreds of Quatro pass by the foot of the hill she’d chosen for her meeting with her father.

Watching the force pass below her reminded her of the moments just before the battle with the machine army that had almost been her end. Except, that battle had begun with an ambush. This time, Lisa and her allies were the aggressors.

Everyone seemed to credit Lisa for putting together the resistance force. She wasn’t certain whether that was out of a desire to praise her, or to nudge her into a position of leadership—thereby making her responsible for their success or failure.

Sometimes, it occurred to Lisa that allies often had more options for moving against one than enemies did.

Either way, “her” force consisted of one MIMAS mech, one Quatro quad, one bipedal alien mech, a handful of human soldiers left over from the militia she’d started on Alex, and what was now over one thousand Quatro—all devoted to tearing down Darkstream, starting by breaking their hold on Ingress.

And that force was on the move. They’d left the cave-system home of their newest Quatro recruits, and now they ranged across Eresos’ landscape, as quickly as a force this size could move.

As such, there were very few opportunities for true privacy. Even the shuttle currently en route to this barren hilltop would contain its pilot, to whom Jake had given strict orders not to leave his seat, in case a hasty takeoff was needed.

Something glinted high up in the sky, then vanished. Lisa watched that space until the glint reappeared, quickly resolving into a dark-gray dot, which soon became recognizable as a shuttle from the refugee fleet that had fled Hub. It wasn’t a combat shuttle, like the old UHF ones that had been brought here from the Milky Way. Those were in short supply, and all under the control of Darkstream.

No, the shuttle carrying her father was newer, and much smaller, allowing it to settle on Lisa’s hilltop with room to spare.

Despite Jake’s orders, the shuttle pilot did leave his seat—to help Gi Sato out of the airlock. The pilot tipped his cap to Lisa once she held her father’s hand, smiled, then disappeared back into his shuttle.

That’s the problem with giving civilians orders. Might as well try to uncrack an egg.

Once the pilot was gone, Lisa swept her father into a gentle embrace, shocked at how thin and frail he felt in her arms.

Drawing back, she got her first good luck at him. Deep creases lined Gi Sato’s face, and his short hair had turned the color of iron. His arms, once bulging with muscle, had lost much of their mass. His muscles were still there, except now they were lean and wiry. Gi Sato was still tall, but now he stooped slightly.

Has it really been so long?

“You are more beautiful than ever,” her father said.

Lisa tried to come up with a response born from grace and poise. Instead, she broke into tears, pressing her face against her father’s chest. He held her with surprising tightness, given his aged appearance.

“There, there,” he said, the tenderness in his voice making her sob harder.

“I can’t believe Hub is gone,” Lisa choked out. “Your farm…our home…”

“They are dust,” Gi Sato said, and his serenity made Lisa pull back to study his face, her tears ceasing as quickly as they’d begun.

“How can you be so calm? We’ve lost our home! I saw the photos. It’s completely ruined.” Her father had always been calm, of course, but he’d never had to deal with a catastrophe of this magnitude. Surely losing their home would shake his resolve at least somewhat?

“Any pain except death can be endured,” Gi said. “I observe my own pain, and in doing so I learn that it is not my master. You forget, Lisa, that I have lost my home once before. I lost my place in the Milky Way when I fled here.”

“But that was no loss. The people there have lost their way.”

“And yet, theirs may be the only society left to us now.”

Lisa shook her head, wiping her eyes dry with the back of her hand. “What are you saying? We can’t return there.”

“We must. This is a failed society, here in the Steele System. It must be abandoned.”

Lisa drew back farther, struggling not to grimace at her father. This wasn’t how she’d pictured their reunion going. “We can make it work, father. We can defeat Darkstream, and after we find out who loosed these robots on us, we can defeat them too. Then we can start again, building a society where the wellbeing of everyone is coupled with the prosperity of businesses.”

Her father raised his eyebrows, studying her with an expression that looked slightly perplexed, but not affronted.

Since he refused to answer, she continued: “We can’t return to the tyrants of the Milky Way, with their obsession with letting the government nose its way into every issue. Besides, what if the Ixa won the Second Galactic War? They certainly seemed likely to win it when we left. What if we return to find they’ve laid waste to the galaxy?”

“It is a chance we must take,” Gi said. “Darkstream is too big for us to wrest control of the system from it in time. They will do as they did in the Milky Way: follow an ill-advised course until they have doomed us all. I understand that you fear government—I do, too. But you must understand that a fear of government will be inflated in one who has never known a government at all. The truth is that companies like Darkstream must be restrained in some way. Otherwise, they will subordinate everything to profit, including the health and security of the people.”

Slowly, Lisa shook her head. “You are not the Gi Sato I know. The father I knew had a well-justified fear of government, and a respect for the importance of business.”

“I still do—but I have always known that not every form of government is bad. I believe that if power is truly given to the people, good things can happen. It is through corruption that the true invasiveness occurs. I am not saying that business is bad, Lisa, or that it should be stamped out. Competition and commerce are vital parts of what it means to be human. You know that I have always emphasized the importance of self-interest.”

“Yes…” Lisa said with reluctance.

“And I still do. But some thought must be devoted to finding a system that allows neither corporations nor governments to subvert the will of the people. A system that does not allow corporations to grow like a cancer, and one that forces the government to tend only to the needs of citizens.”

Lisa shook her head. “I’m sorry, father. But I still must respectfully disagree.” Without warning, the storm of emotion inside her became too much, and she walked away, leaving her father alone on the hilltop.

A transmission request came in as she made her way down the winding path, feeling worse and worse with each step. It was Marco Gonzalez.

“Lisa,” he said when she put it through, overlaying reality with a faded version of his face. “I’ve broken the access controls for the mech sims. I can begin transferring them to you now, if you like.”

“Yes, that will be fine. Thank you, Marco.”

“Sure thing.”

His face winked from existence, and Lisa cast a glance back at the hilltop, where her father still stood outside the shuttle, alone, staring after her.

For a moment, she almost went back to him. But she couldn’t. Instead, she continued toward her army below.

Chapter 10

Electronic and Biological

 

The moment Ingress drew into view, its dew-covered steel walls glistening in the spreading dawn, Beth contacted Bronson.

She badly wanted to see Ash, and if they were going to make the space elevator before it began its daily trip up to Valhalla, they needed the go-ahead to do so in advance of their arrival.

Unfortunately, Bronson had other plans.

“You and Jin are to remain at Ingress,” the captain’s likeness said as it jogged alongside the MIMAS mechs. Inside the dream, Bronson’s simulacrum was unbounded by the rules of reality, and so it easily kept pace beside them.

“But, sir…” Beth said, and the officer glanced up at her sharply. She didn’t make a habit of questioning orders, and no doubt it surprised Bronson to hear even the barest contradiction from her.

“Yes?” he asked tersely.

“We…we were hoping to return to Valhalla.”

“We were hoping no such thing,” Henrietta cut in. “This is all Arkanian.”

Beth resisted the urge to glare at her fellow mech pilot.

“Interesting,” Bronson muttered. “What value would there be in having you on the space station?”

“We could regroup with Steam,” Beth said. “Plan Oneiri’s next move.”

“Oneiri is dead,” Bronson answered. “You know that as well as I. We’re already training your replacements. You and Jin here are nothing more than heavy assault units, now, and you’re of far more use to me deployed planetside.”

Beth cleared her throat, intent on trying one more time. “Sir—”

“I’m sorry, Seaman, I don’t recall inviting you to debate the matter. It’s like this: the force with which Gonzalez and Price have aligned themselves is currently advancing on Ingress, and I need every unit I can muster to defend the city. You’ll be placed under the command of Captain Arkady Black, who’s being given command of Darkstream’s four remaining reserve battalions. I want you to find and report to him. Now. That’s all.”

With that, Bronson vanished from Eresos, returning his attention to wherever he happened to be. His destroyer, the Javelin, perhaps. Or maybe he was on Valhalla, with Ash.

“Do me a favor,” Henrietta said, “and don’t try to make me an accessory to reuniting with your crush.”

The sky went ruby, and the color likely came pretty close to matching Beth’s face, at the moment.

A notification sent to both their implants contained a code for gaining temporary access to Arkady Black’s location, allowing them to follow Bronson’s order promptly, as much as Beth had no desire to do so.

Orders were orders, though, and so they joined Black atop the city walls, where he was studying the lay of the land surrounding Ingress. They’d left their mechs on the ground below.

When they arrived, the captain turned slowly, taking them in with a steady gaze. “It’s refreshing to speak with MIMAS pilots outside of their metal monstrosities,” he said, somewhat wryly. “Although, I’m surprised to find you still possess the muscles necessary for walking under your own power.”

“Yes, sir,” Henrietta said, and Beth echoed the words, feeling resigned.

“Hmm. You both seem much more compliant than Roach did, not to mention Sweeney. Still, Bronson tells me that you came pretty close to betraying the company. Is that true?”

“No, sir,” Henrietta said. “We were taking advantage of an opportunity to run recon on a new enemy force that was taking shape.”

“Bronson told me you’d say that. That force certainly marshaled itself quickly, didn’t it? Due in no small part, I’m sure, to the help of several former Darkstream employees. Tessa Notaras. Lisa Sato. Marco Gonzalez. Jake Price. You know two of those names quite well, don’t you?”

“Yes, sir,” Henrietta said, somewhat more haltingly than before.

“You worked closely with them. Shared meals with them. Fought alongside them, supported them, watched their backs. And now, just like that—” Black snapped his fingers “—they’re your enemies. I can’t decide which is worse: betraying your friends or betraying your employer. Which do you two consider worse?”

“Betraying your employer, sir!” Beth rattled off sharply, having noticed Henrietta wilting under Black’s harsh tirade.

Beth’s firmness seemed to rally Henrietta, and she repeated the words: “Betraying your employer is worse, sir!”

“That’s exactly right, Jin. Arkanian. When your friends decided to go traitor, you made the right call to abandon them. I understand why you went to River Rock with them. You wanted to give them the benefit of the doubt—to hear them out. You fought with them, and you would have died with them, so you felt you owed them that much. But abandoning them when they lost their way…coming here to continue your service…that was the right call.”

“Yes, sir,” Henrietta said.

“That said, I’ll be keeping a close eye on you, and I have eyes and ears all throughout this city, both electronic and biological. If you so much as dream about insubordination, I’ll know it, and I’ll have both of you court martialed so quickly your heads will spin. I hope I’ve made myself clear. Now, go report to Commander Cassandra Sora and see what work she has for you. I’ll pass along additional orders for you shortly.”

Chapter 11

Too Clever by Half

 

Jake carefully raised his head above the crest of the hill to take in the city that waited on the other side.

Twilight had nearly descended, and soon, the shadows would lengthen into night. Lisa’s and Jake’s hope was to take the city well before morning—before the space elevator was due to return to Valhalla Station.

It’s going to be dicey.

Beside him, Marco also stole a glance at their target. Lower on the hill, two squads of Quatro waited, all of them armed, in case this reconnaissance mission was met with unexpected aggression.

But Ingress appeared to be closed-off, its defenders hunkered down inside to await the coming battle. Jake couldn’t see anyone or anything outside of the city, which made sense. System net gossip said that Arkady Black had been given the command, and Jake expected only competence from a man like that.

If the resistance’s goal had been to besiege Ingress, starving the city until it was forced to open its gates, Jake would have advocated for surrounding it and setting up camp while scouring the countryside for opportunities to keep their besieging army well-provisioned.

Unfortunately, they lacked the time for a siege, and even if there had been time, Ingress would have been basically impossible to starve out. With access to the space elevator, along with the rest of the solar system, it would have taken years to accomplish it, if not longer.

Plus, with growing armies of Amblers, Ravagers, and Gatherers marauding the countryside and engaging everything that moved, a siege was out of the question.

Instead, their objective would be to concentrate their firepower on one section of the city walls, with the aim of making it crumble and fall as quickly as possible. That done, they would take the city, secure the elevator, and ascend to Valhalla.

At least, that’s the plan.

Andy Miller had insisted on tagging along for this scouting mission, and Jake hadn’t been able to figure out why, considering the man had wanted nothing to do with Jake until now. Andy had talked one of the Quatro into letting him ride on his back—otherwise, he would never have been able to keep up on just his crutches.

As Jake descended the hillside to rejoin his Quatro escort, he soon discovered the reason for Andy’s desire to accompany them. The man himself approached Jake directly, hobbling toward him as fast as he could, crutches swinging back and forth with abandon. He looked like he was spoiling for a confrontation of some kind.

Surely he’s not stupid enough to try actually taking a swing at me. That would be embarrassing for both of them.

“Find something to do elsewhere, Spirit,” Jake said to Marco. “This kid hates me, for whatever reason, but there’s no need for you to get mixed up in it.”

“Gotcha.” Marco headed toward his MIMAS, which he’d left standing near the bottom of the hill.

“Andy,” Jake said. “We’ll be deploying soon. Shouldn’t you get to the rear?”

Jake hadn’t meant it as a slight, but Andy clearly took it as one. “I have just one thing to say to you,” he said. “If you let anything happen to Lisa during the attack—anything—I’ll do everything I can to kill you. I don’t care how long I’ll have to wait to do it, or what lengths I’ll need to go to.”

Jake cleared his throat, to mask the other reaction that threatened to exhibit itself. “I’m pretty sure Lisa can take care of herself,” he said. “Isn’t she the only reason you’re still alive?”

“Just remember what I said,” Andy spat, then turned to make his way carefully back down the hill.

I will remember it, Andy. But only as a pathetic attempt to intimidate me. One that does nothing to help our chances of winning the coming engagement.

Jake wasn’t sure what Andy’s problem was, but he did know that he pitied the man.

An unexpected transmission request came, then: from Captain Bob Bronson.

Jake only hesitated a moment before accepting.

Outside of the mech dream, Bronson appeared to him only as a head and shoulders superimposed over the real world by Jake’s implant.

“Price. What are you doing?” The captain’s voice dripped with scorn.

“It wouldn’t make for very good OPSEC if I told you that, Bronson.

The man’s mouth twisted, probably at Jake’s failure to address him by rank. “I don’t want to do this, but you’ve spooked the board. They want me to give you one last chance. Drop this hopeless crusade, boy, and take your job back. If you do that, everything will be forgotten. All you have to do is turn back your forces.”

“You mistake why I joined the Darkstream military, Bronson. I know you think you recruited me with your promises of glory and riches, but that’s not really why I joined. The real reasons were to help my sister get better and to pilot a mech. Sue Anne is dead now, and I’m still piloting a mech. I plan to use it to make you stop exploiting innocent people for profit. You don’t have anything to offer me.”

Bronson’s eyes narrowed. “You’re not just driving any mech. One of those things drove Roach mad, boy. You think you’re helping people, but you don’t know what you’re doing. Your judgment’s as compromised as Roach’s was. Wake up, and get the hell out of that thing, before it’s too late. Before you do something that strips away your humanity.”

For a moment, Bronson’s words actually gave Jake pause. What if my judgment really has been compromised? If it was, he probably wouldn’t be aware of it, would he?

According to Marco, Roach had hallucinated that he was doing the right thing. It had led him to kill Richaud.

Am I just hallucinating that I’m fighting for a just cause?

But no. He could almost believe it, except that was exactly the sort of trick a man like Bronson would use to try to turn Jake against himself.

“You’re too clever by half, Bronson. When I see you next, we won’t be having a conversation.” Jake cut off the transmission and started marching toward Lisa, who was approaching at the head of a battalion of Quatro.

He tried to calm himself down as much as he could—the conversation with Bronson had left him angry and bitter. Having to bring up his sister did that, and so did remembering how Bronson had ordered him to abandon his family to die in the attack on Hub. That was the reason Jake had gone against Darkstream in the first place.

“Jake,” Lisa said. “Are you okay?”

“I’m fine. Let’s get this moving, all right?”

“All right. What did you see up there?” She nodded toward the hilltop.

He was about to tell her about Bronson’s offer, but he hesitated. He’d said no, and that would remain his answer, so to bring it up now could only plant a seed of doubt in Lisa’s and the troops’ minds. No matter how small a seed, it wasn’t worth it.

“It’s just like we expected. Ingress is locked up tight, and they haven’t deployed any troops in the field. I think we should hit them from the southeast. The terrain is a bit hilly there, which will give us some cover from the snipers they’ve no doubt positioned along the walls. Plus, it happens to be our current approach vector. Redeploying to hit them from another direction will only give them more time to prepare.”

“I agree,” Lisa said, her expression grave. “I see no reason for any more delay. Let’s begin.”

Chapter 12

Signs of Insubordination

 

Ash woke to find Bronson looming over her bed, with two armed Darkstream marines standing at attention less than a meter behind him.

Why the escort? Does he think I’m a threat to him? “Captain,” she said. Her voice was still quite hoarse, but it was getting stronger every day.

“Seaman,” he said with a curt nod.

Her gaze drifted from Bronson’s lined face to the pair of marines, and back again. “What’s going on?”

“Ingress is under heavy assault. We’re hoping the city garrison can repel them, especially given we’ve assigned the four remaining Darkstream reserve battalions to help out. But we’re preparing for every possibility.”

Ash blinked. “And that preparation involves me, somehow?”

“I’m afraid so. I know you’re not fully recovered yet, but you don’t need to be recovered to pilot a MIMAS. I’ll have the best medical personnel on Valhalla administer measured doses of stims, to keep you alert. But I need you back in action.”

Ash struggled to a sitting position, blinking away the grogginess that lingered. Most medical professionals still warned against using stims except in times of great need. “You’re sending me down to Eresos, sir?”

“No, no. I wouldn’t send you into battle in your condition, Sweeney. But I do want you to prepare some others for battle, in case the need arises.”

“What others, sir?”

“The next group of MIMAS pilots have been selected. I want you to train them in on the mechs.”

That made Ash fall silent for nearly a minute, as she considered Bronson’s words. At last, she said, “You expect the attackers to take the elevator and make it up here, don’t you, sir?”

“I expect nothing. But I intend to prepare for everything. That’s my job—to get ready for any possibility. And to use everything I have at my disposal. I’m sorry to have to ask this of you, Sweeney. But I have to. I’m afraid it is an order.”

“I understand, sir.”

“There’s something else. Before the Battle of Vanguard, you brought up a trove of documents that someone claimed was proof that Darkstream committed malfeasance. I told you the documents were fabricated. You’ve never shown any sign of insubordination before. You’ve always been a faithful soldier. But I worry that you let that crap impair your ability to think clearly. So I have to ask: do you accept that the documents were fabricated?”

“Yes, sir,” Ash said quietly.

Bronson nodded, though he continued speaking: “We need a strong, unified Darkstream, Sweeney. Now more than ever. This insurrection is the last thing the people of the Steele System need.”

The people of the Steele System are the last thing you’d give a damn about. This is about the company’s bottom line, and nothing else.

But she didn’t say any of that. “Yes, sir,” she said instead.

Chapter 13

On Her Own Terms

 

The steel walls muted the harsh staccato of gunfire, but colossal explosions boomed like thunder with unsettling regularity, shaking the guard tower more often than not.

Captain Arkady Black refused to stray far from the part of Ingress’ walls where the enemy force was expected to strike.

Nothing compares with surveying the terrain with your own eyes. Satellite photos, maps, simulations—none of those came close.

His refusal to retreat to safer ground was unorthodox. Doctrine would have had him deep inside the city, preferably underground. Instead, he’d chosen the base of a guard tower that overlooked the field of battle.

He’d have chosen the top of the tower as his command post, but that would have caused his subordinates too much distress. This was his compromise.

Right now, he was using his implant to review a computer projection of how the coming engagement might unfold. The simulation was projected across an otherwise blank tabletop, and access to it was restricted only to him. Even another soldier with a Darkstream implant would see only a bare table.

The projection held no surprises—indeed, it conformed to his expectations. Its primary conclusion was identical to his: if he couldn’t keep the enemy mechs away, the city walls would be breached before long. He had no way to reliably repel the mechs, so that was inevitable.

He also knew that far overhead, on Valhalla, Bronson was preparing for Black’s defense to fail and for the barbarians at the gate to seize the space elevator. The final battle would be fought on the space station—both human judgment and computer projections agreed on the high probability of that.

I hope Bronson has something good ready for them.

An alert popped into existence over the simulated battlefield, telling him that Henrietta Jin was outside the tower, requesting permission to enter.

“Come in,” he subvocalized.

The door slid upward into its casing, and Jin entered, looking small outside of her mech. She was above-average height, in reality, but he was used to interacting with the MIMAS pilots while they were inside their mechs. They seemed to live inside those things, or at least they did when they had free rein to do so. Black had found plenty of tasks for both Jin and Arkanian that required they leave their mechs, simply because he considered it good for them.

Jin came to attention and snapped off a salute that just missed the mark. If Black knew anything about officer-subordinate relations, the salute was calculated to be irksome but also just right enough that it didn’t justify a reprimand.

Maybe that worked on other officers.

“Tighten up that salute, Jin. Did they let you MIMAS pilots skip Basic?”

“Sorry, sir.”

“I want to see that salute again.”

Jin snapped her hand to her temple, exhibiting much better form than before. Black gave a satisfied nod.

“Report,” he said. “Is the operation I ordered complete?”

“Yes, Captain.”

He paused, his gaze locked onto hers. “Are you ready to kill your friends?”

“Yes, sir.”

“And the other one? Arkanian? Is she ready?”

“I believe so, Captain.”

Black nodded again, then ran a hand across his cheek, which had sprouted some stubble. He didn’t like that he’d grown lax with his personal grooming. It was sloppy, and it indicated to his soldiers that the coming engagement was affecting him.

“I’ve had my doubts about our mutual employer, too, you know,” Black said after yet another pause. “Deep-seated doubts. I don’t think Darkstream is a noble company. I don’t even think they act responsibly, most of the time. But the difference between your friends and I is that I know what it is to follow orders. What is to be a loyal soldier. Even though I work for a corporation, that doesn’t change what it means to be a soldier. Following orders is central to the spirit of that.”

Black paused a moment to let his words sink in. It occurred to him that everything he’d said so far formed a well-worn argument for obeying one’s superiors. And it wasn’t even the extent of what he believed. So he dug deeper.

“The military is the last line of defense against chaos, Jin. That was true in the Milky Way, and it’s especially true in the Steele System. Though the Darkstream military is not a tool that is used universally for good, if it falls apart, we’re all doomed. Your friends haven’t caught on to it yet, but they’re the ones assaulting the security of all who live here—not us. Are you following me?”

Jin cleared her throat. “What if a soldier is given orders that should not be followed, sir?”

Black narrowed his eyes, studying Jin’s neutral expression. “I need perfect compliance from you tonight, Jin. You’ve already chosen your path. Do you really plan to stray from it now?”

“No, sir.”

The thunder of explosive ordnance rocked the tower once again.

“It’s time for you to suit up,” he said, taking a moment to relish how level his voice was.

“It’s about damned time.” Jin spun on her heel without waiting to be dismissed, slamming the access panel near the door with her palm, and marching out when it rose to let her pass.

She’ll go to her death as ordered, but she’ll do it on her own terms. Despite the speech he’d given, Black had to admit he admired that.

Chapter 14

It's Time

 

As Jake and pretty much everyone else had pointed out repeatedly, Lisa had marshaled this army, and she’d led it to victory once already. So it was only right that she retain command.

Maybe it feels right to them. All I want to do is vomit.

Mortar fire fell all around her, lighting up the dark and sending tremors through the ground. She tried to ignore the chaos and focus on the task at hand: commanding one of the largest armies Eresos had ever known.

An honor guard of Quatro surrounded her command post, behind the second-largest hill on the field of battle. She figured opting for the increased protection of the largest hill would have been too obvious, though she had ordered Quatro to come and go from behind it, as though receiving and carrying out orders. It even seemed to be working—enemy mortar fire was focused disproportionately on the larger rise.

Unfortunately, that didn’t mean much in the grand scheme of things, since there was quite a lot of enemy mortar fire, in addition to a torrent of sniper fire and the occasional rocket. Black had clearly drilled into his men and women the importance of taking out Lisa’s heavy artillery as quickly as possible, and Darkstream had obviously learned some valuable lessons from the previous Quatro attacks on Ingress and Plenitude.

Lisa had decided to forego tunneling into Ingress. Black would have already filled in the tunnel the quads had made, through which Rug’s mate had gained entry to sew chaos in the city’s streets. Lisa’s own Quatro would have had to start digging anew, and she doubted there was enough time for that.

Luckily, her forces had access to quite a bit of artillery, most of it either taken from Darkstream patrols or raided from company outposts. As fierce a resistance as the city’s defenders were putting up, they couldn’t compensate for the numbers and might of the Quatro, or the fact that the walls were ultimately built to withstand only unarmed Quatro.

“Lisa,” Tessa subvocalized over an encrypted channel. “We have visitors.”

Lisa had put Tessa in charge of keeping an eye on their force’s rear and flanks, as a precaution in case Darkstream had risked positioning a force out in the countryside to take them from behind.

“Are they hostile?” Lisa subvocalized.

“Negative. It’s another Quatro drift—thirty or so, half of them armed, including three more rocket launchers.”

“Excellent.” During the march on Ingress, she’d sent Quatro runners in every direction, in a last-minute attempt to recruit even more soldiers for the coming battle. It seemed her efforts were paying off. Even thirty unarmed Quatro would have been the equivalent of dozens of human soldiers. Armed, they would prove invaluable.

“Get them up to speed as fast as you can and deploy them wherever you think they’re needed most,” Lisa said.

“Will do. Notaras out.”

That taken care of, Lisa opened up another encrypted channel. “Jake. It’s time.”

“I’m on it,” Jake said.

With that, three mechs—one MIMAS, one quad, and one bipedal monstrosity—charged from their various hiding spots, their suit lights dimmed so they didn’t stand out too much in the night. The majority of Lisa’s heavy-artillery-bearing Quatro were at their backs.

Chapter 15

Textbook

 

Jake charged forward, his forearms taking the shape of giant energy cannons, which he fired at the spot on the city walls that his HUD had painted in bright red. Those among the legion of Quatro with heavy artillery strapped to their backs fired on that spot too, and before long, the walls began to buckle and warp, though almost imperceptibly. If it hadn’t been for his advanced night vision, Jake wasn’t sure he would have been able to detect the effect they were having, especially in the darkness.

Fire from atop the city walls intensified, and the alien mech dream manifested a piercing violin note to notify him of two new arrivals to the battle: a pair of MIMAS mechs hurtling over the parapets to land with a ground-shaking thud.

Paste and Razor.

Jake ignored them, for now. They ran to engage the nearest mech—the quad piloted by Rug. As much as Jake wanted to assist, he knew breaching the walls had to be his top priority, and anyway, the Quatro could handle herself.

Twin rocket launchers took form from Jake’s shoulders, loading and firing ordnance that he’d ordered the mech to fabricate in preparation for this battle. The effect of the resistance army’s concentrated fire on the walls was palpable, now, and definitely visible to the naked eye. Even fortified steel wouldn’t be able to take that kind of stress for much longer.

The enemy was focusing its fire principally on the mechs, which the dream translated as thousands of venomous hornet stings all across his torso and limbs.

Jake leapt forward several meters, barely dodging mortar fire. The explosion ruptured the ground behind him, along with the pair of unlucky Quatro that had been standing on it.

His rage made the sky flash scarlet, and the cursed whispers rose up in discordant harmony. He dashed toward Ingress, sprouting high, thin blades that glowed with intense heat. Plunging them both into the city walls, he strained to draw them apart.

Jake’s anger crescendoed, and the bayonets disintegrated in a violent explosion of light and heat. Flames bathed Jake, but as the smoke cleared and his vision was restored, he saw that the walls had been breached, with a jagged gap large enough to admit three Quatro at a time.

He glanced behind him and saw several Quatro staggering across the battlefield, dazed, a couple of them injured.

I did that. He hadn’t been aware the alien mech was capable of such a move, but he’d let himself be guided by his emotions, which was never a good idea when piloting the deadly machine. Now, some of his allies had paid the price. He just hoped he hadn’t done any permanent damage to them.

“Get back,” he shouted at the injured Quatro, waving with enormous metal hands that had reformed in an instant. “You’re in no condition to be at the front.” Beyond those he addressed, the invading army was rushing forward to take the form of a wedge, which would funnel into Ingress as rapidly as possible.

A deafening boom sounded directly behind Jake, the shockwave making him stagger forward several feet. He turned just in time to see another explosion, which was followed rapidly by dozens more, for hundreds of meters in opposite directions.

White-hot metal shrapnel screamed through the night, killing the Quatro he’d been concerned about, along with dozens more. Several pieces hit Jake, almost as painfully as the bullets had, and their size and force made him stumble backward.

An enormous stretch of wall was being blown outward onto the besieging army, visiting havoc upon their ranks. In several places, entire sections of the wall were blown free, crushing any who were unlucky enough to be nearby. 

Jake shook his head, dazed. All across the battlefield, tiny fires blazed from the flaming shrapnel that had covered everything, and Quatro lay groaning and dying in every direction. Jake heard some human cries mixed in, too.

As his shock began to subside, he realized what Arkady Black had done. It wasn’t hard to piece together, since it was unfolding before his very eyes.

Black had clearly known the city walls would be breached, and he’d accepted that—incorporated it into his tactics. So he’d blown it out himself, for nearly a kilometer, allowing his army to deploy onto the battlefield with lightning quickness. They were doing so now, and Jake soon saw the superior positioning Black’s move had given them.

The defenders of Ingress were rushing forward to execute a flanking maneuver more perfect than any Jake remembered from the military history texts he’d devoured while on Valhalla. Tanks were concentrated at the edges of Black’s force, and they began to hammer the Quatro with explosive anti-tank rounds.

Chapter 16

This Is Awkward

 

For Jake, the only response that made sense to such an unexpected move was a decisive counterattack.

“To me!” he boomed, using the mech to amplify his voice a hundredfold. “Everyone, to me!” With that, Jake barreled toward the rightmost pincer of Black’s flank, his arms morphing into heavy machine guns he planned to use to rip up the human ranks.

To their credit, the Quatro rallied quickly, forming themselves into a great, purple javelin to strike at the heart of what amounted to half of the enemy forces.

With any luck, they’d rapidly disable that formation, and the enemy flanking maneuver would fall apart. Jake began directing his remaining rockets at the tanks, though it took five just to neutralize one of them.

Black was smart, and he’d spread his tanks out, meaning the resistance mechs couldn’t deal with them easily.

Worse, Black had also dispersed his mortar teams directly behind his forces, and they rained holy hell onto the Quatro army, landing mortar bombs in random locations and taking out multiple targets more often than not.

Most devastating was the fact that the leftmost pincer was recovering quickly from Jake’s swift reaction, spreading out behind his and Lisa’s forces to envelop them.

That’s not good. If the Ingress defenders maintained a superior firing arc for too long, Jake knew the day would be lost, and the resistance would end in fire and death. He doubted Darkstream intended to take many prisoners from among the alien army.

The state of play on the battlefield shifted rapidly, and without warning, Jake came face to face with the MIMAS mechs piloted by Beth and Henrietta. They both gripped their heavy machine guns, and the moment they saw him they whipped the muzzles toward his head, though they didn’t fire. Not yet.

Jake did not raise his weapons in kind. “Razor. Paste. I don’t want to hurt you.”

“It’s sort of part of the job at this point, Jake,” Henrietta said, and inside his mech, he winced at her failure to use his Oneiri nickname.

“Seems a bit senseless, after having each other’s backs for so long,” he answered, trying to decide whether he sounded like he was begging or not. “I don’t want to fight you,” he said, and he heard his own voice hitch. “I’ve already watched the people I love suffer way too much. I really don’t want to become just another source of that suffering.”

The head of Henrietta’s mech twitched toward Beth’s. “Maybe he’s right.”

Beth replaced her heavy machine gun on her back. Then, with a strangled yell, she extended both her bayonets and charged straight at him.

Lightning-quick, his machine gun forearms became rounded shields instead. He raised his right shield to parry Beth’s first blow, but her second carried such force that it punctured his left shield, the blade’s point coming to within centimeters of his face. Even inside the mech dream, Jake felt his eyes go cross-eyed for the fraction of a second that he stared at it.

He wrenched the skewered shield to the left, jerking Beth’s arm along with it. The blade slid out, bending slightly but not snapping, and Beth staggered.

An anti-tank round connected squarely with Jake’s right side, throwing him backward against a Quatro who was firing on a squad of soldiers clustered near the city walls. The great alien shrieked in pain as the larger alien mech slammed it to the ground, and Jake felt something inside the Quatro’s body give way with a crunch.

“Sorry!” he yelled, cringing at the damage he’d done, but even if he’d known how, there wasn’t time to minister to the Quatro, or even to make sure it was okay. The side of his mech yawned open from the anti-tank round, and though it was in the process of quickly knitting itself back together, Beth had renewed her vicious assault.

For her part, Henrietta was circling around, her heavy machine gun still raised and pointing at him. “Sorry, Jake,” she said, squeezing the trigger. His head jerked back with the impact of her burst, and the mech dream represented it as an instant headache, worse than any migraine he’d ever experienced.

But he couldn’t let it slow him down. Beth was bringing both bayonets to bear once again, forcing Jake back on his heels as he swayed left and right to dodge her thrusts, like a champion boxer about to lose his title.

Henrietta continued to send heavy ordnance into his right side, and now she started focusing on the spot where the tank round had hit him, her bullets drilling closer and closer to where Jake’s body rested inside the alien mech.

His vision blurred, and the dream simulated his own heartbeat pounding in his ears. Bringing his arms apart in a sweeping gesture, Jake knocked both of Beth’s bayonets aside. He shoved her, sending her reeling backward. “How could you?” he screamed. “We’re teammates, damn you both! Are Darkstream’s profits more important to you?”

“That thing you pilot will drive you insane, Jake,” Beth yelled back. “Roach’s mech turned him into a mad dog, and he ran Ash through. He nearly killed her. You were lost to us the moment you climbed inside that mech.”

Beth charged forward once again, her left blade aimed at Jake’s head. He barely knocked it aside, dancing backward to avoid a slice from the other bayonet.

But he still couldn’t bring himself to fight. He kept thinking of Sue Anne’s face, racked with pain from her illness. He thought of his mother, and his father, and everything his neighbors back in Hub had gone through.

I can’t be the cause of more pain for the people I love. He couldn’t, though he cursed himself for a fool that he continued to love the people trying to kill him.

The battle raged around them, and Black’s forces enveloped Lisa’s. Henrietta sidestepped smoothly to get a better angle around Beth. She opened up on Jake, sending round after round into his wounded side, preventing it from repairing properly. Her bullets tunneled closer and closer to him.

They’re going to kill me. Black ordered them to, and they’re really going to do it.

Rug drew into view behind Henrietta, and for Jake, everything seemed to slow, as though encased in thick gel. An energy cannon sprouted from Rug’s chest, aimed at Henrietta. The Quatro seemed to share none of Jake’s hangups when it came to returning the MIMAS pilots’ hostility.

“Rug, no!” Jake shouted.

Too late. A massive blast of energy sprouted from her gun, taking Henrietta’s left arm clean off, and causing her heavy gun to tumble to the ground.

Despite the pain Jake knew the mech dream must have been communicating after losing the MIMAS’ arm, Henrietta wasted no time in reacting. She swung her right arm around, its fingers retracting against her wrist to expose the rotary autocannon beneath, and she pelted Rug with it, causing the alien to flinch backward.

Something was changing on the battlefield. The volume behind Jake had dropped, and the amount of ordnance coming from that direction had lessened, too.

He turned to take in the reason why. Lisa’s efforts to recruit more Quatro drifts to their cause had paid off in dividends, and just in time, it seemed.

A second force had arrived—just under half of the existing Quatro force, by Jake’s estimation—and they were pounding Black’s left pincer, eviscerating what had been a devastating flanking maneuver mere moments ago.

Jake’s rear sensors alerted him to a renewed assault from Beth, and he turned to answer it, but then she suddenly dropped both arms.

He kept his arms up, wary that this was a ploy of some kind. Except, he noticed more Darkstream soldiers beyond Beth dropping their weapons as well, and raising their hands toward the sky.

“Black just ordered the surrender,” she said, her tone flat. “He can recognize a rout when he sees one.”

“I see,” Jake said, finally lowering his arms too. He glanced from Beth to Henrietta, and then back at Beth again. “Well, this is awkward.”

Chapter 17

Repelling the Actual Attack

 

Their training clearly wasn’t like what Roach put us through, Ash reflected as she watched the MIMAS trainees coordinate a mock assault against a simulated enemy’s position on Valhalla’s Endless Beach.

The new MIMAS team had chosen the name Phantom, which Ash didn’t think fit very well. Either way, their coordination was lackluster, coming nowhere close to the hairpin tactical pivots Oneiri Team had executed on a regular basis. It was Ash’s job to teach them to emulate that level of responsiveness, she supposed, but the material she had to work with was a far cry from the hardened weapons that Roach’s training had made of Ash and the others.

Of course, she still wasn’t prepared to think of what Roach had done to them as humane, but maybe it had come close to being justified. She wouldn’t have said that at the time, but now she felt grateful that she’d become tough enough to endure the horrors that Eresos had subjected Oneiri to.

Few of her memories involving Roach were fond ones. But for this, she did offer him quiet thanks.

“Tighten up that formation,” she barked into the coms of the five mechs making up the sneak attack’s main thrust.

“Sneak attack” had been their term, not hers, and it wasn’t exactly what she would have called it. Any enemy commander worth his or her salt would have handily anticipated an attack from the trajectory they’d chosen, which made it wholly unsurprising when the simulated enemy succeeded in surrounding the MIMAS pilots. That done, they began tearing them apart.

Ash fought her mounting agitation, which urged her to chew them out for the eighth time this week. Instead, she started pacing her own mech up and down the sand.

Maybe it’s a good thing their training wasn’t as rigorous as ours. She remembered rumors that the Darkstream brass hadn’t liked how rough Roach had been on them, and they’d likely scrapped his program for one of their own design.

Did she actually want to try to fix the bad habits the new pilots had been left with? Do I really want to improve the soldiers who’ll be ordered to kill my friends?

A few of the new pilots were capable soldiers, despite Darkstream’s bungling. Ash had seen early on how well-rounded Seaman Apprentice Maura Odell was. Her only real shortcoming was being lumped in with a team that lacked cohesion. Orson Cole had a keen tactical mind, but he wasn’t persuasive enough to sell his ideas to his teammates, who couldn’t appreciate their value. And Benny Cho was a dead shot who really should have been providing fire support in the current exercise, rather than leading the frontal assault.

The simulated enemy routed Phantom Team, and Ash suppressed a sigh as they approached her slowly, no doubt reluctant to hear her views about what had just gone on.

The weaker they are, the less of a danger they’ll be to Jake and Marco, Ash reminded herself. Still, it was hard to watch soldiers falling apart when she was responsible for forging them into an effective weapon.

“I know I don’t need to break down the mess you just made of that,” she said when the eight mechs were assembled before her. “You repeated every mistake I’ve pointed out to you from previous exercises. It’s like you went out of your way not to miss a single mistake.” She shook her head. “Everyone to your bunks. We’re going lucid. Your situational awareness needs a lot of work.” Lucid was ideally suited to that, since it lent authenticity to the emotional component of simulations.

But that wasn’t her only reason for choosing to conduct this exercise using lucid—nor was it her main reason. Though Darkstream logged everything that happened in lucid, Ash knew they were much laxer when it came to reviewing it than they were with actual events recorded by soldiers’ implants. That made it even less likely that they’d catch on to what she was really trying to accomplish.

“Officially, I’m not supposed to discuss this with you,” Ash said once the team was once again assembled before her, this time inside the dream. “But it’s no real secret that a resistance force is attacking Ingress, led by MIMAS pilots who have gone rogue. So I might as well use it to guide your training. There’s a chance that the traitors will secure the elevator and use it to attack Valhalla. What I want you to do is design the type of defense that you’d recommend for the station’s garrison to use, and then implement it against a simulated attack. There are no wrong answers, here. If you consider surrender or retreat to be the most viable route, then say so, but justify your response. And know that you’re going to look pretty stupid if you advocate retreat while your teammate organizes a defense that holds out against my simulated attack.” Ash smiled. “Now get to work.”

She’d intentionally phrased the exercise in a way that sounded like she was discouraging retreat, and it was possible none of them would choose that route. Even so, judging by how conservative each pilot’s defense turned out to be, she’d be able to gauge just how optimistic they were about Valhalla’s chances of repelling the actual attack.

Her true aim was to figure out which pilots were most pessimistic about Darkstream’s victory. Those would also be the ones most likely to join Jake’s side when the time came.

Chapter 18

Imminent Doom

 

This should be pleasant, Jake thought sardonically.

Lisa had directed Black to meet her and her officers in a large plaza near the wall he’d obliterated. Who her officers actually were was a little hazy, and something Lisa was, of necessity, figuring out on the fly. All Jake knew was that he was one of them.

“Order the enemy MIMAS pilots to get out of their mechs,” Lisa had instructed him over a private channel. “I’m assigning twenty Quatro to guard the mechs themselves. I want you to take both pilots with you to the meeting. Keep them close.”

“Will do,” he’d said.

He was certain Lisa had chosen the plaza as their meeting place for symbolic reasons, since otherwise it didn’t actually matter where Black delivered his formal surrender. Having him do so inside the actual city underscored Darkstream’s defeat, and would hopefully circumvent any thoughts among the company forces of going against Black’s decision.

Jake, Marco, and Rug remained inside their respective mechs, and they escorted Beth and Henrietta toward Ingress in silence, other than the brittle grass that crackled underfoot.

Jake considered telling Beth that Ash was on his side—that she’d tipped him off about Bronson’s maniacal talk of nuking the planet to defeat the robots. But he decided there was no point. The damage had already been done, to his relationship with both Beth and Henrietta.

Besides, if anyone with Darkstream finds out that Ash helped me, it could endanger her. Bronson is just one covert transmission away.

As they neared the wall—or rather, where the wall once had stood—the going became much slower, mainly because of the obstacle the rubble posed to Beth and Henrietta. Without their mechs, they were forced to pick their way over twisted shards of steel that would have posed little risk to a MIMAS. They took it in stride, though, uncomplaining. If he was being honest with himself, Jake had to admit that he hadn’t expected anything less from them. As betrayed as he felt, his estimation of the two women’s proficiency had not fallen.

At last they drew clear of the rubble, and soon after that the plaza came into view, with its growing gathering of officers. Lisa was already there, along with Tessa Notaras and the leaders of several Quatro drifts. Black was also waiting, with several of his officers, most of whom Jake recognized. Commander Cassandra Odell was present, too, who commanded the Ingress garrison.

As Jake neared them, he saw the shell-shocked expressions worn by Lisa and several of the others, including many among the Darkstream military personnel.

“What’s going on?” Jake asked when he reached them.

Lisa cleared her throat. “Captain Black has just informed me that he surrendered partly because of an enormous host of robots that has been spotted advancing on the city.”

Overhead, the sky went blood-red, even though dawn was still several hours off. Jake could feel sweat trickling down his back, or at least the mech simulated the sensation. It’s better than the coat of insects it treated me to back in Hub.

He turned to Arkady Black. “How long till the robots get here?”

Black sniffed, his manner closer to someone discussing the advent of some unfavorable weather rather than someone discussing the imminent doom of himself and those around him. “Less than two hours, by our best estimate.”

Chapter 19

A Pair of Rockets

 

“So we have two hours to coordinate the defense of Eresos’ largest city, against a legion of killer robots,” Jake said.

“That’s correct,” Black answered.

“Then maybe blowing the walls apart wasn’t the best idea!” Jake shot back, unable to keep his voice from rising sharply in volume.

Black shrugged. “I had no idea your treacherous attack would be followed be a second wave of metal attackers. Blowing the walls was the only path I saw to victory against you—it was our only viable option. Doing so enabled me to effectively employ force concentration against you, and it would have worked had it not been for the incredibly lucky arrival of your reinforcements.”

Jake fell silent, then, fighting the urge to shift his weight under the gaze of everyone present. In truth, he wasn’t sure he could have done much better than Black, if he’d been charged with the defense of Ingress. And Black was right—the extra Quatro’s arrival had been extremely fortunate.

Black is a talented battle commander. Probably Darkstream’s best.

Lisa seemed to recognize that, too. “Captain Black, are you willing to work together with us to repel the coming robot assault?”

Black nodded. “I am.”

Henrietta looked at Lisa with what wasn’t quite a glare. “Can I have leave to return to my mech?”

After a moment’s consideration, Lisa nodded. “You have my leave. Until this battle is over, I see no reason not to give your weapon back to you. Circumstances have afforded us a bond of trust, however temporary.”

“That’s right,” Henrietta said. “We won’t stab you in the back like you did to Darkstream.” With that, she stormed off, and Beth followed, studiously avoiding eye contact with Jake.

“Relay the situation to the reserve battalion commanders,” Black called after the MIMAS pilots. “Deploy wherever they tell you to.” He turned to Lisa. “My destruction of the walls does present a number of unique challenges, now. The enemy will no doubt concentrate their forces there, but they could easily blow holes in other parts of the wall as well. We’ll have to cluster most of our units near the breach, of course, but we will also need an even distribution of defenders atop the undamaged sections.”

Lisa nodded. “You’re right. Let’s keep all the tanks next to the breach, but position your mortar teams along the walls, in such a way that allows them to rapidly respond to pressure inflicted by the enemy.”

“Exactly what I was going to suggest,” Black said, and Jake thought he even sounded a bit impressed.

“Captain Black, I leave it to you to coordinate the defense of the unbroken walls,” Lisa said. “I will take command of the forces at the breach.”

Black nodded. “Seems as good an arrangement as any.”

Jake didn’t think his tone inspired much hope in anyone.

At first, the members of Lisa’s command structure were silent on the way back to the battlefield. But halfway there, Tessa Notaras spoke up, mostly directing her speech at Lisa:

“I’ve been skimming the system net,” she said, her jaw tight. “There are reports of settlements all over the planet being overrun by the bots. It always seems to start with Gatherers turning violent as they enter or exit the resource collection sites. They take out as many people as they can before they’re taken out themselves. Shortly after that, with the village still weakened and reeling, the Amblers and Ravagers hit.”

Lisa shook her head, her expression akin to nausea.

One of the Quatro leaders spoke up—Salve, whose drift Jake knew Lisa had recruited from the lands to the east of the Barrens. “We aimed to take Ingress in order to give the people of this planet some security from Darkstream. Instead, it seems we must use the elevator ourselves, as our last and only avenue of escape from the robots.”

“We’re not abandoning Eresos,” Lisa said, her voice firming up. “We’ll repel this wave of attackers, then we’ll deploy to the countryside and save the people who live there.”

Tessa was shaking her head. “I don’t think there’s going to be much left to save, Lisa. The reports are flooding in of villages being wiped off the map. Almost every attack has inflicted one hundred percent casualty rates.”

Lisa had no answer for that.

Rug spoke up, her eyes glowing softly in the pre-dawn darkness: “Tessa Notaras is right, Lisa Sato. We are spending our lives needlessly in fighting this battle for Darkstream. We must escape while we still can.”

“It’s never a waste when you’re fighting to protect people,” Lisa said. “We’re staying.”

“I agree,” Jake said, and though it was all he could think to say, Lisa seemed to appreciate his words.

She smiled up at him. “Thank you, Jake.”

He nodded. “We made you commander, and we don’t get to change that just because we might not like your orders. Personally, I do like them. Let’s save this city.”

They reached the curved line of rubble that used to be Ingress’ walls, where resistance and Darkstream soldiers had already widened paths to facilitate a more orderly retreat into the city, in case that became necessary.

It didn’t take long for Jake to spot Beth and Henrietta, towering above the other soldiers and even the other vehicles in their MIMAS mechs. They were both digging trenches at the front of the battlefield, using their bayonets to loosen the earth and then employing cupped metal hands to scoop it to the front, in a fashion that looked surprisingly efficient, even despite Henrietta’s missing arm.

Jake noticed many of the soldiers glancing at the mechs frequently, and their spirits seemed to lift whenever they did.

The mechs are giving them hope, he realized. Since being deployed to Eresos, he hadn’t spent a lot of time among regular infantry, and when he had, he’d only had reason to believe that they resented the MIMAS pilots. But now, in what was probably their most desperate hour, the mechs’ show of vigor and might seemed to be one of the only things keeping the fighting men and women going.

Seeing former Oneiri members live up to what Oneiri was originally meant to be about…it didn’t seem to fit with his anger over Beth’s and Henrietta’s willingness to try to kill him.

Could Oneiri ever get back together? He wanted to punch himself for even having that thought, or for daring to hope for it. But if it served the people of the Steele System…shouldn’t he try to get past what they’d done to him?

“Contact!” someone yelled, riveting Jake’s eyes to the horizon. An Ambler was striding rapidly into view, its broad dome of a head bobbing as it crested the horizon.

Another dome appeared a few dozen meters to the left, and another rose over the steep hill where the quads had attempted to tunnel into Ingress during a previous attack on the city.

They’re here. Ahead of schedule.

Next, the horizon seemed to writhe, as though it had come alive. Jake instructed the mech’s sensors to zoom in, and he saw that the ground was covered with Gatherers. A minute later, swarms of Ravagers followed, striding among their squat fellows.

The entire metallic mass seethed forward.

“Open fire!” Lisa shouted over the coms. Jake wasn’t sure whether she’d been given access to Darkstream channels, but it didn’t matter. Once the shooting began, everyone got the message, pumping round after round into the oncoming legion.

Well before this battle, Jake and others had noted a self-preservation instinct in the planet’s robotic former servants. That instinct did not appear to be in effect today. The concentrated fire of the resistance and Darkstream quickly took out one Ambler, then another, not to mention countless smaller robots. But it didn’t seem to matter. More Amblers rose over the horizon to replace the ones that had fallen, and the Ravagers charged forward.

The word “charged” didn’t seem to fit the movement of the Gatherers, though—it was more like crawling. Their lowness served them well, as did the fact that individually, they were fairly low-value targets. As a result, the human soldiers all focused on the taller robots, leaving the Gatherers to sweep forward, quickly closing the distance.

Jake attempted to rectify that, peppering the front ranks of Gatherers with energy blasts, which he tried to calibrate as conservatively as possible while still taking out multiple Gatherers at a time. Rug caught on to the tactic, mimicking it, and Marco followed suit with both of his rotary autocannons.

It made no difference. The front of the robot host surged forward, and before long, they were crawling into the trenches with the soldiers. Most of the men and women who’d been crouched there scrambled out, backing toward the city while firing into the metal masses. The braver ones—or perhaps the more foolhardy ones—stayed to fight it out, and Jake’s enhanced vision allowed him to see the blood that spurted into the air all along the makeshift fortification.

The advent of the Gatherers drew the attention of most of the soldiers, which lessened the pressure on the Ravagers and Amblers, who also started getting closer.

Abruptly, contrary to their name, the Amblers charged forward, metal feet pounding across the earth. Within seconds they were among the front ranks of infantry, getting hammered by anti-tank round after anti-tank round. Several more of the autonomous mechs went down, but there were too many of them, and the combined Darkstream and resistance fighters were thrown into chaos by the robots in their midst.

“Retreat!” came Lisa’s voice over the com. “Back into the city!”

The front ranks were doomed, and most of the soldiers that comprised them seemed to recognize it. In an incredible show of bravery, most of them fought on with increased vigor, spending their final moments to buy time for the rest of the force to fall back into the city while firing on the robots.

Jake dashed forward to help with the effort to stem the metal tide, and so did Henrietta, Beth, Marco, and Rug. Alien, quad, and MIMAS mech alike hit the enemy with everything, and the adrenaline surging through Jake’s veins was unlike anything he’d experienced in a long time. Thrills shot through him as they worked together to take down Ambler after Ambler using heavy gunfire, rockets, lasers, and energy blasts.

Except for Henrietta—instead, she laid about the enemy with her single remaining blade, demonstrating once more why her teammates had christened her “Razor.”

Ravager after Ravager exploded into showers of metal fragments as she cut through them in midair. Henrietta had also retracted her hand to reveal the autocannon beneath, and she managed to incorporate it into her swordplay to maximize the damage she was dealing to the enemy.

Jake tried not to let her dazzling display distract him from his own efforts to hold back the enemy, but he couldn’t help marveling as Henrietta rocketed into the air, coming down on top of an Ambler and driving her bayonet into its dome while sending high-velocity rounds burrowing deep inside its brain. The Ambler crumpled to the ground, and she turned to confront the next.

It hit her with a pair of rockets at point-blank range, sending her hurtling backward onto the ground.

As she struggled to rise to her feet, the Ambler stepped forward, firing two more rockets, heedless of the damage it was itself taking by deploying the explosives at such proximity.

Battered and smoking, Henrietta manage to raise her rotary autocannon to fire on her adversary. But even as she fired, Ravagers took advantage of her supine position, crawling all over her mech to rip it apart.

Jake knew from experience how quickly you needed to deal with Ravagers to prevent them from compromising your mech. He also knew, as he barreled across the battlefield to help his former teammate, that he was far too late.

A Ravager disappeared inside the MIMAS’ torso, followed by a spray of blood. Henrietta’s blood.

Jake yelled, his blood pounding in his ears, both arms becoming energy cannons to melt the Ambler who’d downed Razor and to disintegrate the Ravagers who’d killed her.

But nothing could bring her back—and, he realized, nothing could bring Oneiri back.

Chapter 20

Commit More Horrors

 

Well, that’s interesting, Ash thought as she reviewed an encrypted message from a friend she’d sometimes gotten coffee with during the scant free time Roach’s training had afforded her.

As creepy and invasive as Darkstream was, the technology they used to spy on people went both ways. The very employees they tasked with learning the secrets of others also had the ability and resources to access the company’s own secrets, and it only took one person to leak those secrets, so that everyone knew them.

That was why, despite Darkstream’s best efforts, rumors spread so quickly across Valhalla. And across the Steele System as a whole.

Not that there’s much left of the system for them to spread across, Ash reflected, her lips pursed.

The rumor her old coffee buddy had shared with her had to do with the remains of Gabriel Roach, which Darkstream had plucked off the killing field outside Vanguard and transported back up to the station for study.

Or at least, they were supposed to be Roach’s remains. According to the rumor, Roach was exhibiting signs of not actually being dead. Energy signatures, brain waves, screamed threats of torture and death—the rumor wasn’t clear on what those signs actually were, but it did seem pretty confident that Darkstream had discovered a way to keep Roach contained.

That made sense, of course. If he was alive and they hadn’t been able to contain him, Ash felt pretty confident the rumor would have quickly become solid fact, in the form of Roach rampaging through the station, killing everything in sight.

She decided to try investigating the matter herself. That night, she took an REM sleep-inducing sedative and soon found herself in the lucid lobby she’d configured a long time ago. That done, she began running through a series of transmission codes she had for Roach, starting with the most public and ending with a code that had been distributed only to members of Oneiri.

The final code worked. She established a connection over lucid, and within minutes she found herself on a barren, gray planetoid—inside of her MIMAS. Even in lucid, her instinct was to come as prepared as possible to deal with her old commander.

The decision turned out to be a lucky one, since this place had no breathable atmosphere. The dream would have rendered the experience of suffocating with the same authenticity it did everything else, and while it couldn’t actually hurt her, it would have been extremely unpleasant.

Ahead of her walked the alien mech that was now Roach, his back turned to her. She sensed that he was aware of her presence, though.

“Where is this place?” she called.

“It’s Earth’s moon,” he answered, and the mech dream conveyed his words to her. Otherwise, the lack of atmosphere would have rendered communication impossible. “Being here makes me feel exactly as alone as I want to be.”

“Good for you,” she said.

“Why have you come here?”

Ash shook her head. “What incentive do I have to tell you anything?”

That made Roach stop walking and turn to face her. “Good point.” His face was as impassive as only an alien mech’s could be. That was one of the challenges of interacting while inside mechs—other than body language, everyone was essentially unreadable.

“I owe you an apology,” he said.

“You owe me a lot more than that.”

“I know. You have no reason to trust me, and certainly no reason to respect me. I betrayed you in the deepest, most unforgivable way. And so I have to ask again: why are you here?”

“Curiosity, mostly. I heard you might still be alive.”

Roach nodded. “Turns out I am. Unfortunately.”

“Hatching another plan to avenge my sister, maybe? Going to refashion yourself as the wronged man, crusading for justice and vengeance? You seemed to enjoy playing that role before.”

The alien mech shook its head. “No. I’m not even worthy to speak your sister’s name, let alone pretend that I’m suited to bring about some kind of justice. I was messed up long before Jess died, Ash. I’ve committed a lot of crimes in Darkstream’s employ—perpetrated a lot of atrocities. I didn’t know it had affected me so much, but I’ve had a lot of time to think. I’ve started to realize that I was using vengeance as a vehicle for the rage I’ve built up over the course of decades. Rage at myself, mostly.”

Ash nodded. “How nice for you, that you’ve had this epiphany. No doubt it’s positioned you to convincingly atone for everything you’ve done. I’m sure everyone will jump right on board as you humbly work to redeem yourself. I just can’t wait to watch you come back to us, Roach.” Ash wasn’t used to being this bitter, and she was surprised by how easily it came to her.

Roach shook his head. “You don’t understand. I have no illusions about redemption. Actually, I wish Jake truly had killed me back at Vanguard. I don’t trust myself to be alive. I’m frightened I’ll commit more horrors—actually, I’m sure of it. Except, Darkstream seems to have found a way to restrain me. I haven’t figured out how to break the bonds they’ve put on me, and I don’t want to figure it out.”

“Well, too bad,” Ash spat. “Freeing you suits my purposes, so I do plan to find a way.”

For a moment, Roach froze in spot. Then, he raised his hands toward her. “No, Ash. Please. I don’t want my freedom back. This thing has corrupted me. I can’t control myself anymore.”

“That’s exactly what I’m counting on.” With that, Ash departed lucid.

Chapter 21

The Brightening Sky

 

Lisa swapped out her SL-17’s empty magazine for a full one and continued firing on the endless metal legion pouring over the staggered mound of rubble that once had been the city’s walls.

The combined resistance and Darkstream armies were fighting in the streets of Ingress now, using the buildings themselves for cover. Of course, that only worked for so long—the Amblers had no qualms about blasting homes and businesses to pieces.

It quickly became clear that no effort had been made to evacuate the civilian population in advance of the resistance’s attack, and now, it was far too late. Citizens fled from the buildings the robots hit, stumbling from shock, faces white with terror. Lisa didn’t like to think about the ones who hadn’t had the chance to make it out at all.

An Ambler’s guns blazed, hitting the building directly behind her, two meters overhead. She glanced back to spot a piece of its wall tumbling down at her, and she sprinted forward—away from the immediate danger but toward the metal attackers.

With no one to cover her but herself, she unloaded into a pair of nearby Ravagers, who’d seemed to lock onto her right away, charging toward her. Two full rounds saw to the first one, but the steel claws of the second came within inches of her face before she managed to fell it.

Dawn was starting to break across the city, which at least made the robotic attackers a little easier to pick out. Lisa wasn’t convinced it was a positive, overall, though—it only gave a clearer picture of the city’s doom, which wouldn’t do much for morale.

Morale is barely a factor, anymore. We’re done here.

Every so often, Lisa had been checking over her shoulder to ensure the space elevator wasn’t leaving. Its schedule involved workers loading it up with cargo overnight for a morning departure, and while Lisa felt certain the night’s events would disrupt that schedule, she wasn’t confident it would disrupt it in the resistance’s favor.

Indeed, when she looked over her shoulder again, she saw that the elevator had begun its climb toward Valhalla.

Damn it. I need to deal with that.

She focused on safely extracting herself from the fighting while she sent a transmission request to Arkady Black. To her surprise, he answered.

“Black. Did you order that elevator to ascend without us?”

“I did not,” he said. “But you can hardly expect Darkstream to order its operators to keep it on the ground so that you can stroll onto it.”

Black’s sarcasm-laced calm was starting to get to her, but she had to admit she was impressed by his ability to maintain it in the face of overwhelming odds. She shook her head a little, to clear it. “We’re leaving,” she said. “Will you try to impede us?”

“No,” Black said. “But I would remind you that if you do succeed in leaving, you’ll be abandoning my soldiers and I to our deaths, along with the people of Ingress.”

“Don’t try to put that on me,” Lisa snapped. “They should have been evacuated the moment you were notified of our attack.”

“Well, they were not, and it wasn’t my call to make. Leaving us here, on the other hand, is wholly your responsibility. And I don’t think it will allow you to rest easy, for many years to come.”

Lisa gripped her assault rifle harder. Black was right, but it didn’t change their situation. Ingress was lost, and it was looking increasingly likely that the entire planet was also lost.

“Good luck, Black,” she said at last. “Thank you for your assistance until now.”

“And thank you for your empty words.” Black terminated the transmission.

Drawing a deep breath, Lisa reached out to Jake over a one-to-one encrypted channel. “Jake. Did you notice our ride leaving?”

“I did,” he said over the sound of his energy cannons firing.

“I need you to rocket up there and bring it back to us. In the meantime, I’m hauling our troops back to the elevator’s base and holding that area for as long as I need to.”

“Understood,” Jake said.

Seconds later, Lisa spotted him against the brightening sky, gouts of flame streaming from his arms and legs.

Chapter 22

Surrender, Then

 

The space elevator had already been dwindling to a speck when Jake began rocketing toward it. That changed as the alien mech’s rockets hurled him into the sky, and the great disk of the elevator’s underside blossomed in his sights.

The adrenaline surging through his body made him want to blast the elevator to pieces with massive bolts of energy, and the whispers had already risen in unison to encourage that sentiment.

I think it could prove contrary to our objectives, Jake thought wryly, and his mirth silenced the whispers. Humor often proved an effective antidote to them—as though they were offended by the fact that their efforts to corrupt amused him.

But they did. The idea that he would go against his dead sister’s wishes by embracing their invitation to merge into a single being with the mech…it really was laughable. The whispers claimed his powers would be augmented by doing so, and Jake believed that. He did find the promise of more power seductive, because that would make him more effective against Darkstream, as well as the robots that were wreaking such destruction on humanity.

But he knew that if he accepted the offer, in time he would prove the most destructive to those he loved. That was something he simply couldn’t allow.

Your confidence is what will cause you to succumb, one of the whispers hissed threateningly. None of the whispers had adopted quite that tone with him before, and it was unusual for just one of them to speak alone like that.

It took him aback, which was unfortunate, given the timing—just as he reached the elevator doors, which were sealed shut against him.

He shook himself to clear his head, and as he did, he flashed back to his escape from the Javelin, when his hands had become wedges to wrench the airlock doors apart. Now, he did the same, sliding the ultra-thin tips between the sealed doors.

Pulling his arms apart, he felt something inside the door break. Damn it. His aim hadn’t been to disable the locking mechanism, but he feared that was exactly what he’d done.

Nothing for it. If the resistance army couldn’t use the space elevator to ascend, they would be overrun, so Jake had to behave as though it was still a possibility. It wasn’t constructive to do anything else.

Inside the elevator, he found two squads’ worth of Darkstream soldiers from one of the reserve battalions that had been deployed to defend Ingress.

That cast a red filter over everything Jake could see. The fact that these cowards had left the city while the civilians they’d failed to evacuate died by the hundreds—that really didn’t sit well with him, whether they were ordered to abandon Ingress or not.

He rose his arms, and they became twin energy guns. As he did, one of the soldiers, a decorated officer, rushed out and spread both hands, holding up his palms toward Jake’s mech.

“Wait. Wait!” he yelled, his voice squeaking a little. “We can’t have any fighting in here! The elevator’s walls are only rated to take so much abuse. We can’t fight you here.”

“Surrender, then,” Jake said. “Or I swear to God I’ll blow you all apart, elevator be damned.”

He was bluffing. At least, he was pretty sure he was bluffing. Either way, the soldiers threw their guns onto the floor and raised their hands in the air.

“Now bring this elevator back down to the planet,” Jake commanded.

“What?” the officer said. “Are you crazy?”

“That’s a separate issue. Our entire mission was to secure the elevator, and that’s what’s going to happen.”

Another man stepped to the fore, alongside the officer. “Hi,” he said, with a sarcastic little wave. “I’m this elevator’s operator.” The man pointed a thin finger at the doors where Jake had entered, where a fair amount of wind was whooshing through. “You just broke those. You do realize this is a space elevator, right? The doors failing to close properly might become a problem once we reach, you know, space.”

“That’s why it just became your job to fix it,” Jake ground out. “Better get to work. You don’t have a lot of time.”

Looking around, he realized the elevator didn’t have enough room to accommodate all of the resistance army.

Making a snap decision, he contacted Councilman Pichenko to ask him to quickly find volunteers among the shuttle pilots willing to fly down to the planet’s surface and pick up any Quatro in danger of being left behind.

Chapter 23

A Risky Play

 

Of the eight trainees Ash had been tasked with turning into MIMAS pilots, she’d identified three who seemed likely to stick with her once everything started falling apart aboard Valhalla. Of the other five, there was no one she felt sure enough about.

I’m not even completely sure about the three I’ve chosen. But the time for certainty was long past, and she needed to try to add as many assets as she could to the resistance’s efforts.

That took her aback, for a moment—that she’d just thought of herself as a member of the resistance, rather than someone who was merely concerned for Jake and Marco.

I guess that is what actively working to undermine Darkstream makes me. Lying in her bed, waiting for the sedative she’d just popped to take effect, she shrugged. Might as well embrace it.

She’d instructed the three pilots she’d selected to meet her in a simulated version of Valhalla’s Core.

As she walked across the airy, gleaming plaza that catered to the Steele System’s richest people, she couldn’t help thinking of the final test that Roach had subjected them to during training. It had involved Valhalla getting attacked by the Quatro, and it had been the job of the recruits who hadn’t washed out yet to defend the station.

After they’d woken from the sim, it had occurred to Ash how outlandish the scenario had seemed. The idea of the Quatro somehow taking the space elevator to invade the station had seemed preposterous. And yet here they were, preparing for exactly that possibility.

She’d arranged to meet her pilots-in-training in the same green space where Jake had taken down a simulated Quatro, right before one of them had killed him—in the dream, anyway. But they’d all thought it was real, and Jake had sacrificed himself to save Marco.

Ash found the three trainees underneath an oak with branches that swept up toward the overhead display panels, which joined together seamlessly to give the illusion of a sapphire sky.

Maura Odell was one of the three she’d identified as likely to join her, which was lucky, given her proficiency. Ash was pleased that Benny Cho was another. Zed Gifford was a somewhat less fortunate addition. He was generally lackluster as a soldier, and Ash wasn’t sure how he’d made it past training to be selected as one of the eight to form the next team of MIMAS pilots. She’d decided days ago that she had no desire to meet the trainees who’d washed out.

All three of the pilots-in-training before her had seemed pessimistic about Darkstream’s chances of holding the station. Cho had even advocated surrendering, despite Ash’s feigned discouragement of that conclusion.

“You must be wondering why I only asked you three to meet me here, and not the whole team,” she said. They offered only blank expressions in response, so she continued. “To answer that, there’s a lot to unpack. But first, let me give you access to a Red Company data dump, which I was strictly forbidden to share with anyone…”

It took her around a half hour to get them up to speed on her decision, as well as her reasons for it. For the most part, they responded with agreement—nodding heads, murmurs of assent.

For the most part.

Benny Cho only maintained his blank expression, barely blinking, even as she outlined her plan.

“Releasing Roach will cause the station to erupt in chaos,” Ash said, “which will make it much easier for the resistance to come aboard and take control. Setting Roach free is a risky play, but I see it as much less risky than letting Darkstream marshal an orderly defense.

“I need you to meet me outside Alpha Quadrant at eighteen hundred hours, each of you inside your MIMAS. People on Valhalla are used to seeing the mechs walking around, by now, so you shouldn’t raise too many eyebrows. Once we’re all assembled, we’ll bust Roach out together.”

They all agreed to her plan—verbally, anyway. But Cho’s eyes stayed blank and empty, in stark contrast with the set jaws of Odell and Gifford.

Chapter 24

Early Arrival

 

The space elevator arrived, but Lisa still wasn’t confident she’d make it on. The mechanized army had pushed through the city streets with alarming speed, taking square after street after alley with a level of efficiency and coordination that the combined Darkstream and resistance armies simply weren’t prepared for.

They’d retreated far enough that their backs were almost to the base of the elevator, and though her army had already begun loading aboard, the elevator only had one entrance. It would take time to get everyone on, and that was assuming the battle didn’t leave the elevator with holes big enough to destroy its spaceworthiness.

“Tessa, how are things looking on your end?” Lisa asked over a two-way channel. She’d assigned Tessa to command the forces guarding the other side of the elevator.

“Not great,” Tessa answered. “I give it twenty minutes before they break through to the elevator, and that’s an optimistic projection.”

Captain Arkady Black had been ordered to hold the city, and that’s what he seemed determined to do, or at least to attempt. Lisa’s respect for the man became less grudging with each passing minute. Black’s suicidal last stand was the only reason the resistance army’s mission was still possible.

She noticed shuttles approaching overhead; black specks that quickly became recognizable as spacecraft.

“Clear some space for those shuttles!” Lisa yelled over a wide channel, and the soldiers behind her responded just in time.

The shuttles swept overhead, following hair-raising trajectories that saw them barely clear the tops of some of the buildings. A couple of the shuttles performed landings that were closer to crashes, but all of the craft remained intact, proving that the pilots knew a lot more about flying than Lisa did.

“Everyone nearest the shuttles, pile on!” she ordered, speaking over a channel restricted only to members of the resistance. It felt odd to use the Darkstream soldiers as effective meat shields, when they’d been the enemy so recently.

Nothing about this war is conventional. And it seemed it would only get more unconventional as time went on.

At last, enough of her soldiers were on either the elevator or the shuttles for Lisa to feel justified in finding a place herself.

She encountered Jake and Rug at the elevator’s doors, standing guard.

“Good thinking, calling for the shuttles from the refugee fleet,” Lisa said, nodding at her childhood friend.

Jake nodded back in a way that looked weary even though it was the alien mech doing the nodding. As his gaze seemed to drift past Lisa, his entire body stiffened, and she turned to see what had caused the reaction.

Beth Arkanian was standing there, metal hands dangling at her sides. At least, Lisa assumed it was Arkanian. Marco piloted the only other MIMAS on Eresos that was still operational.

Jake seemed to have arrived at the same conclusion, though Lisa assumed he had means of identifying the MIMAS pilots that were superior to hers.

“What are you doing here?” he asked, his tone icy.

“Getting on,” Arkanian said.

“You are, are you? So you’re loyal enough to Darkstream to try your best to kill me, but not loyal enough to stay and die with them.” If Jake hadn’t been inside his mech, Lisa felt sure he would have spat.

“I want to see Ash,” Arkanian said. “Do you really plan to try and stop me?”

“No,” he said. “You’re my teammate—at least, you were—and I’ll honor that. I won’t consign you to death, like you were so ready to do to me.” With that, Jake stepped aside stiffly.

Arkanian walked onto the elevator, avoiding eye contact with everyone. She disappeared inside, to make herself as small and inconspicuous as she could while still inside a MIMAS, unless Lisa missed her guess.

Behind her, the thunder of war crescendoed. “We’re the last ones,” Lisa shouted over it. “Let’s go.”

Jake and Rug waited till she was aboard, and then they stepped on themselves. The elevator’s operator stood next to the door with a meter-long tube of some sort of sealant, which he applied to the door’s gaps while Jake held them closed.

“Hopefully that holds,” the operator said, grimacing. “It’s meant as an emergency measure, and you’ll have to blow the doors open to get out again.”

“Shouldn’t be a problem,” Jake said. “Now, get this thing off the ground.”

Apparently, the operator didn’t require further urging. He’s probably just as eager to leave Eresos as we are.

Within thirty seconds, the elevator had begun its ascent, with the planet dropping away beneath them.

The inside of the elevator was crowded, but not unbearably so. Through a gap in the throng, Lisa watched Rug edge her way toward one of the floor-to-ceiling windows, which were made of silicon nitride—the same material used in beetle windows back on Alex.

Inching through the crowd, Lisa joined her old friend, who was resting on her haunches.

We’ve been through so much, she and I. Lisa placed a hand on the Quatro’s enormous flank, and they looked out on the planet in silence, where so many suffered and died.

“Do you think they have any chance at all of survival?” Lisa asked.

“I do not,” Rug said.

“You truly have no hope for them at all?”

In answer, the Quatro raised her gaze. Lisa followed it, inhaling sharply at what seemed like tens of thousands of meteorites streaking across the dawn-lit sky, hurtling toward the surface of Eresos. “Ravagers,” she said, breathless.

“The Meddlers have arrived early,” was all Rug said in reply.

Chapter 25

MIMAS Sim

 

Lisa became lost in foreboding thought as she watched the plummeting Ravagers, and she felt grateful when Rug finally broke their silence.

“Do you recall the secreted ship I told you about when we were still on Alex?”

“Of course. The one you concealed in the Outer Ring.”

“Yes. There is something I did not tell you about that ship.”

Lisa studied her friend, eyebrows raised. Her comprehension of Quatro body language still had a long way to go, but she thought that Rug looked sad. “What is it?”

“She was my ship. I was her captain. I volunteered to relinquish command of her, until such time that she might be needed.”

“That…must have been hard.”

“It was.”

Footsteps sounded behind them, and Lisa turned to see Bob O’Toole approaching. He stepped between Lisa and Rug at the space elevator’s windows, folding his hands behind his back and squinting out at the thousands of Ravagers screaming toward Eresos.

“You can say what you like about life on Alex,” he said, “but we never got weather like this.”

Lisa turned to face O’Toole. “You were just walking among the troops?”

“Uh, yes…”

“What’s their mood? Are they anxious?”

O’Toole nodded with seeming reluctance. “They’re worried one of the Ravagers will hit the elevator cable and snap it. Or that the mechanical army that chased us onto this thing will manage it.”

Nodding, Lisa said, “The cables are strong. Hence their name, ‘super-strong nanotethers.’” Despite her cavalier words, Lisa shared the fears of the others. She also knew there was nothing they could do about them but hope.

“Lisa,” a second voice said from behind her, and she turned to behold Andy leaning on his crutches with his hands curled at his sides and his jaw set.

“Yes, Andy?”

“I’d like to talk.”

“About what?”

Andy’s gaze flitted to O’Toole, then back to Lisa just as quickly. “I’d like to talk in private.”

O’Toole had adopted a concerned expression, which looked a little foreign on his face. Lisa tried to find the irony lurking behind it, but couldn’t.

“Don’t you have family down there, son?” O’Toole said, sweeping his hand toward the planet below.

“I do,” Andy said.

“Aren’t you concerned for them?”

“No. They can burn.”

Eyes widening, O’Toole turned back to the window, clasping his hands behind his back once more.

Meeting Andy’s stare, Lisa tried to decide whether she should honor his request to speak in private. For one thing, she had a suspicion as to what their conversation would be about. For another, she wasn’t sure there was any privacy to be had aboard the packed elevator at all.

Finally, he seemed to tire of her hesitation. “Do you love me?” he asked.

Lisa blinked. This was in the neighborhood of what she’d anticipated from him, but she hadn’t expected him to be quite so direct. “Andy, I…I’m not sure what to say.”

“Really,” he said, his tone flat, and his body somehow going even more rigid. “We started something, back on Alex. Are you going to abandon it? After everything we’ve been through?”

“I’m not abandoning anything, least of all you. But I would remind you of a time when you abandoned me. We had some good times together, Andy, and then you cut me off completely.”

He nodded. “I’m not denying that. But this, right now, this is different. Back then, that was just stupid dating games. It was before we survived together for months out on Alex. Before we embarked on a war against Darkstream. Everything is much realer, now.”

Twisting her head for a glimpse of the Ravagers streaking through the sky, she returned her gaze to Andy. “It’s basically the apocalypse, right now. This is no time to use the word love.” With that, Lisa turned to find a place among her army.

“It’s exactly the time!” Andy yelled after her.

“Now is the time to prepare for battle,” she said without turning. With that, she began transmitting to Andy the MIMAS training sims that Marco had broken into for her. “Prepare well, Andy.”

She reached a group of Quatro standing near a window, and she asked them to remain nearby and make sure no one tripped over her as she lay down to go lucid.

Minutes after taking a sedative, she found herself in the first sim, already inside a mech.

The experience was nothing short of astonishing.

Chapter 26

Worthy First Targets

 

Ash walked her MIMAS outside of Alpha Quadrant and onto the giant plaza that formed Valhalla’s core.

The scene she found there made her draw up short, retracting the fingers of both metal hands to rest against her wrists, revealing the rotary autocannons underneath.

Two of the three pilots with whom she’d shared her plan—Maura Odell and Zed Gifford—were outside of their mechs, kneeling on the ground with hands clamped to their heads.

Behind them, closest to Ash, stood the other six pilots of the team, all inside their machines. They’d arrayed themselves facing away from Alpha Quadrant, since that was the direction Ash was supposed to have come from…at least, according to the plan she’d fed them.

Their enhanced auditory sensors picked up the sound of her fingers clicking into place, and all six mechs turned, facing her and away from their pair of hostages. That might have given Gifford and Odell an opportunity to sprint toward their open mechs, except their captors were likely monitoring them through rear sensors.

“I see that you’ve deviated from my plan a bit,” Ash said, her voice level.

“Wait,” Benny Cho said. “What are you doing, coming from Alpha Quadrant? Didn’t you want our help breaking Roach out?”

Ash shrugged, a gesture that was somewhat awkward to pull off inside a MIMAS, but she thought she managed it all right. “Oh. Well, see, I deviated from my plan a little, too.”

“Why?”

“Because the purpose of my plan wasn’t actually to get your help freeing Roach. I didn’t need your help. The purpose was to find out which of you I could actually trust. And now I know.”

“Take her down,” Cho said.

Tremors reached Ash through the station’s deck, and she leapt aside as all six mechs opened fire on where she’d been standing.

Their bullets hit Gabriel Roach instead, who was charging out of Alpha Quadrant. While the ordnance introduced a stutter to his step, it didn’t slow him very much, and his right forearm sprouted a wicked, curved blade as he closed the distance with Benny Cho.

Cho extended both his bayonets—too late. Roach’s sword found the mech’s torso, exactly where Cho’s unconscious form was nestled, and the blade impaled the MIMAS with ease.

The great machine slumped, lifeless, and Roach stepped clear of it, turning to face the closest opposing mech.

Four of the five remaining pilots confronting Roach trained their lasers on him, perhaps remembering the class when Ash had taught them that lasers had proved most effective against the alien-made mechs. The remaining MIMAS was otherwise occupied, though—with the high-velocity rounds with which Ash was perforating his mech.

Roach was too fast for the pilots to maintain a bead on him long enough for the lasers to do meaningful damage. Dancing backward, he widened his arms in a sweeping gesture. Almost too quickly to register, those arms became long-barreled energy cannons, which blasted holes clean through the mechs they were aimed at. Both of those mechs slumped to the deck, joining Cho.

The remaining three mechs, of which Orson Cole was one, raised their metal hands. “We surrender,” Cole said, his voice laced with panic.

“Roach, heel!” Ash commanded.

Roach whirled toward one of the mechs, both arms becoming broadswords angled to slice through the MIMAS.

“Roach!”

He paused abruptly, his blades suspended inches from his target’s neck and shoulders.

Ash wasted no time. “Out of your mechs,” she ordered the surviving enemy pilots. Their backs popped open instantly, and the human pilots clambered out as soon as they emerged from their slumber, blinking groggily. Cole fell to his hands and knees.

Ash initiated a protocol she’d been given access to as the team’s primary instructor. It allowed her to order the empty mechs to walk to a destination of her choosing. She instructed them to head for a location deep inside Omega Quadrant, which she’d identified in advance. It was one she would have full access to, but also hopefully the last place Darkstream would think to look in the chaos that would soon seize Valhalla Station.

The clatter of the mechs’ footsteps as they jogged across the Core created a frenetic staccato.

“Get inside your mechs,” she barked at Odell and Gifford, and they wasted no time in complying.

Next, she turned to Roach. He still had his broadswords extended…and now they were angled toward her.

“You shouldn’t have released me,” he rasped. “Don’t you get it? I have no defenses against the whispers, anymore.”

The whispers… “What are they telling you to do right now?”

“To kill,” Roach said, taking a step toward her. “Everything.”

Ash stood her ground. “Then why don’t you go take out your angst on Darkstream? If you’re supposed to kill everything, they’re worthy first targets, aren’t they? I’m sure you’re not very happy with them, and I doubt the whispers are, either.”

Roach didn’t budge, and for several long moments, Ash was convinced he would strike.

Abruptly, he charged across the Core, angling in a direction that should take him clear of the elevator.

Guilt racked her, and she realized this must be how Roach felt all the time. But she’d done what she needed to do. Wasn’t that the essence of being a soldier?

Chapter 27

As Anticipated

 

Rather than a smaller chamber that let onto the station, the space elevator’s airlock enveloped its entire structure. The elevator was designed to ascend directly into the airlock, which sealed underneath it.

This was meant as an extra failsafe, in case the elevator suffered a breach, but it now proved tactically useful to Lisa’s invading army.

Under her orders, Jake and Rug had already positioned themselves directly opposite the entrance, which the operator had sealed shut.

They both directed energy cannons at the unbroken elevator wall, blasting it simultaneously with incredible force.

When the fire and smoke cleared, a yawning aperture had opened, and Jake and Rug were the first through.

Lisa followed directly after, with a pair of Quatro flanking her on both sides. As anticipated, the Darkstream military presence on this side of the elevator was sparse—the enemy had expected them to emerge through the actual doors.

It was a reasonable assumption, but it also happened to be wrong. Lisa raised her SL-17 to sight along its barrel at a baffled-looking soldier, planting a round in his neck and downing him. She tracked the assault rifle’s sights across the vast expanse of Valhalla’s Core, which she’d had Jake brief her on twice.

Another soldier was leaning out from the corner of what looked like a grocery store. Lisa’s next round took her in the face, obliterating it and throwing her backward.

By the time the Darkstream forces in front of the elevator doors caught on to what had happened, Lisa’s combined Quatro and human strike force had cleared out most of the resistance on this side.

Even so, the Darkstream reprisal was much swifter and fiercer than Lisa had expected—and it also involved far more soldiers.

“Take cover!” Lisa yelled as she ran for the spot her second target had been occupying. A bullet zipped in front of her face, but she suppressed the urge to recoil and continued sprinting forward.

Some of her soldiers outside the elevator would be forced to retreat back inside, she knew, creating a bottleneck. But they’d used the element of surprise to deploy as many soldiers as possible into the Core, and most of them had already found cover among the buildings and trees nearby.

Lisa soon had cause to swap out her magazine for a fresh one, and less than a minute later, she did it again. She’d set her assault rifle to fire in short bursts, and she spent each bullet judiciously, taking down five more hostiles.

They kept coming, though, pushing Lisa’s position hard, along with most of her army’s. She needed backup from inside the elevator, but the Darkstream soldiers were taking care to keep them pinned inside it, and Jake and Rug were too far away to blast open another exit.

A grenade skittered across the station’s deck, coming to a stop near Lisa’s feet. She hadn’t seen where it had come from, but that didn’t seem important right now, as she turned and sprinted along the building she’d chosen as her cover.

Diving for the rear corner, she made it around just as the grenade was going off. The ground shook, and she was almost knocked off her feet.

Peering around the building, Lisa saw that her attackers hadn’t relied solely on the grenade. One of them was charging through the dissipating smoke, and she put a round in the center of his forehead, but more were coming behind.

Maybe they’ve identified me as the commander.

Probably it had been stupid for her to deploy from the elevator so early, but she’d already persuaded herself that their only chance of winning this war involved taking big risks, and seeing her lead from the front had boosted morale among her soldiers.

Getting killed will devastate morale. Yet she saw no avenue of escape. Behind her was an open area that stretched too far for her to cross in time.

There was nothing for it but to face her attackers head-on. She dropped to one knee, pressing herself against the rear of the building and angling her gun upward.

Two men and two women rushed around the corner. Lisa took down one of the former and one of the latter, but the remaining pair both spread out and drew beads on her.

I’m dead.

The sharp staccato of heavy machine gun fire sounded, mowing down the soldier nearest the building, who Lisa had been aiming at. She rolled sideways, shifting targets and planting a round into a gap in the remaining hostile’s combat armor, at the top of his thigh.

His gun went off as he fell, but the shot went high, scoring the building a couple feet above Lisa’s head. She strode forward and shot him in the face. Then she turned to take in her rescuer.

It was a MIMAS mech, its face and torso covered in yellow whorls, and Lisa recognized it as the one piloted by Ash Sweeney.

“Where’s Beth?” the mech pilot asked, not wasting time on formalities.

“Pinned inside the elevator.”

Nodding, Ash dashed around the building to join the fight.

Two other mechs had shown up with Ash, and their arrival singlehandedly turned the tide of the battle. Within twenty minutes, the last Darkstream soldiers had died, fled, or been captured.

Within seconds of that, Ash Sweeney and Beth Arkanian were out of their mechs, wrapped in a tight embrace as they shared a passionate kiss.

Jake approached Lisa from a cluster of buildings nearby, where she gathered there’d been a pitched firefight. “That’ll be far from the only station defenders. The ones that ran will marshal more of the garrison.”

“You’re right. We need to prioritize taking a landing bay. Once we have the soldiers your shuttles picked up, we should be able to secure the rest of the station with minimal casualties.”

Nodding, Jake said, “We’d better get moving.”

Chapter 28

Valhalla's Defensive Arsenal

 

“How you holding up, Clutch?”

Jake glanced across the entrance to Landing Bay Theta, where Marco’s MIMAS was crouched, ducking out periodically to fire on the Darkstream soldiers. They were mounting a much fiercer defense of the landing bay than anyone had expected.

Inside his own mech, Jake smiled. Marco could already see how he was holding up, but he knew that wasn’t the actual point of the question.

The point was to use his old nickname. His Oneiri nickname.

“Hanging in there, Spirit. You?”

“I say we charge these corporate bootlickers. Draw their fire, return some suppressive fire of our own, and let our people pour in behind us. We’ll have the landing bay in no time.”

Jake considered the suggestion for a moment. It was risky, but risky was exactly what they needed right now.

“All right. Let’s try to lay off the rockets—the landing bay won’t be of much use to us if we blow a hole in the side of the station.”

“Roger that. Let’s do this.”

They charged in as one, Marco’s rotary autocannons firing at full bore while Jake unleashed thin rods of light—pinpoint laser strikes meant to neutralize the hostiles without doing too much damage to the station itself.

Behind, Quatro poured into the landing bay. The first two squads of aliens were armed, and they laid down suppressive fire of their own. That allowed dozens more unarmed Quatro to flood in, charging along the sides of the landing bay and clearing out the human soldiers crouching behind cover. The effort ended in several dead aliens, but the Quatro seemed to recognize the urgency of the day, and they didn’t shy away from kamikaze tactics whenever the situation called for it.

They’ve been downtrodden for too long—by the ones they call the Meddlers and by humans, too. They’ve had enough.

Within minutes they’d secured the area, after a handful of soldiers threw down their weapons, surrendering in time to save themselves.

The resistance leaders had all agreed that anyone surrendering would be granted whatever asylum was still available to them in the Steele System. Jake ordered his soldiers to take their guns, and they bound them hand and foot, but they were permitted to live.

Marco was already out of his mech and running for the landing bay’s compact control room, which sat in the corner that was farthest from the large airlock. For his part, Jake busied himself with contacting Councilman Pichenko and letting him know that a landing bay had been secured and that the shuttles were cleared to enter.

“Uh, Jake?” It was Marco, subvocalizing.

“What’s up?”

“I had a glance at the station’s sensor data from the last couple hours…you’re not going to like this. Every last UHF warship Darkstream has at its disposal has turned toward us and is headed our way. The Javelin’s already here, but it seems to be waiting for more ships to arrive before engaging.”

Jake’s stomach turned to ice, and the mech dream treated him to a mounting drumbeat. He turned to face the control room, and his eyes met Marco’s through the glass. Enhanced visual sensors told him that the other pilot’s eyes were wide.

“Can we use the station’s guns against the ships?” Jake asked.

After a long pause, Marco said, “Maybe. But it would involve hacking into Valhalla’s weapon systems and convincing the computer to target the warships as enemies. That’s no easy feat, especially since we have little more than an hour to do it.”

“We have to try. And we’d better finish taking the station before the warships get here, too. Otherwise, some Darkstream tech can just switch the targeting back. We’ll need all our mechs outside, engaging those ships.”

Marco swallowed visibly. “I know the MIMAS mechs are rated for space combat, but the capability’s never been tested—”

“It has, actually. By me.”

Nodding, Marco said, “All right, then. In order to mess with the defensive arsenal’s targeting, we need to take the station’s control center. Fast.”

“Agreed. Maybe we can lower the station’s temperature while we’re there. That’ll make the Quatro’s superconducting ability a lot more powerful.”

Pichenko contacted Jake, then, interrupting their conversation.

“Councilman. What can I do for you?”

“Jake, a shuttle full of Quatro was just shot down by one of Valhalla’s turrets. The guns must have been reprogrammed to recognize us as hostile.”

That made Jake curse. The station’s weapons weren’t supposed to target any human ships.

“Councilman, tell the pilots to back off until I give the go-ahead,” Jake said. He returned his gaze to Marco, switching back to their two-way channel. “I just received word that Valhalla’s weapons are targeting our shuttles. The need to take the control center just became even greater. Let’s move.”

Jake turned to deliver orders to his remaining force in the landing bay.

Hopefully Lisa and Ash are making out better than we are.

Chapter 29

Fight for It

 

Except for Arkanian and Sweeney, who were both inside their mechs, Lisa had no backup as she jogged through the corridors of Omega Quadrant, assault rifle at the ready.

There was Andy, of course—currently being carried in Arkanian’s metal arms—though sadly, Lisa couldn’t count him as meaningful support.

Not yet, anyway.

“How are you doing, Andy?”

He sniffed. “Other than being carried by a glorified tin can, I’m fine.”

But something about Andy’s tone was different. Lisa thought she detected a note of hope, where none had been before.

It turned out that after Lisa had walked away from him on the space elevator, Andy had also taken advantage of the downtime to undergo the MIMAS training sims. Now, they were headed to an underused cargo hold where three empty mechs were waiting, vacant and ready for new pilots.

Resistance was sparse in the Omega Quadrant, which was a little surprising, given this was the quadrant where Darkstream housed most of its military personnel.

They don’t think there’s much here worth protecting. And they’d be right, if it wasn’t for Ash.

They avoided the quadrant’s weapons lockers, as well as any areas that Beth and Ash warned were likely to contain troves of sensitive data. Those places likely would be heavily guarded, which would slow them down at best.

At last, they arrived at the cargo hold. Ash punched in her access code, which still worked, thankfully. It seemed no one had thought to revoke her access during the chaos of the invasion.

Lisa supposed they could have simply blown open the cargo hold if need be, but that would have risked structural damage to the station while likely drawing unwanted attention.

She’d piloted MIMAS mechs during the handful of training sims she’d had time to undergo, but nothing in real life was ever quite like it was in the dream. Why that was, she still hadn’t figured out, since the simulations generated by lucid were essentially perfect.

Maybe memory gets in the way of the mind’s acceptance of the dream.

Whatever the reason, chills went up her spine as she approached one of the three real-life mechs, in a way that hadn’t occurred when she’d beheld the MIMAS simulacra.

“I’ve granted your implant exclusive access to the MIMAS in front of you,” Sweeney said. “Go ahead. Open it up.”

Lisa willed the metal giant to open to her, just as she had countless times inside the training sims. It did, a portion of its back popping out to lower and become a ramp for her to climb. She swallowed the required sedative, which Arkanian had already supplied her with, and then she clambered into the machine.

She felt the mech close around her, enveloping her snugly. The constriction combined with the total darkness to induce a brief wave of claustrophobia, but that passed as the mech dream took her and she became the mech.

Its arms were her arms—its strength her strength. Even its weapons felt like natural extensions, and she noticed that inside the mech dream, that didn’t feel odd at all. On the contrary, it seemed totally natural. And why shouldn’t it? Lucid had the ability to tweak one’s consciousness, so why not tweak it in a direction that made her a better pilot?

“Walk toward me,” Sweeney said. “I want to make sure everything’s properly calibrated.”

Lisa took a step forward, and when she did, she felt the storeroom tremble around her. A pile of boxes shifted nearby, then toppled over.

The sense of power, combined with the knowledge that this was real life and not lucid, was almost overwhelming. She yearned to fight something—to kill an enemy. That surprised her, since she didn’t condone violence for violence’s sake. This urge to find an enemy just so she could kill it…

Makes me realize how hard Jake has it, piloting a machine that regularly urges him to kill. And how hard Roach had it.

According to Ash, Roach was still out there somewhere. Still on this station, a living weapon that outmatched even the one Lisa had just taken control of.

I can’t let this thing make me rash. MIMAS pilots aren’t invincible. That’s a lesson that’s been learned the hard way, several times over.

“Me next,” Andy said, with more excitement than Lisa had ever heard from him.

Arkanian carried him to one of the other mechs, and a silent command caused it to lower its rear ramp to admit him.

The former Oneiri pilot deposited Andy inside the tough fabric cocoon, and Andy held himself there with his arms.

The MIMAS sealed around him.

Moments later, the mech came to life, turning toward Lisa and raising its arms.

From inside the mech—from inside the dream—came Andy’s voice.

“This…this is incredible,” he said. If Lisa hadn’t known better, she would have said he sounded choked up. “I think I just got my life back.”

“You have it for now,” Sweeney said, her tone flat as she turned toward the exit. “If you want to hold on to what you’ve gained for more than a few hours, you’re going to have to fight for it.”

Chapter 30

Oneiri Team

 

Eager to end the battle for the control room quickly, Jake charged straight into the barricades the Darkstream soldiers were taking cover behind.

Though the barricades folded out from the walls, they were titanium-plated, and fairly sturdy. Still, they weren’t built to withstand the might of an alien mech.

The barriers buckled under Jake’s weight, and he made short work of the surviving soldiers. One took a hastily morphed blade through the neck, and another through the stomach. Jake didn’t have time to shake them free as he spun, heavy guns sprouting from his shoulders to take down the remaining three soldiers.

It was a gruesome affair, and as the dead soldiers slid from his retracting blades, Jake winced inwardly at how little chance unarmored humans stood against mechs. No matter what followed today, the past year had forever changed the way wars were waged. If humanity couldn’t adapt in time, they would surely die out.

Judging by the way the Darkstream soldiers had chosen to organize their defense of the primary control room, Darkstream hadn’t yet been pushed to a scorched earth policy, or whatever the space-based equivalent would be. They’d chosen not to do their fighting from inside the control room itself, and the reason was obvious: they recognized its importance and didn’t want it damaged.

When Jake climbed out of his mech to enter what was effectively the station’s brain, he found it empty. The technical personnel had apparently been evacuated well before the battle, probably as a safeguard against the control room getting compromised.

That probably means this is going to be every bit as difficult as Marco thinks. If Darkstream had been prepared to abandon the control room, it confirmed that the security measures against tampering would be robust. That wasn’t entirely surprising, but it could mean the difference between winning and losing in the coming battle against the warships.

“Get to work, Spirit,” Jake said. “I need the station’s turrets to identify the warships as enemies. And lowering the temperature for the Quatro will only be effective if we do it soon.”

Marco looked at him with what closely resembled a glare. “Clutch, hacking the defensive arsenal is going to be difficult enough—you can’t just tell me to hack a second unfamiliar system at the same time and expect results within a meaningful timeframe!”

Smiling, Jake walked over to his fellow mech pilot and slapped him on the shoulder. “No problem, Spirit. We’ll just lose, then. No big deal. Don’t worry about it—no one will blame you.”

He turned away, leaving Marco wearing an expression that combined confusion and anger in equal measure.

Jake left the control room to find five MIMAS mechs approaching down the corridor. He was about to scramble inside his own machine when he recognized two of the mechs as Ash’s and Beth’s. He strode out to meet them.

His practiced eye told him that one of the mechs was unpiloted—it was operating under a basic tag-along command.

“Who’s inside those?” he asked, nodding at the two new mechs that did have pilots.

“It’s me,” said Lisa. “And that’s Andy.” The MIMAS’ giant hand gestured at the other mech.

Andy remained silent, which made Jake reflect that now there were two mech pilots with whom relations were strained—he still didn’t feel comfortable around Beth, either, given that she’d recently tried to kill him. But I need to use every asset available to me.

The realization that he was now thinking of his former teammates as “assets” made him feel too much like Bronson, and he had to suppress a shudder. Turning back to Ash, he said, “You recruited two other pilots as well, didn’t you? Where are they?”

“Sato sent them with Rug to clear out Alpha Quadrant.”

Jake nodded. “Are we putting Notaras inside the extra mech?”

“Not so much,” Lisa answered. “She said something along the lines of ‘I’d rather be gunned down inside my own body, thank you very much.’”

Tilting his head to one side, Jake decided not to comment on that notion. He immediately saw a couple things wrong with it, but it wasn’t worth arguing about right now.

“Darkstream’s battle group is going to get here any minute,” he said. “We need to get to Landing Bay Theta ASAP. I’ve already secured it, and as far as I know, we still control it. I’ll make sure of that while we’re en route.”

“If Darkstream’s retaken it, we’ll just take it back,” Lisa said.

“Exactly. I need you to tell Rug to order the new pilots to meet us there. We’ll need every mech we have in the battle against the warships.”

Other than glimpses of frightened civilians, either hiding from the mechs or fleeing, the trip to Landing Bay Theta was totally uneventful.

That made sense to Jake. Watching five MIMAS mechs and one alien mech charging full bore across the space station likely didn’t do much for the enemy soldiers’ fighting spirit. Either way, Jake didn’t see any sign of hostiles.

I guess they’ve given up the Core. He knew there were still pockets of defenders entrenched in the quadrants, but the mechs’ path across the center of the station was clear. Rug and Tessa probably had a lot to do with that—they each commanded a separate force, and were keeping the remaining defenders busy in the Alpha and Epsilon Quadrants.

When they arrived at the landing bay, the other two MIMAS mechs were already there. “This is Maura Odell and Zed Gifford,” Ash said.

Jake nodded. “I’m Jake Price, and this is Lisa Sato, Andy Miller, and…” He cleared his throat. “And Beth Arkanian.”

By her stiff body language, Jake could tell that Beth was feeling just as awkward as he was. “Jake,” she said softly. “I’m sorry, okay? I was wrong to side with Darkstream against you. It’s just that I knew they had Ash, and all I could think about was her safety.”

“That’s a pretty convenient thing for you to say,” Jake said.

Inclining her head, Beth said, “I know. But it’s all I have for you. Besides, you need me.”

“You’re right. I do need you. We all do.” He sighed. “We’ll figure out the other stuff after all this is over. Today is about survival—about pulling out of this mess as best we can.” He looked around at each of the mechs before him. “All I know is, it looks like Oneiri Team is back. Let’s keep it that way.”

Chapter 31

Make It Happen

 

Jake rocketed out of the airlock with six MIMAS mechs at his back.

“Now!” he yelled, and all seven mechs split off from each other, each adopting a different trajectory. There was no pattern to their movements, and to make them as difficult to hit as possible, Jake had ordered them to be ready to randomize their movements at a moment’s notice.

Essentially, this was guns-D in zero gravity—the type of maneuver last pulled off by the Providence’s Condor fighter pilots, as far as anyone in the Steele System knew.

Unlike those Condor pilots, each MIMAS had a tactical display more immersive than anything that had preceded it, which allowed the pilots much more responsiveness. They didn’t just see threats—they felt them, with a jolt of fear and instinct that carried a directional element. Such were the advantages provided by the mech dream.

The warship closest to the newly reformed Oneiri team, a destroyer, loosed an opening salvo, with two Banshee missiles targeting each mech.

They’re testing us. Seeing how we react. The destroyer was the Javelin, piloted by Bronson, who knew Jake had experience with space combat from when they’d fought a host of robots together out in the Belt.

But he’s banking on my pilots not having any experience.

And the man was right to do so. Outside sims, Oneiri had never battled with their mechs in space.

Worse, half of the team was now comprised of rookies, which was underscored when the second missile targeting Zed Gifford connected squarely with his lower torso.

“Gifford,” Jake barked over the team-wide channel. “Evasive maneuvers!”

Gifford was changing his position relative to the destroyer, but his course took the form of a spiral that looked as awkward as it was predictable. “Sir, the blast affected my thrusters!” 

Jake was far from an officer, but he decided now wasn’t the time to correct Gifford about addressing him as “sir.” The Javelin had opened fire with kinetic impactors, bisecting Gifford’s wild circling in a way that was sure to hit him if he didn’t tighten up. “Your other thrusters are fully operational,” Jake said. “You need to compensate—”

It was too late. Kinetic impactors slammed into Gifford’s MIMAS, taking out still more thrusters, and seconds later more rounds hit him, perforating the mech worse than Swiss cheese.

Gifford’s vitals went black, and he didn’t respond to further transmissions. The mech’s thrusters deactivated, giving the final sign that the MIMAS had become nothing more than scrap floating through space.

Cursing, Jake rocketed toward the destroyer to exact some revenge. Oneiri Team had just reformed, and already Bronson had taken one of their members from them, knocking them down to seven including Marco.

Beyond the Javelin, the system’s only missile cruiser was maneuvering to get into position to start firing on Oneiri. Apparently Bronson noticed that too, as the destroyer went fully on the offense, sending a cloud of missiles at Jake while attempting to hit him with lasers.

Bronson remembers exactly what my mech is capable of doing to his ship.

Jake reversed thrust abruptly, sending thin energy bolts to meet the missiles before they could lay him open.

Then the missile cruiser, which Jake knew as the Alexander—its name had been changed to that when the planet, Alexandria, had received its name—moved into position and loosed two dozen Banshees straight at Jake.

They know that if they take me out, we’ll fall apart. Jake wasn’t one to overestimate his own importance, but he knew it was true. He was the only one with space combat experience, and without the benefit of his orders, the others would likely fall. Plus he was now Oneiri’s de facto leader, and his mech was by far the most powerful.

But he refused to let the attack stoke his rage to the point of clouding his judgment. Instead, he rallied himself, accelerating backward and picking off each rocket while conserving as much energy as possible.

He opened up a channel with Marco, whose likeness the mech dream inserted into the space before him, which was a bit jarring. “Spirit, why aren’t the station’s defense systems targeting these warships?”

With a bitter chuckle, Marco said, “I told you how long this would take. It just can’t be done that fast.”

“Marco,” Jake spat, dropping his teammate’s nickname, “your attitude right now is disgusting. What has being part of Oneiri taught us about facing impossible odds? Did it teach us to just lay down and die? Is that what you got from it?”

Radio silence followed Jake’s words.

“We’ve already lost a pilot,” he went on. “Within the first two minutes. We’re overpowered by just two ships, and more are on the way. One of our teammates is already dead!”

“All right,” Marco said tersely. “All right!”

“Make it happen,” Jake snapped. “Now.” He cut off the transmission, and Marco vanished.

At a glance, Jake saw from the data breakdown of his omnidirectional tactical display that a destroyer was about to join the battle, with two corvettes due to arrive fifteen minutes behind it.

Chapter 32

Miracle Timing

 

“We need to start hitting back,” Jake said over the team-wide. “Hard.”

“Difficult to do without the station’s turrets backing us up,” Ash said.

“I know.” Jake racked his brain for the optimal tactics for this situation. It was true that he had space combat experience, but outside of training and sims, he had zero experience with commanding a squad of mechs in space.

“Odell, Sato, and Miller, you provide missile defense for Sweeney and Arkanian as they focus fire on that missile cruiser. It’s causing us the most grief right now.”

“What will you do?” Andy said, and his tone had some bite.

“I’m taking on the destroyer that just showed up.”

The alien mech did everything it could to communicate the danger involved as he hurtled toward the newly arrived destroyer. Great, glowing rents appeared in the fabric of space, flashing with the red of hellfire. Insects covered him, their spindly legs skittering over his skin, and together they writhed like a living coat. The discordant violin note he’d first heard out in the Belt rose sharply until it was earsplitting.

But he was committed, even as the destroyer, called the McDougal, spat kinetic impactors at his mech, following up with lasers that played across empty space, trying to get a fix on him.

Jake wouldn’t grant them that, nor would he provide an easy target for the kinetic impactors screaming his way, or the missiles that came soon after.

He hurled energy bolt after energy bolt at the missiles, thanking God for the alien mech’s advanced targeting and predictive AI. Unlike the missiles, the energy blasts lacked the ability to alter their course after being fired, so Jake had to use everything at his disposal to anticipate where the missiles would be.

It wasn’t long before the Alexander seemed to take notice of how close Jake was getting to the McDougal and sent an immense salvo of missiles his way. The destroyer sent its own barrage, and Jake knew immediately that he wouldn’t be able to pick them all off with his energy guns.

So he lowered his guns and waited, continuing his course toward the destroyer but otherwise doing nothing to deal with the ordnance hurtling toward him.

At the last second, he repeated a trick he’d picked up in the Belt. Thin spikes exploded from all over his body, but this time they flew through space to intercept the missiles, whereas before they’d remained attached to him, each impaling a Ravager.

Within the space of twenty seconds, every missile was neutralized. The maneuver had cost Jake some of his mass, but he knew he could reclaim it, given access to the correct raw materials.

But how in Sol did I do that? He’d hoped the move would be possible, but he hadn’t been sure. High-risk situations often seemed to bring out capabilities in the alien mech that he’d known nothing about.

If we merge, you will have ready access to them all, the whispers told him, but Jake ignored them as he closed with the McDougal, the bullets from the point defense system smacking against him like gnats.

Just before he landed, he sent an enormous energy blast at the hull, blowing open a hole wide enough for him to pass through.

He found himself inside a mid-size cargo hold filled with towering stacks of metal crates. Knowing it wouldn’t be long before damage control teams arrived with marine escorts to seal the breach, he sprinted toward the exit, prying the doors open with wedge-shaped appendages he’d grown for the job.

Marines were already in the corridor outside, and Jake made short work of them with high-velocity rounds.

His journey toward the destroyer’s CIC went similarly. It reminded him of how depressingly easy it had been when he’d stolen the alien mech from the Javelin’s shuttle bay. Except, his success today was even more disproportionate. Now that he was inside the ship itself, there was almost nothing the McDougal’s defenders could do to stop him. They had no mechs of their own, and no tanks. Jake reached the CIC with ease, blasting apart the security door meant to protect the captain and CIC crew from intruders.

Inside, almost all of the faces of the McDougal’s officers had gone white, and those that hadn’t shone with sweat.

All except the captain, Joseph Baird. He appraised Jake coolly from the captain’s chair, eyebrows arched.

“You’re at my mercy,” Jake told them all. “I wield the power to rip this ship apart from the inside. But I won’t do that if you do exactly as I say.”

“I know you, boy,” Captain Baird said, sneering. “Bronson told me all about you, and I even came across you a few times during your training. You’re a lot of things, but you wouldn’t kill the crew of a ship you’ve taken hostage. You—”

Jake planted a high-velocity round inside the captain’s skull, causing it to rupture like an overripe melon and spraying his Tactical and Coms officers with brains and blood. They recoiled, raising their arms and wincing.

Shifting the gun toward the Tactical officer—a stooped, graying woman with red and pink speckled across her face—Jake said, “Commander Stephanie Yates, is that correct?”

“That’s right,” she said, her voice shaking only slightly.

“You’ve just been given command of this ship. Are you willing to do as I say, or do I need to give the command to someone else?”

“I’ll do it.”

Jake nodded. “Hit the Alexander with twenty Banshees and follow up with kinetic impactors until she’s neutralized.” Turning to the sensor operator, Jake said, “Put up a tactical display showing the battle.”

The sensor operator said nothing, but he did as Jake told him. A brief study of the viewscreen told him what he wanted to know: Marco had finally managed to compromise the safeguards for Valhalla’s defensive arsenal. The station turrets were already firing on the Javelin and the Alexander.

The destroyer shook. “What was that?” Jake barked.

“Valhalla’s turrets,” the sensor operator said. “They’re firing on us, too.”

“Damn it,” Jake spat, opening up a two-way channel with Marco. “Spirit, I need you to stop the turrets from firing on the McDougal.”

“Are you serious? I just finished convincing them that every warship it sees is an enemy! Now I have to persuade them that one of them is on our side after all?”

“That’s right,” Jake said.

“And what timeline would you like this miracle to adhere to?”

“Five minutes ago would be ideal.”

Chapter 33

Gated Community

 

Tessa popped over a low garden wall, sent an uncontrolled burst in the direction of the Darkstream soldiers entrenched around the entrance to the gated community, and then ducked back down in time to avoid the hail of bullets the enemy soldiers sent her way in return.

She poked over the wall to fire again, but this time her SL-17 jammed, and she cursed, crouching to dismantle the weapon on the grass as quickly as possible.

The force she commanded had hit an impasse, unable to push forward with the numbers left to them after the constant fighting they’d endured on their way across the Core and into Epsilon Quadrant.

If she’d had more human soldiers, she might have been having more success—the cover available in this position was too squat and cramped to allow Quatro to push forward without taking unacceptable losses. Hers was the most advanced position, and the pressure the enemy soldiers were putting on her prevented her from retreating to join the Quatro in position around the homes behind her.

There’s something inside that gated community. Something they’re awfully eager to prevent us from accessing.

Tessa knew Darkstream. She didn’t just know their tactics; she knew how to read them, too. As she encountered more and more push-back during her advance into the Epsilon Quadrant, she’d become increasingly sure: there was something here that would prove decisive in the conflict being waged between the resistance and the corporation.

Epsilon was home not only to Valhalla Station’s famous Endless Beach, but also its most affluent residents. Mostly Darkstream executives.

Tessa highly doubted the company would keep sensitive data here, or valuable weaponry. Not so close to its top executives’ homes.

No, she knew what she expected to find here: the members of the board of directors, huddled inside their homes within Valhalla’s most sumptuous gated community.

Of course. Where else would they hide but the place they’ve always felt safest, the place where they were always able to keep the rabble out?

“The rabble’s come for you,” Tessa muttered as she clicked the last part of her assault rifle into place, reloaded, and bobbed over the garden wall to fire again.

“Tessa Notaras.” It was Rug, coming in over a two-way channel.

Tessa crouched back down, mentally sweeping aside an alert from her implant that told her the ambient temperature was dropping steadily. “Rug. Do you have some good news for me?” She’d contacted the Quatro twenty minutes ago, about the possibility of sending more troops her way. At the time, nobody had considered it worthwhile to fight through the station’s residential areas.

“I do. Marco Gonzalez has succeeded in hacking the station’s defensive arsenal. In doing so, he stopped them from targeting the shuttles carrying our reinforcements.”

“How many of them can you send me?”

“Twenty Quatro. Most of them armed.”

Tessa resisted the urge to curse again. It wasn’t nearly as many as she would have liked—apparently, her allies still weren’t convinced about what she was doing. But Tessa was sure that the mere fact that Epsilon was so heavily guarded meant it was worth attacking.

“At least most are armed, I guess,” Tessa said. “Send them my way. I’ll do my best to hold on till they get here.”

“They are already en route.”

The transmission ended, and Tessa grimaced. She’d been about to ask Rug if she knew anything about the plummeting temperature. Hopefully the life support systems aren’t failing on us. In the meantime, her jumpsuit would keep her warm.

She did her best to keep up the pressure on the enemy soldiers, to prevent them from swarming her and ending her little campaign before it harvested the fruit she knew awaited it.

She’d been doing a lot of thinking, lately—about her future. Tessa wasn’t young by any stretch, but she would have given herself ten more good fighting years, and two or three decades of life beyond that, given current technology.

Her ideas about where she’d likely end up spending those years had started to solidify on the space elevator, while she watched the end of Eresos take shape.

The end of the entire Steele System, probably.

If this system was going down, then survival meant fleeing from it.

She’d spent a lot of time with the Quatro, enough to know how unlikely it was that they’d be willing to return to what they called their Home Systems. That meant there was only one safe haven left to any Steele System refugees:

The Milky Way.

Whether humanity’s home galaxy was actually a safe haven depended on several factors, especially for Tessa. What would facing human society mean for her, at whose feet many people laid the hundreds of thousands of deaths that had resulted from the failure of dark tech? She’d been the one to let the Ixan, Ochrim, access the master control for every warship’s wormhole generator, and in doing so, she’d inadvertently signed the death warrants of all those military men and women.

Of course, whether she’d face consequences for that depended on whether humanity survived in any form back in the Milky Way. The year Darkstream had fled the galaxy, victory over the Ixa had seemed far from likely. Just a few months before the company’s departure, the Ixa had devoured the Coreopsis System with thousands of advanced warships.

As Tessa continued to fire on the Darkstream soldiers guarding the gated community before her, she couldn’t decide which would be worse for her: returning to find the Ixa had won the war, or that humanity had.

It didn’t matter. Today had involved the drawn-out process of realizing what had become their only option: they had to risk a return to the Milky Way, and it wasn’t reasonable for her to impede that effort because of her own past. For her friends—her brothers- and sisters-in-arms—she would accept whatever awaited her.

When she ducked down after delivering her latest salvo, pressing her back to the garden wall, she saw signs that the Quatro reinforcements had arrived—large forms flitting between structures, shadows flickering behind vine-covered trellis walls.

Without warning, a fifty-strong Quatro force charged toward the gated community, around a third of them armed.

“Stop!” Tessa yelled. “Go back!” The Quatro charge amounted to pointless suicide, but her warning was lost in the roar of gunfire as every Darkstream soldier opened up on the aliens.

None of them seemed affected by the volley, though, and Tessa blinked in confusion. A soft clattering sound reached her ears, and suddenly, she realized what it was: the bullets the enemy soldiers had fired were falling uselessly to the ground.

She got it, then. The station’s falling temperature was not an accident. It had been engineered, to grant the Quatro full use of their fullerene-laced brains.

Poking her head over the garden wall, Tessa was just in time to watch as most of the Darkstream soldiers were thrown forcefully against the three-meter brick wall surrounding the gated community. Other enemy combatants had their guns wrenched from their grasps by the same invisible force, and a couple even had their skulls caved in with their own weapons.

Within seconds, it was over. Tessa stood, then, walking calmly toward the gate, which was dragged aside by the same force that had taken care of the soldiers.

The Quatro fell in around her. “Post a guard at the gate to make sure no one escapes,” she barked at the Quatro she’d designated as her second-in-command. “Send two parties along the walls to find any other exits and secure them. I want everyone else searching the homes.”

It didn’t take long to find what she was looking for. Huddled in the parlor room of the largest mansion, they found all six members of the Darkstream board of directors.

Tessa smiled, taking a moment to enjoy their expressions, which ranged from fear to indigestion.

“If you like living,” she told them, “you’ll order your warships to stand down. All of them.”

Chapter 34

We Aren't Darkstream

 

Lisa breathed a sigh of relief as her metal feet connected with the deck of Landing Bay Theta. Fighting in zero-G had been far more disorienting than first entering the MIMAS had been—that said, the latter had felt so natural it was almost scary.

“Good work, Oneiri Team,” Jake said. “I know we’ve lost a teammate already, but we honored Gifford’s death by winning. I like to think he’d appreciate that.”

“Plus, things could have been a lot worse,” Ash chimed in.

“They are a lot worse,” said a voice with a Hispanic accent, and they all turned to find Marco, inside his mech again, standing at the landing bay’s entrance.

“What are you talking about?” Jake asked.

“Tens of thousands of ships—I have to assume they’re warships, but they’re like none I’ve ever seen before. They just appeared all along the Outer Ring of the Steele System.”

“They have us surrounded?”

“I mean, yes,” Marco said. “But I’d say the more relevant detail is how many of them there are. Tens of thousands, Jake. I don’t think a battle group of rusty old UHF ships is going to do much against that, even backed up by a few spacefaring mechs.”

“What are they doing now?” Lisa asked.

“Just sitting there, or at least they were three hours ago, which is how long light takes to reach us from out there. It’s like they’re waiting for something.”

Lisa’s heartbeat accelerated, and the mech dream made her peripheral vision pulse. She still hadn’t gotten used to the way it turned her emotions into phenomena that warped reality. “They could be headed for us right now.”

Jake nodded. “The fighting on Valhalla is basically over. A handful of Darkstream soldiers ignored the board’s command to surrender, but they’re mostly keeping to themselves. We should call everyone here and decide our next moves.”

“Can we trust the Darkstream warships not to strand us here?” Lisa asked, gesturing with a metal hand toward the airlock.

“Well, they seem to listen to the board, and it’s in the board’s best interest to cooperate with us.”

“Still…” Lisa shook her head. “All those enemy warships could easily cause the captains to panic and run.”

“You’re right. For now, I’ll have Rug assign a squad of Quatro to every ship, to keep an eye on the CIC crews. Later, we’ll divide the Quatro more or less evenly across the entire battle group. ”

It took twenty minutes for most of the resistance leaders to assemble in Landing Bay Theta. Tessa was among them, and she had the Darkstream board of directors in tow. They didn’t look very happy, and their designer clothes looked strange among the mechs, the Quatro, and the handful of militia members left over from Alex.

Oneiri Team formed a circle with their mechs, then each pilot exited—except for Ash, who was still recovering from getting impaled by Roach outside Vanguard. Lisa blinked groggily as she climbed down the ramp formed by her MIMAS’ back, and her forearm stung a little. When she reached the ground, she studied the spot where the needle had punctured her wrist to inject the sedative’s antagonist.

“So,” Jake said, studying the six members of the board with an expression that bordered on contempt. “Have you figured out how you’re going to extract a profit from the mess you’ve created?”

Suzanne Defleur, who was chairperson of the Darkstream board of directors, returned Jake’s gaze through silver wisps of hair that hung over her face, having sprung free from her otherwise elaborate hairdo. Lisa had once had a lot of respect for Defleur. Once.

“We’ve failed,” she said, and she actually sounded contrite. Lisa was nowhere near ready to accept anything Defleur said or did as authentic, but maybe this was a good sign. “There isn’t much else to be said on the topic. Like Icarus, we reached too far, and now we burn for it.”

Lisa shook her head. “There’s something you’re not telling us.”

Defleur returned her glare wearing a blank expression, and the rest of the board behaved similarly.

Masterful acting. Whatever they were hiding, it had to be something big. Else, they wouldn’t be putting this much effort into concealing it. Lisa doubted the board members were used to putting this much effort into anything.

“You’re probably right, Lisa,” Jake said. “But we don’t have time to extract whatever it is from them, and we’re not about to resort to torture.” He turned back to Defleur. “We obviously need to find a way to leave this system. I’m not sure how we’re going to accomplish that yet, but I do know that your cooperation will be a major boon to the effort. Do I have that cooperation?”

Defleur nodded, and the other board members murmured their assent. “The Javelin still has a working wormhole generator,” Defleur said. “Or at least, it should. It was the only one that was kept disconnected from Ochrim’s master control, meaning it was the only one that wasn’t damaged irreparably. We haven’t generated any wormholes since the one we used to reach this system, but as far as I know, the Javelin’s generator does still work.”

“Then we have a way out,” Jake said, and Lisa was surprised by how much relief he allowed into his voice. He returned his gaze to Lisa, and then to the other members of Oneiri. At last, his gaze drifted to Rug, and to Tessa, who was fiddling with a silver band of some sort. When she flicked it, it snapped into place, becoming stiff, and when she bent it, the band rolled into a circle.

“Lisa Sato,” Rug said staring directly at her. “You once promised me that you would help me to reclaim my people’s ship, hidden in the Outer Ring. Now that you have the means to keep that promise, do you intend to?”

Lisa hesitated, her gaze on Jake. “I was always going to keep my promise, Rug. But to do it, we’ll need at least half of the Darkstream battle group, including one of the destroyers. Even with them, though, I’m not sure how likely we are to succeed out there.” Or to survive.

“If we can reach my hidden ship, our firepower will increase significantly,” Rug said.

Jake blinked. “Hold on. Rug, your ship must have the capacity for interstellar travel, too.”

“My ship has a warp drive,” the Quatro said. “However, it does not have the ability to extend the effect to other ships.”

“Ah. There goes that backup plan, then.” His lips pressed together, and as he cast his gaze to Oneiri Team, Rug, and Tessa, his jaw muscles clenched visibly. “We’re going to split up the battle group. Lisa and Rug, you’ll take half to the Outer Ring, and we’ll take the other half.”

“To where?” Lisa asked.

“To evacuate as many people from Alex as possible. I refuse to let what happened to Eresos happen there, too. We aren’t Darkstream,” Jake said while shooting a hard look at Defleur and the others. “We aren’t in this strictly for our own self-interest. We’re going to save as many innocent people as we can. And while we’re preparing to leave Valhalla, I want it broadcasted to the entire station that anyone who wants to leave is welcome to join us. That includes any soldiers willing to surrender to us. Spirit, I’m putting you on getting that message out.”

Marco nodded.

Lisa felt her mouth quirk involuntarily. “Quentin Cooper and his Daybreak goons still hold Habitats 1 and 2. It’s probable he’s moved on the others, too—system net access was cut off for the entire planet, so it’s a reasonable assumption.”

“Hopefully he has moved on them,” Jake said. “That will mean his forces are spread thin.” Jake turned to walk toward his alien mech, then he faced the others once more. “I’ll put out a call for every spaceworthy ship in the system to join us at Alex, to help with the evacuation. Once we’re finished, we’ll push out to meet you and Rug in the Outer Ring, Lisa. From there, we’re just going to have to pray that the wormhole generator on the Javelin is functioning.”

“To where will we open the wormhole?” Defleur said, her voice a little deflated from before.

“Well…” Jake said, clearly considering the question. “The way I see it, we’re going to have two sizable cohorts representing two species. By now, the use of dark tech is likely completely illegal in the Milky Way, and we have to take that into consideration: if we return there using a wormhole, they probably won’t look kindly on it.”

“We cannot return to the Quatro Home Systems,” Rug said flatly.

Jake tilted his head. “Oh?”

“The Assembly of Elders has established a brutal regime that’s wholly intolerant of insubordination. Every Quatro that returned would be put to death for our decision to separate from Quatro society, and I doubt you would be treated much better.”

“All right, then,” Jake said. “The Milky Way it is.”

Chapter 35

Last Goodbye

 

“Lisa, can I speak with you?” Jake called out across the landing bay amidst the bustle of everyone preparing to depart the station.

She nodded. “Sure, Jake.”

They exited together into the corridor just outside the landing bay, which was empty.

Jake glanced back into the landing bay just as the hatch was closing behind Lisa. Landing Bay Theta had been the one he’d used the day he first came to Valhalla Station, with Bronson.

That seemed like a million years ago, and looking back at the person he’d been then was like remembering a little kid. He remembered Roach slamming him against the side of the shuttle Bronson had brought him in on. I’d never tolerate that, now.

“Will we take the risk of getting out of our mechs to talk?” he asked Lisa.

“Sure. I…I would like to see you.”

“Okay.” He ordered the alien mech to terminate the dream and release him, which it did. It made him glad that Lisa had said yes to getting out of the mechs. There were still Darkstream soldiers at large throughout the station, not to mention Roach. But Jake considered this worth it, to snatch a last bit of human interaction before they parted ways, possibly forever.

“What’s up?” she said, blinking away sleep as she circled to the front of her mech. Giving her head a shake, she said, “I’m still not used to going to sleep and waking up so many times in one day.”

“You’ll get used to it,” he said. “I brought you out here to talk about Andy. He’s insisting—demanding, really—that I let him come with you. But if we really are reforming Oneiri Team, it’s important to maintain the chain of command, and right now, I’m at the top of it. Letting him subvert that just because he feels like it doesn’t seem like a great precedent.”

“Well, are you going to need him on Alex?”

Jake shrugged. “Right now, it’s mostly about the principle of the thing. I’m inclined to deny him his demand, for the simple reason that he came to me and demanded it. But the real question is, do you think you’re going to need him out in the Belt?”

Lisa hesitated. “I’m going to need some backup, but honestly, I’d prefer a more experienced pilot. If you send Andy with me, then we’re just a couple of rookies on a mission that already doesn’t look great for us.”

“What about Beth?”

Slowly, Lisa nodded. “I’d feel better with Arkanian. Despite her recent switch in allegiance.”

“Okay,” Jake said. “It’s settled.”

“How are you holding up?” Lisa asked, her head tilting to the side, raven hair swaying.

“I’m…better. For a while, all I could think about was losing Sue Anne, and how dire everything’s seemed since she died. But I still have my mom and dad, not to mention plenty of the friends and neighbors we grew up with. I have to remember that. I’ve been so focused on the fact that if something happens to them, I won’t be able to live with myself. But just then, in the landing bay, I realized that the only thing that means is it’s not an option for me to let anything get in the way of us all leaving this system.”

“It’s true,” Lisa said softly. “Though it took me a long time to realize, too. Did you know, when you arranged the meeting between my father and I, I used the opportunity to act like a terrible daughter?”

Slowly, Jake shook his head. “How?”

“He tried to persuade me that our attempt to build a society here in the Steele System has failed. I wouldn’t believe him. I thought we could fight to hold onto it. But he was right after all, and now I might never get the chance to tell him. I might never get the chance to say I’m sorry.”

“I can have the message passed on, if you like. While we’re en route to Alex.”

“Would you? I’d truly appreciate it.”

“Of course. And Lisa…we’re going to make it through this. You will speak to your father again. I promise.”

“Thank you.” Lisa stepped forward, and Jake automatically swept her into an embrace, holding her tightly against him. Her face turned up toward his, and then her lips were pressing against his cheek. “Thank you,” she repeated, in a whisper that made Jake’s heart beat so hard that he wondered whether Lisa could feel its pulse.

“Price.”

The single syllable, spoken in that world-worn voice, turned Jake’s stomach to ice. He released Lisa, and he turned to behold his worst fear.

It was Gabriel Roach. Both arms had taken the form of long-barreled cannons already crackling with energy.

Jake was too far from his mech to react in time. If Roach wanted to kill him, his opportunity to do so had come.

Chapter 36

Deficient

 

“Roach,” Jake said, refusing to let his fear show in his voice or on his face. “Do your worst to me. Just leave Lisa out of this.”

“No,” Roach said, raising his weapons, and Jake’s throat clenched, as though squeezed by an invisible fist.

“No, you don’t understand,” Roach went on, and gradually it dawned on Jake: Roach had raised his arms in a gesture meant to be placating. It just so happened that those arms had already taken the form of energy weapons primed to fire, which made the move a lot less comforting.

“Why are you here, Roach?” Jake said.

“I want to help you fight the enemy. The real enemy.”

“Out of the question.”

“Please,” Roach said, and the word sounded odd coming from him. Jake had never known his old commander to use many manners. “Let me finish. I’ve realized how misguided I’ve been. I fought the Quatro to get revenge for Jess, but the Quatro were never the real enemy. These shadows, who’ve sent their metal killers against us—that’s who we need to defeat.”

“You almost killed Ash,” Jake said. “You ran her through, and it’s basically a miracle she survived. You did kill Richaud. There’s no way we can trust you, Roach. You spent that coin a long time ago.”

Roach was becoming visibly more agitated, and his gun-arms twitched upward once more. Jake had to suppress a wince. “This thing made me do that,” Roach said. “Except, I’ve finally learned to control it. Didn’t Sweeney tell you? She set me free from Darkstream’s containment cell, and I was able to stop myself from killing her or her allies. I targeted Darkstream instead. Give me another chance, Price. I deserve it. I can be valuable to you.”

Lie, Jake urged himself. You need to lie.

He needed to tell Roach that they would welcome him back. He needed to maintain that fiction until he was back inside his own mech, and he could finish Roach off.

But Jake had never had it in him to deal in falsehoods. Even if he could bring himself to try, he doubted the attempt would be very convincing.

Out of nowhere, he remembered an ancient vid he’d come across once while skimming the system net, of a zoologist from Old Earth, studying silverback gorillas in the wild. One of the gorillas had charged at him unexpectedly, but the zoologist hadn’t flinched, and his total lack of fear had repelled the animal. Sheer instinct had gripped the gorilla, causing it to turn and scurry away. Because, to it, if the zoologist lacked fear there had to be a reason.

Is Roach so unlike that gorilla? Jake had a good idea of how fragmented the man’s mind must be—if it was even correct to call him a man, anymore. The alien mech had the power to dismantle the user’s psyche, turning a rational human into something that closely resembled a wild animal, full of primal strength and rage.

“The answer is no,” Jake said, his voice steady, commanding. His eyes were riveted to Roach’s face, or at least the closest thing he had to a face anymore.

For a long time, Roach returned his gaze, perfectly still—other than his energy-cannon arms, which wavered up and down.

“What about you?” Roach hissed at last. “What will become of you once your mech succeeds in taking apart your mind, and you start attacking your allies like I did?”

“That won’t happen,” Jake said, his eyes riveted to Roach’s face.

“Why wouldn’t it?”

“Because I still have my humanity. You lost yours long before you ever stepped inside that mech.”

The alien mech’s head jerked. “You…you’re saying I’m…deficient?”

“You made yourself deficient. Now, go. Go and accept the fate you know that you deserve.”

Roach raised his energy weapons till they were leveled at Jake, and for a long time they stood there, all three of them in fraught tableau.

At last, Roach spun on his heels and charged back down the corridor, away from the landing bay and toward the Core.

Chapter 37

State of Play

 

Commander Stephanie Yates, who was now captain of the McDougal, did not seem thrilled by Lisa’s and Rug’s presence inside the destroyer’s CIC.

During the first seven hours of the journey, Lisa had done her best to remain unobtrusive, and to interfere with the ship’s operations as little as possible. Her companion did likewise, though of course that was Rug’s nature.

As they neared the section of the Outer Ring where Rug said the Quatro ship was hidden, Lisa’s silence became less and less viable.

“Captain, if you could have your sensor operator scan nearby planetesimals one more—”

“I’ve had Jacobs tracking the trajectory of every comet in sight,” Yates snapped, “which is taking up significant computer resources, by the way. I’ve certainly had him continuously scanning for ships. There’s nothing here, Seaman Sato.”

Lisa didn’t like Yates’s insistence on making frequent use of her rank, and she liked the woman’s tone less. But rebuking her would have signaled insecurity to the CIC crew, and ultimately she and Rug were at their mercy. Lisa needed to project strength and certainty.

They’re at our mercy, too, she reminded herself. Neither Rug nor Lisa had left their mechs, and Rug alone wielded sufficient strength to render the destroyer inoperable—a fact of which Yates seemed bitterly aware. Every other UHF ship was in the same situation: each had over a hundred Quatro aboard, more than enough to keep the humans working for Darkstream in line.

“It is almost as though the Meddlers are aware of my hidden ship’s existence,” Rug subvocalized over an encrypted two-way channel.

“That’s not what I would have said their absence indicates,” Lisa said.

“Consider that their numbers are sufficient to cover most of the Outer Ring. Why this gap in their containment? I sense a trap, with my ship used as bait.”

“Are you suggesting we abandon the mission?” Lisa was pretty sure she knew the answer to that, but she had to ask.

“No. I am sorry, Lisa Sato, but though our friendship grants me great trust for you, I cannot say the same for the rest of your species. It is important that the surviving Quatro in this system gain a ship that we control. It is much less than we arrived with, but we deserve at least this, especially considering our contributions so far.”

Lisa nodded, drawing glances from the captain and her officers, who weren’t privy to their conversation. “I’m not disagreeing with that, Rug. I was only asking.” She cleared her throat. “What do you know about the capabilities of the ships Marco spotted out here?” Lisa took the opportunity to tell her implant to call up images of the Meddler ships, which Marco had sent to the resistance leaders, as well as to everyone in Oneiri. The ships were gray, oblong spheroids, unremarkable in almost every way other than their size—twice that of the Providence, which was one of the largest ships the UHF ever built.

The quad’s eyes glowed brighter as Rug answered. “When they decimated the fleet we brought to this system, they used a mix of conventional weaponry and weapons well beyond my species’ capability to produce.”

“What do the Quatro consider conventional weaponry?”

“Kinetic weapons. Lasers. Guided missiles.”

Lisa nodded, then gestured for Rug to continue, drawing more glances from the CIC crew, whose eyes tracked the movements of the MIMAS’ fingers. “All right. What was new to you?”

“The Ravagers themselves serve as the ammunition for one weapon we hadn’t encountered before. We believe that is part of why the Meddler vessels are so large—they must have immense manufactories aboard, where they mass produce the Ravagers from raw materials.”

“So they…launch Ravagers at other ships?”

“Yes. In extremely high numbers, and at extremely high velocities.”

“Hmm.” She could see how that could be effective. “It only takes a few to get past point defense systems, I guess.”

“Yes. Once Ravagers have breached a ship, panic spreads quickly among her crew. Battling them in the corridors is one thing. If the Ravagers breach the hull near critical systems…”

“Right. What else do they have?”

“Particle weapons.”

That made Lisa swallow. Humanity’s own experiments with particle beams had ended in mostly disappointment, and some tragedy, too. Human engineers had never been able to prevent particle beams from becoming de-focused by ambient electric or magnetic fields—at least, they’d been able to do it over short distances, but not distances meaningful for space combat. They’d also had a lot of trouble making the weapons efficient enough, and the biggest prototype had exploded, destroying the ship it was on, after unexpectedly dumping all its waste heat into it.

But if the Meddlers had made particle beams work, they would have a huge advantage. Particle weapons would be many times more devastating than the lasers wielded by Darkstream’s aged warships.

Lisa had fallen silent for a while, and Rug said, “You are concerned by what I’ve told you.”

“Yes.”

“You should be.”

“Well, we can’t let it intimidate us, can we? This is just the state of play, and we can only work with it.”

“As you say, Lisa Sato.”

Chapter 38

Return to Habitat 2

 

Habitat 2 had no automated defenses, though it did have a lot of heavily armed drug smugglers on its roof, and they all seemed to have itchy trigger fingers.

One of them fired a rocket at Ash as she descended toward Alex. Screw this. She ordered her parachute to detach, relying on aerospike thrusters alone to carry her the rest of the way. She handily evaded the next rocket that came at her, and then she returned the love by retracting her mech’s fingers against its wrists and opening fire with both rotary autocannons.

The rocket man went down, his pressure suit perforated in dozens of places, while Ash’s sky flashed a pleasurable rosy shade.

Her first instinct had been to go for the heavy machine gun on her back, but Jake had ordered them to refrain from firing anything that might compromise the integrity of Habitat 2 and let all the atmosphere out.

Ash felt up to that challenge. If she got the opportunity to bake some coked-out slaver with her flamethrower today, she’d be a pretty happy MIMAS pilot.

She landed on Habitat 2’s roof, the metal creaking beneath her, but she hadn’t hit hard enough to break anything. A nearby Daybreak slaver had been firing on one of the other descending mechs, but now he turned to confront her.

A bayonet found the throat of his suit, and the reinforced fabric didn’t do very much to arrest the force Ash put behind the blade. A red, crystallized mist sprayed from the wound.

Andy Miller landed his MIMAS nearby, and he threw himself at the nearest Daybreak soldier, his rancor partially making up for his lack of skill. Both MIMAS and gunman went down in a heap, and Ash chuckled to herself as she bathed them both in flame.

“Hey!” Andy said, pushing himself to his feet over the blackened form of the dead man. “That hurts!”

“It’s just the mech dream simulating pain. You’re not actually hurt.” Pansy.

Jake slammed into Habitat 2’s roof a dozen meters away, and Ash felt it tremor from the weight of the alien mech. He pounded away across the rooftop, toward where a handful of defenders were taking cover. Then Maura Odell landed, and she leapt into action immediately, whipping her heavy machine gun from her back to pick off Daybreak fighters.

In less than a minute, they’d cleared the area, just in time for the shuttles full of Quatro to start swooping in and depositing their troops at ground-level.

“The freight elevator can only accommodate one mech at a time,” Jake said over the team-wide. “And our Quatro friends aren’t getting in through the ground-level airlocks unless we let them in. That means a single mech is going to have to hold the base of that elevator until another can join him.”

“Him?” Ash said. “Why are we assuming it’s going to be a him?”

“Because I’m going down there. The alien mech is the only one I trust to withstand the sort of firepower I expect them to launch at us.”

“Typical,” Ash said, but she injected enough mirth into her tone to let Jake know she was joking.

He entered the elevator, patching his visual feed through to their HUDs so they could watch what was going on.

The doors opened onto Habitat 2’s sterile interior, with its ground-to-roof structures, all lit up by parallelogram lights designed to simulate sunlight.

Looks like he was right about the amount of resistance. Armor-piercing rounds from heavy guns set on tripods, a steady stream of rockets—Quentin Cooper’s fighters clearly didn’t share Oneiri’s concern about breaching the walls of Habitat 2 and letting the oxygen out.

Unsurprisingly, Jake held his own, giving as good as he got and killing half a dozen operatives before the freight elevator returned to the roof again.

Andy stepped toward it, but Ash intercepted, putting a hand against his MIMAS’ chest. “I’m next.”

“Seriously?”

“You better believe it.” She walked inside and maintained eye contact with Miller until the doors blocked him from view.

As the elevator descended, bringing her closer and closer to joining up with Jake, Ash thought about Jess, as she often did whenever she got a rare moment of quiet.

She mostly avoided quiet, and Jess was a major reason why. Ash had never wanted to fully acknowledge the role her sister’s memory had played in driving her to become a MIMAS pilot, and then in her mission to kill as many Quatro as possible.

But she’d finally realized what Gabriel Roach could never manage to: honoring Jess’s death wasn’t about causing even more death. Seeking vengeance only disgraced her memory. 

The right way to honor her was to fight as hard as she could to get to a place of peace and stability—for her, for her friends, and for all humans.

Here, today, in the Steele System, that seemed like an impossible dream. But even if she died fighting for it, then she knew Jess would be proud.

Sometimes, she wondered if Jess was watching somewhere, and if she did, how she felt about Ash’s actions.

If you’re out there, you can stop feeling ashamed of me, sister. You can start feeling proud of me. Because I’m going to make you proud.

The elevator doors opened to Jake’s back, which was immediately thrown into sharp relief by a rocket exploding mere meters away from him, detonated by one of his energy blasts.

The bright threads of heavy machine gun fire bracketed him as Ash moved up to join him, scanning for the weapons operators as she raised her rotary autocannons.

There. Instead of high-velocity rounds, she directed lasers at the target, which went up in flames seconds later.

Marco joined them next, and together, they pushed to the nearest vehicle bay, where they let in Quatro by the dozens.

After that, the battle only lasted another forty minutes longer. Habitat 2 was theirs.

“No sign of Quentin Cooper anywhere,” Tessa Notaras said in front of the Constable Station, where Jake had called a hasty meeting. “Looks like he’s moved on since taking over this place.”

Jake nodded. “I’m putting Councilman Pichenko on coordinating the evac from this habitat. He’s good with that sort of thing. The rest of us are hitting Habitat 1.”

Chapter 39

Many

 

Rug guided the McDougal’s Nav officer toward a slightly misshapen, oblong comet, then she asked her to expand the view until the icy mass filled the entire viewscreen.

“The comet’s appearance has changed in the twenty years since I last laid eyes on it,” Rug said. “But I’m confident this is it.”

“That’s your ship?” Lisa said, using her MIMAS’ amplifiers for the benefit of the CIC crew. “How are we supposed to access it?”

“My quad should get us inside fairly quickly. Originally, we planned to drill through the ice to reach the ship, but that would take time we don’t have.”

Nodding, Lisa faced Captain Yates. “Captain, we’re going to need every combat shuttle from every ship on standby, ready to start transporting Quatro to their ship the moment I say so.”

“Understood,” Yates ground out.

Lisa and Rug made their way to the destroyer’s shuttle bay in silence. They found Beth Arkanian waiting for them near the airlock, and when she saw them approach, she gave the signal for the doors to be opened without bothering to greet them.

A couple minutes later, they were outside: two MIMAS mechs and one quad rocketing toward the great mass of ice.

“There is still no sign of the Meddlers,” Rug said in her usual calm bass.

“They’re pretty much everywhere in the Outer Ring but here,” Arkanian said. “Do they really think we’re buying that we got this lucky?”

“I think we’re probably acting exactly as they want us to act,” Lisa said.

“What else can we do?”

“Exactly.”

As they neared, Rug began hitting the ice with measured blasts of energy. Within seconds, a hole opened, and less than a minute later she’d widened it enough to fly a shuttle through with room to spare; even the old, clunky UHF combat shuttles would fit.

Beyond, Lisa could see only blackness—until they passed through. Then the lights from their suits played across the ship’s hull, and she saw that it was a glimmering purple, like a Quatro who’d just pulled itself onto a river’s bank.

An airlock opened, and Lisa flashed back to getting carried through underground tunnels on Alex by the invisible force wielded by the Quatro. Back then, in the darkness of the tunnel, she hadn’t registered the airlock’s color, but now she saw it matched the rest of the hull.

Inside, she immediately saw that here, away from the corrosive effects of a planet’s atmosphere, this ship had been better preserved. It lacked the aged look that Rug’s subterranean ship had. The swirling colors that covered the walls, deck, and ceiling were more vibrant, and the prevalence of that royal purple was even more striking.

“It will take some time for life support to come on,” Rug said. “But I have sent the command.”

Back on Alex, the beautiful artwork adorning the interior of the Quatro ship had seemed a bit off, yet comforting. Here, it seemed perfectly appropriate, probably because of how much time Lisa had spent around the thoughtful, gentle Quatro.

They’re gentle to their friends, anyway.

There was more than enough room for the trio of mechs to walk side-by-side as they traversed the wide corridors that sloped gently downward, occasionally joining with other corridors, all which seemed to point in the same direction—toward the heart of the vessel.

“How will we get free of the ice encasing the ship?” Lisa asked.

“It should be simple enough,” Rug said. “I can have the computer analyze it for weak points, and after that, a few well-placed kinetic kill-masses should cause the shell of ice to shatter.”

At last, they came to what had to be the ship’s bridge. It took the shape of a sphere, with wide platforms featuring seats that reminded Lisa of the odd furniture she’d encountered on the other Quatro ship. These seats were sleek and metallic, and provisioned with straps that poked up from one side, no doubt used to secure a Quatro in place during battle.

Each “chair” was completely surrounded by a circular console with movable metal parts, and the highest platform bore the largest console. Rug went to that one, and at her approach, a portion of it slid aside to permit her access.

Judging by the temperature readout from Lisa’s HUD, life support had succeeded in warming the ship with surprising speed, though not by very much.

That makes sense. Quatro ships would be kept at below freezing, to allow the aliens to manipulate objects as needed. That must make running water a challenge. They probably have to keep their pipes heated.

Rug’s chair rotated, seemingly unbidden, and she lowered herself onto it, flipping several of the console’s bulky metal switches.

Next, the walls themselves came alive with what Lisa recognized as readouts from critical systems, visual feeds, and…

…and a tactical display, which showed them surrounded by over a dozen Meddler ships.

Swarms of Ravagers had already been fired, and were crossing the distances between the enemy and allied ships with alarming speed. The UHF ships’ turrets were working overtime, but Lisa was far from certain that they’d be able to hold out much longer.

“It seems kinetic kill-masses will not be necessary to free ourselves from the ice,” Rug said, and less than a second later, Lisa watched as the ice surrounding the Quatro ship shattered with the impact of the first Ravager wave.

“Is there anything we can do about that?” Arkanian asked, her voice strained.

“I have slaved tactical functions to my console and ordered our automatic defenses to neutralize as many Ravagers as possible, but some have already made it to the hull and are burrowing through it as we speak. The enemy struck when we were most vulnerable—the ice made it possible for them to get close to the hull without fear of reprisal.”

“How many Ravagers can we expect to have to deal with inside the ship?” Arkanian asked.

Rug paused for a moment, then she answered: “Many.”

Chapter 40

Detach Parachutes

 

Habitat 1 sat on a sharp rise, commanding a view of the surrounding terrain for kilometers.

Jake had sent the most talented shuttle pilot from among the five warships to perform a recon flyby, and from that, he’d learned that a ground assault from the bottom of the hill would prove tedious.

Luckily, Jake and the other four mechs accompanying him were dropping in from space instead.

The recon run had also told him that Quentin Cooper was almost certainly inside this habitat. The pilot had spotted twenty-one beetles tricked out with plated armor and swivel-mounted heavy machine guns sitting in strategic spots all around the hillside. There were also over a hundred fighters positioned on the habitat’s roof, most of them carrying rocket launchers, though some of them had assault rifles. He spotted a handful of snipers thrown in the mix, too.

Cooper’s here, all right. And he knows we’re coming.

Jake’s mech didn’t need the ablative heat shield, parachute, and aerospike thrusters that the MIMAS mechs used for reentry. His biggest challenge involved slowing his descent enough for the others to keep pace.

“Tessa,” he subvocalized. “You keeping up?”

“You know I am, boy.”

“Stay ready to peel away if the heat’s too much. I mean it. If you’re in danger of losing shuttles, let us mop up some of the resistance and then come in after us.”

“All right. But I’m not letting you hog all the fun.”

The other mechs’ ablative heat shields had disintegrated several minutes ago, and as Habitat 1 resolved below, becoming a growing silver mass glinting amidst Alex’s sapphire landscape, their parachutes deployed.

“Be ready to cut your chutes loose and coast in on aerospike,” Jake ordered over the team-wide. “I expect this to get interesting fast.”

“You kidding?” Maura Odell said. “This’ll be just like Habitat 2. Might have a few more dents in my MIMAS to show for it, that’s all. If…”

Odell trailed off as something strange happened with one of the lower hills nearby. The blue surface seemed to peel back, exposing a flat plane underneath lined with white lights.

“What the hell?” Odell said.

“That’s a landing strip.” No sooner than Marco had spoken the words, a fighter jet burst from the opening in the hillside and flung itself into the air. A second one followed hot on its heels, then a third, and a fourth. Soon, a squadron of eight fighters were in the air, spreading out and heading straight for the five mechs.

“Detach your parachutes!” Jake yelled. “Detach your parachutes!”

Chapter 41

The Lie

 

Lisa charged through the Quatro ship in her MIMAS, following the solid bar of light that Rug had activated for her, which led her up and up along ramped, curving corridors.

She came to a dead end, where the glowing white bar terminated abruptly.

But only for a few seconds. The wall where the light ended rose into the ceiling, and the glowing bar extended for a few meters more.

Lisa dashed forward, and the wall where the dead end had been closed behind her. The one in front of her opened, then, revealing the inky black of space. Out here in the Outer Ring, the stars were the clearest she’d ever seen them. Clearer even than back at Hub.

She threw herself from the ship, twisting as her hands split apart and drew back to rest against her wrists.

There. She fired, picking off a Ravager before it could burrow through the Quatro ship’s hull, which Rug had said was called the Morning Light. Her HUD highlighted a second Ravager for her, making it glow red in her sights, and when she took that one out it showed her a third.

Using the thrusters built into her arms and calves, Lisa soared past the purple hull, fighting the vertigo that tried to twist her stomach into knots.

She encountered a patch of five Ravagers working together to tear a massive hole in the Morning Light.

Whipping the heavy machine gun from her back, Lisa lined up her shot. A short burst across the hull took out three of the Ravagers at once, and the fourth fell just as quickly, but the fifth robot scurried through the hole they’d created and disappeared.

Cursing, Lisa used her calf thrusters to propel her farther along the hull, to deal with the next group.

The heavy machine gun neutralized the Ravagers in less time than her autocannons, and she was able to take out a dozen more in the space of two minutes.

It wasn’t nearly enough. All over the hull, Ravagers were disappearing through the holes they’d made. It would be everything Rug and Arkanian could do to prevent them from tearing the vessel apart from the inside. Lisa knew the Ravagers would have the advantage—whereas her allies would have to obey the layout of the ship, the murderous robots could tear through bulkheads at will, making their way toward vital components in a more or less straight line.

She replaced the heavy gun on her back, deciding she could get more work done by targeting two Ravagers at a time with her autocannons.

The first two went down quickly, but as she lined up her next shots, her vision went snowy, and a frenetic hissing noise blocked out all other sound.

Is something wrong with my sensors? She tried firing her autocannons anyway, but she found that she had no control over them.

Gradually, the snow cleared. Instead of the battle outside the Quatro ship, green fields stretched before her, crisscrossed with roads and fences, and dotted with houses and trees and livestock.

As her eyes followed the terrain to the horizon, she blinked, shaking her head. There was no horizon. The land curved up and away, and…

…and circled back overhead. Up there, there were also houses and trees and cattle—hanging upside-down.

She was in Hub.

But Hub was exactly like she remembered it. Not overrun by Ravagers. Not overrun by anything.

“Lisa,” a warm voice called, and she turned to find Jake, ambling across a field toward her, hands stuck into the pockets of a pair of blue jeans.

“Jake?”

He drew near enough that he had to crane his neck to look at her mech’s face. “Hi.”

“This is Hub, isn’t it? And it’s…it’s okay. It’s just like I remember.”

Jake’s smile widened. “Oh, yeah. I lied to you about the attack. That never actually happened. Kind of ridiculous to think it would, when you think about it.”

“Why would you lie to me about something like that?”

Jake shrugged.

“I don’t love you anymore, Jake,” Lisa said.

He nodded. “Andy will be relieved to hear that.”

Chapter 42

Do Not Think

 

A Ravager tore into the corridor ahead of her, and Rug barreled toward it, up the gentle incline until she was upon the foe.

A swipe of her mechanized paw was all it took to send it flying into the bulkhead, where it shattered.

The ship sent the closest Ravagers’ locations to her HUD, which then painted a glowing strip over reality that would lead her along the quickest route to the robots.

Rug galloped along that strip for everything she was worth.

When she’d finally boarded her ship, which she and her people had so carefully hidden in the Outer Ring, it had filled her with blissful relief—only to be cut short by the arrival of the Meddlers.

Had the enemy inferred the ship’s existence from the fact that the UHF warships had headed toward it, or had they known about it all along? Neither possibility was comforting, but the latter implied disturbing things about the nature of the Meddlers’ interactions with humanity and the Quatro.

The Meddlers have already taken everything from my people once. I will not allow them to take my ship!

She reached the next group of Ravagers just as they were burrowing through an inner bulkhead. Two of them fell to energy blasts, but a third squeezed through the rent it had created before Rug could take care of it.

No!

Burrowing through that bulkhead would take it near one of her ship’s primary engines. That could not come to pass.

Rug turned and ran back the way she’d come, headed for a corridor closer to the engine, in the hopes of intercepting the metal beast. Her quad’s speed was such that her momentum nearly took her past the required turn, and her left side slammed into the bulkhead as she veered, leaving a shallow dent.

Nothing compared to what the Ravagers are doing to my vessel.

“Beth Arkanian,” Rug subvocalized as she ran. “How are you faring on the starboard side?”

“As well as can be expected,” Arkanian answered, her voice strained. “I think the rate of infiltrations has slowed—the ship’s arsenal must finally be having an effect, now that the ice isn’t blocking it. But, Rug…I think there are too many of them already inside.”

“Do not think,” Rug said as she caught up with the Ravager who’d been headed toward the engine. She blasted it to bits. “Only help me save my ship.”

They both fell silent as they waged their separate battles against the endless metal marauders. The ship began directing Rug to the Ravagers who were closest to vital systems, and whose trajectories were likely to take them there. It seemed that each Ravager she destroyed had made it closer to a critical ship component than any before it.

Soon, they will dismantle her. And I doubt we’ll have time to effect the necessary repairs.

She rounded a corner to behold five Quatro battling with an equal group of Ravagers. One of the robots tore a wicked gash in the side of the Quatro closest to Rug, and Rug overcame her shock in order to take the bot apart with high-velocity rounds.

“Brothers and sisters!” she yelled. “I did not think the humans would manage to get a shuttle through the onslaught they’re suffering.”

“Three shuttles have made it through,” the wounded Quatro answered. “Two more have docked on the other side of the Morning Light.”

“Then perhaps there is hope for her.”

A transmission came through, then—from Stephanie Yates, captain of the McDougal. Her likeness appeared in the corridor beside Rug.

“I have some bad news for you, uh, Rug,” the captain said, seeming to stumble a little on the name Rug had chosen for herself in order to interact properly with humans.

Somehow, Rug knew what Yates was about to tell her, even thought she’d yet given no indication of it.

Even so, she asked: “What is it?”

“Your friend, Sato…her mech went strangely immobile, and we could do nothing to get in contact with her. A group of Ravagers descended on her.”

 “Has Lisa Sato been killed, Stephanie Yates?”

“I don’t know. But she seemed alive when we saw her last. The Ravagers didn’t kill her—they engaged thrusters and took her inside one of the enemy ships.”

Chapter 43

High-Risk

 

The squadron of fighters sent kinetic impactors screaming into all five mechs, though the MIMAS didn’t weather the storm nearly as well as Jake’s alien mech did.

I need to do something. As he slowed his descent with streams of fire projecting from his calves, he turned his arms into energy cannons that he swept across the aircraft, fragmenting their formation and causing five of the eight jets to peel away.

Three continued on, though, and now Jake was their primary target. They each sent two missiles at him of unknown make, following up with guns.

The fighters started to launch another missile salvo, but Jake was ready for it, having ignored the initial one. He directed his steady stream of energy bolts along a downward diagonal, intersecting with the rightmost jet and exploding one of its missiles as it left the tube. The jet flew straight into the explosion, shearing off one of its wings.

Jake rocketed downward sharply, narrowly evading the first volley of missiles. The five jets that had peeled off were coming around for a pass at the MIMAS mechs, who they’d probably figured out were easier prey.

“They don’t look like any jets I’ve seen,” Marco said. “At least, not any meant for combat inside planetary atmospheres.”

But in this area, at least, Jake’s knowledge exceeded Marco’s. He’d always been fascinated by the history of jet and space fighters, and he knew almost every model that had ever been constructed, all the way back to the Me 262.

To Jake, these fighters looked like F-22 Raptors, but with longer wings and a much more spherical body.

“I think those wings retract,” he mumbled as the wind whipped past him on his way to Alex’s surface.

“Why would they be designed that way?” Marco asked, and Jake blinked. He hadn’t realized that he’d broadcasted his muttering.

Clearing his throat, he said, “To allow them to compete in space.” Clearly, Cooper wasn’t content with dominating only Alex. These space fighters meant he had designs on the entire system, and with Darkstream in decline, that made a lot of sense.

“Target those things with your rockets and be ready to use autocannons to take apart any missiles they send back at you,” Jake said.

They were closing with Habitat 1’s roof, but that brought its own host of challenges. Suddenly, they were within rocket range, and missiles started streaming up from below as well.

He shook his head to clear it, and then he started speaking rapidly, in order to deliver his next orders fast enough to allow time for their execution:

“Change of plans,” he spat. “I want the four of you to aim for spots on the hill where you’ll have plenty of cover. You’ll need to play a stealthy game in order to take out all those armored beetles without getting taken out yourselves.”

“What will you be doing?” Ash asked.

“Taking the roof.”

“All by yourself?”

He took a deep breath. “The alien mech is the only one versatile enough to have a chance. They’ll have twenty clear firing lanes at anything that lands there. I’m calling off the shuttles until we can deal with this mess—there’s no way anything’s getting through, as-is.”

“Okay. Good luck, Clutch.”

“Good luck, Steam. Spirit. Uh…we don’t have nicknames for Odell or Miller yet.”

“Moe for Odell and Hotshot for Miller,” Ash said hastily.

Jake hesitated. “Yeah? Just like that?”

“We tend to lose pilots who don’t have nicknames.”

With that, Jake landed on the roof. He was in the thick of things, and unable to concentrate on anything except survival.

Dozens of assault rifles came alive, peppering him with rounds, but that was the least of his worries. A rocket streamed at him from point-blank range, directly behind him, and then everything happened at once.

The mech dream saw to it that he reacted appropriately on an emotional level—with a stab of panic underscored by the familiar piercing violin note. A piece of him shot from his lower back, detonating the rocket before it traveled more than a few meters and killing the diminutive man who’d fired it.

After that, an area opened up around Jake with a rapidly widening radius, as his enemies quickly learned to give him his distance. Rockets began streaming toward him from every direction, and he had no time to incorporate conscious thought into his reaction.

The input from the visual sensors covering his body fused with the mech dream’s ability to induce instant emotional responses to physical phenomena.

Jake embraced his fear, which screamed at him to favor flight over fight. He twisted left and a rocket sailed underneath his left armpit, while another impacted his right—at least, it would have, if he hadn’t commanded the mech to be elsewhere, bunching into itself, compressing, curling around the rocket’s trajectory so that there was only empty space where it would otherwise have hit him.

Tiny energy rifles projected from various spots on his body, single-use in the sense that they formed solely to shoot down a rocket and then retract inside him once more.

A sniper rifle round connected with the back of his head, causing it to crack forward and inducing an immediate migraine.

He couldn’t afford to take notice of it. Instead, he kept evading missiles; kept ducking and dodging and returning fire at his aggressors whenever he found space to do so.

Five of the seven remaining fighter jets began to fly toward the roof of Habitat 1 for a strafing run, and something inside Jake snapped. He launched himself from the rooftop with a powerful leap, engaging his rockets while firing backward with energy cannons, using his rear sensors to pick off more rooftop targets.

The lead jet sped up, but it couldn’t escape him. Jake widened, long, sinewy arms lengthening to wrap around the jet in a powerful embrace. The frame buckled inward slightly, and Jake engaged his thrusters at full power, at an angle that forced the jet to flip around and spiral toward the ground.

Originally he’d intended to carry the jet back to the rooftop, to use it as a sort of bomb against those who’d tormented him with their bullets and missiles. The whispers rose up in harmony to encourage the idea.

But doing so would almost certainly cause irreparable damage to Habitat 1, sending its atmosphere whooshing out.

Instead, Jake guided the jet toward the beetle that was farthest from the habitat. He flung the craft toward it, hard enough that there was little the pilot could do to correct its course.

Jet and beetle collided in a spectacular explosion, orange and yellow flames licking the air before Alex’s lack of atmosphere quenched them. Jake rocketed back toward the rooftop.

On his way, he took out a dozen or so soldiers wielding rocket launchers, and that was enough to break the spirit of Quentin Cooper’s criminals. Having seen what the alien mech was capable of, they fled—some of them toward one of the habitat’s two freight elevators, others toward the edge of the roof, where they leapt over the side, likely to suffer injuries and suit breaches when they landed.

“The roof’s clear,” Jake said over the team-wide, more to boost morale than anything else. He ran to the edge of the roof, directing bolts of crackling energy at beetle after beetle while sparing some for the jets overhead. The other Oneiri pilots had succeeded in taking out almost half of the beetles, and with Jake unleashing superior firepower from an elevated position, they made short work of the rest.

Only four jets remained, now—the MIMAS mechs had succeeded in taking out two more while Jake fought on the roof—and the jet pilots seemed to glean the likely outcome of this battle. They abruptly angled themselves upward and began the steady climb toward space, as they were designed to do.

“All right, then,” Jake said. “Good work, Oneiri.”

His implant pinged him with a transmission request, and when he approved it, a voice with a British accent came through. “Jake Price, isn’t it?”

For some reason, the mech dream didn’t simulate a likeness of Cooper—the transmission was audio only. Maybe the man had altered his implant to block the function, somehow. “It is. I assume this is Cooper?”

“I have you at no disadvantage, I see.”

“Yeah,” Jake said. “That seems pretty clear.”

“I was referring to knowing your name already.”

“I wasn’t.”

Cooper sniffed. “All right, then. I see we can move straight past the pleasantries. I have a proposition for you, Mr. Price.”

“What is it?”

“Leave. Immediately. Let these people continue their lives in peace.”

“Do you mean the residents of Habitat 1? You’ve made them your slaves.”

“Yes, but it’s better to be a slave than dead, isn’t it?”

“What are you talking about?”

“I’m talking about my intention of venting all their oxygen until they suffocate, unless you leave right now. If you continue your attempts to infiltrate this habitat, there will be no one left for you to save. Be a good boy and leave us be.”

“There are emergency protocols that will prevent you from doing that. They’ll grant us enough time to get the population out.”

“Tens of thousands of people live here, Mr. Price. Besides, don’t you think I would’ve already overridden those protocols? It isn’t hard to do. I’ve had control of this place for months, and I’ve prepared for every eventuality.”

Jake fought to slow his breathing. “I don’t think you understand, Cooper. We’re not leaving without those people.”

“And I’m not letting you leave with them alive. You’re not very good at this, are you, Mr. Price?”

“Good at what?”

Cooper gave a theatrical sigh. “About now is when, typically, you’d offer me something I want in exchange for my cooperation.”

“Okay. What do you want?”

“I want a way to leave this system. I’ve seen what’s happening. I have the sensor data showing thousands of ships waiting to swoop through the system, in all probability leveling everything in their path.”

For a long moment, Jake weighed the possibility. “Fine,” he ground out at last. “I can grant you safe passage out of the solar system, provided we can secure it for ourselves.”

“I don’t mean aboard one of your ships. I mean that I want a ship. A warship. I want you to allow me to accompany you to wherever you create a wormhole using Bronson’s Javelin—I know his is the only wormhole generator that still functions. And I also want one of your mechs.”

Jake squeezed his eyes shut. He couldn’t honor any of Cooper’s demands. Can I?

“Let’s meet face-to-face,” Jake said. “This isn’t something to be discussed over comlink.”

“I won’t meet with you, Mr. Price,” Cooper said, his tone admonishing. “No, no. You’re far too hotheaded. Send in someone with a more even temperament, so that we might discuss matters sensibly. Preferably someone practiced in negotiations. And just one individual, Mr. Price. Unarmed. I don’t trust you with anything beyond that.”

“All right. Where should I send them?”

“The central module you see atop the habitat’s roof is an armored observation unit. It’s also Habitat 1’s master control center, and I’ve adopted it as my command center. You can send your emissary there.”

With that, Cooper terminated the transmission.

Jake’s heart was beating so hard it made his vision vibrate—or maybe that was just the mech dream. Either way, he couldn’t let the anger he’d let Cooper induce get the better of him.

I’m glad we didn’t meet in any other context. That’s not a guy I could live with for any length of time.

“Tessa,” he said over a two-way channel. “I have an extremely high-risk mission for you, but only if you accept.”

“What’s the objective?” she said, without hesitation.

“Saving the people of Habitat 1.”

“I’m in.”

Chapter 44

Redemption

 

The inner airlock door hissed as the seal broke and it lowered into the ground to admit Tessa into Quentin Cooper’s command center.

Cooper’s jaw dropped the moment she removed her helmet, though she’d been around long enough to recognize a man who saw his every action as part of a performance.

“Tessa Notaras,” he said, his accent ratcheting a few socioeconomic levels higher than his normal manner of speech. “You know, the possibility that it might be you crossed my mind when I saw you exit the shuttle out on the roof. But I couldn’t be sure until your helmet was off. It is you.”

“It is.” Her eyes flitted to the control panel behind him, then back to Cooper’s face.

“How have you been?” he asked. “We’ll need to search you, of course.” Cooper snapped his fingers at a pair of guards flanking the airlock, who took it upon themselves to start dismantling Tessa’s pressure suit to give her a patdown. One of them even ran his fingers through her white hair, which was held together with a silver band. So close.

“How have I been, you ask,” Tessa said, her tone musing, as though she wasn’t having her personal space invaded by a couple of amoral gorillas. “Do you mean since you murdered most of my Three Points associates?”

An offended expression replaced Cooper’s warmth—or at least, an expression meant to simulate offense. “Now, Tessa, I know you didn’t take that personally. Tell me you didn’t. That was strictly business. Either Daybreak was going to take over this planet or Three Points was—we both know that. I was just the one to move first.”

“Neither of us needed to take it over. We had a good thing going, Cooper. A marketplace, and one Darkstream didn’t have its fingers in. Until you let them stick their whole hand in, of course.”

“Tessa, you can tell me that Three Points didn’t spend a considerable amount of time preparing to eventually take over, but I won’t believe you. At any rate, to be fair, my takeover did work out rather well for me, wouldn’t you say?”

“For a few months. Until now. You just lost two habitats.”

“But I’m gaining a warship, along with a MIMAS mechs. Not a bad trade for a two-bit drug lord, wouldn’t you say?”

“I’m afraid the MIMAS is out of the question. Are we going to stand here staring at each other, or do you have an actual negotiating table?”

“I do, in fact. It isn’t much, but it’ll do.” Cooper waved at a round steel table with two seats, and Tessa walked toward it. “Now, I do find it odd that your starting position appears to be that I can’t have a MIMAS mech. That seems to suggest that you will get around to offering me it, eventually, if I know anything about negotiating. But I thought you’d be cannier than—”

Tessa changed directions just before arriving at the table, sidestepping around Cooper’s back and snaking an arm around his forehead. Simultaneously, she jerked on the end of the silver band holding her hair together, and the band snapped into her grasp, rigid, becoming a blade as long as her hand. Her long, snowy hair cascaded down her back as she pressed the blade to Cooper’s throat.

“Oh, I like my negotiating position quite a lot, actually,” Tessa said. She began to drag Cooper backward, toward the control panel.

“She’s botched it,” the drug lord said, sounding almost resigned. “Shoot her!”

He tried to jerk away, but Tessa’s grip was stronger than he’d anticipated, apparently. He remained in place, but his goons followed his orders, pumping lead into Cooper as well as Tessa.

There were at least three bullets inside her by the time she made it to the control panel, using Cooper as a shield against the onslaught. The man was likely dead, by now—he’d taken a lot more abuse than she had.

But Cooper had been right. The memory didn’t fill her with pride, but Three Points had spent a lot of time preparing for a takeover, and she knew a fair bit about a habitat’s control systems.

Enough, anyway, to know what to press to let Jake and the others inside this control center.

She input the command while holding Cooper’s corpse close, like a lover.

He absorbed several of the bullets intended for her, but not enough of them. She took more hits, and her breathing was coming in ragged, burbling gasps, now. Her legs gave out underneath her, and she fell backward against the panel, still holding Cooper’s body across most of her torso.

As the inner airlock opened to admit Jake inside his alien mech, Tessa thought of Gabriel Roach, oddly.

It occurred to her how similar she and Roach were. Both of them had done horrible things, and both had been completely unable to reconcile those things with the fact that they viewed themselves as fundamentally good people.

Despite that, they’d continued to do the horrible things. They’d continued exposing themselves to that moral abyss.

It hadn’t been the alien mech that had disintegrated Roach’s psyche. The mech had sped up the process, but that would’ve always been the end game. He was completely unable to accept either the reality that he’d done evil things or the fact that, for his sanity, he needed to turn around and start doing good.

As her consciousness faded, Tessa knew that she’d also come close to fragmenting.

I didn’t quite get there, though. And maybe we can call today a redemption.

Jake made short work of the Daybreak soldiers inside the control center, and then he slid out of his great metal hulk of a mech to kneel at Tessa’s side.

“Hang in there,” he told her. “We’re going to get you back inside a shuttle. Get you to the nicest sick bay those warships have to offer.”

Tessa shook her head.

“Come on, Tessa. We have to move, and I need your cooperation for that. I need you to stay with me, okay? We don’t have much time. The Meddler ships have started to tighten the noose, with Alex at the center. Soon enough, they’ll close around us. If we’re going to get out of this system, now is the time.”

Tessa shook her head once more. “I’m gone,” she managed to croak. “Don’t waste any more time on me.”

With that, the darkness took her.

Chapter 45

Intelligence

 

Lisa woke to a softly lit room with beige walls and sumptuous leather furniture. Sitting up, she found herself in the embrace of an armchair with just the right amount of stuffing. Before her sat a coffee table carved from mahogany, and while it was clearly expensive, it was understated, too—small, with only a few flourishes included by the craftsperson.

The light level seemed to increase as her eyes adjusted to it, so that they never felt strained by it. Across from Lisa was a long, leather couch the same color as her armchair.

Squeezing her eyes shut, she tried to recall how, or why, she was here. A soft hiss reached her ears, and she opened her eyes once more to find that a rectangular aperture had opened in one of the walls to reveal a tall, thin robot covered in interwoven plates of silver and gold.

Crying out, she leapt to her feet, hand flying to her hip, where she kept her sidearm holstered.

It wasn’t there.

The robot made no move toward her—it simply stood there, regarding her, as though waiting for her to piece everything together.

I was outside the Morning Light. Fighting the Ravagers.

On the heels of that memory came the realization that this robot matched Rug’s description of the ones she’d thought had been under direct control by someone or something. The ones the other robots had done everything they could to protect.

“You…you’re a Meddler,” Lisa said.

“Very good,” the robot answered, moving smoothly to the couch and taking a seat. “Though we prefer to be called Progenitors.” It was odd to see a robot in repose, and odder still when it gestured at the armchair Lisa had woken in. “Please. Sit.” The aperture closed silently—ominously, especially since it had no visible mechanism for opening it again.

Lisa remained standing.

“There’s absolutely nothing you can do to effect an escape from this room until we’ve had our chat,” the Progenitor said. “You can try harming this telepresence robot, but even if you succeeded, it wouldn’t have a meaningful effect on…well, anything.”

“Telepresence robot. So that isn’t what you actually look like.”

“Far from it.”

“Why won’t you meet with me yourself, then? Are you so cowardly?”

“A number of reasons, a principal one being that you aren’t ready to behold our faces. The experience would break you.”

“I highly doubt that.”

“You’d be surprised. At any rate, it’s out of the question. This is the way we will have our discussion.”

Lisa decided that accepting the thing’s invitation to sit would be the best of her limited options for projecting strength. She suspected that attacking the robot would prove just as futile as it claimed. So she sat.

“You said you prefer ‘Progenitor.’” She felt her mouth curl involuntarily, in distaste. “So you view yourselves as…parents, of some sort?” The idea perplexed her, but that was the meaning of the word, as far as she could remember it.

“Of a sort, yes,” the robot said, nodding, its elongated head turning the motion into a vaguely threatening one. “The word can also mean ‘that which originates,’ and we have served as the origin of many things. We’re only getting started in that regard, in fact.”

“What have you…originated?”

“The Gatherers, for one. The Amblers. The Ravagers. The alien mech that your friend Jake Price pilots. And…” The robot held up a spindly hand, palm-up, in a nonchalant gesture. “And the Ixa.”

Lisa shook her head. “You’re lying. The Ixa weren’t created by anything. Their evolutionary past is well-studied, well-documented.”

“You’re right. But we initiated that evolutionary past, Lisa. There’s a lot for you to get up to speed on, you know—things that the rest of your species has known for twenty years, now.”

“The rest of my species…they’re alive?”

“Yes. They won the war. Congratulations, by the way.”

Despite herself, a tiny flame of hope flickered inside Lisa. So there’s something for us to return to after all.

“It was, effectively, a war against us, since the Ixa were our unwitting war hounds. But actually, the term ‘battle’ might be more appropriate for that conflict—maybe even ‘skirmish.’ Because the war is far from over, Lisa. Far, far from it. You might say that our little scrimmage here in the Steele System was another battle in the same war; a battle it seems we have won.”

“That’s wrong,” Lisa snapped. “We’re not done fighting yet.”

“We’ve won,” the Progenitor said, sounding slightly uncomfortable, as though it felt awkward about having to explain this to Lisa. “But that’s not what’s important. What’s important is what all this means for our continuing efforts to exterminate humanity.” The thing’s voice had gotten increasingly cheerful, putting Lisa in mind of a vid advertisement for some new system net service. “Are you ready to learn?”

She said nothing, not enjoying the sense that she was being toyed with.

“I’m going to assume you are,” the Progenitor said. “Okay, so here it comes: everything that’s happened here in this system, it was just one big intelligence gathering exercise. How’s that for a mind-bender?”

“I can’t even begin to unpack that gibberish,” Lisa spat.

“My,” the robot said, sounding genuinely surprised. “Testy. Okay. Let me help to break it down for you. We engineered Darkstream’s arrival in this solar system. For a while now, we’ve had the ability to tamper with wormholes as they’re being created, and we tweaked the one Darkstream used to leave the Milky Way so that it brought you to this specific part of this galaxy. Once your former employer arrived, their exoplanet experts saw that this system was the only one around that showed no signs of colonization. So they selected it and hoped for the best. That was also by our design. Are you with me so far?”

Lisa didn’t answer.

“I think you are with me. You’re sharp, Lisa, that’s well known to us. So, okay. Darkstream chose this system to colonize, and of course they were delighted to find resource exploitation infrastructure already in place—infrastructure far more efficient than anything humanity has had access to before. The only obstacle to using it, of course, were those pesky four-legged giants. The Quatro. But they seemed primitive enough, and humans have always been easy to manipulate when it comes to making them fear and hate something. So Darkstream taught their fighting men and women to hate, and to kill, the Quatro, and all was well with the world.

“Until, that is, Bronson and the Darkstream board of directors learned that the Gatherers’ owners were well aware of how they’d hijacked them. We’re getting into new territory for you now, aren’t we? You see, we approached Bronson and the board soon after that first year—soon after they succeeded in suppressing the Quatro and seizing a healthy share of the resources for themselves. And we cut them a deal. We told them that they were welcome to continue using those resources. We didn’t even want a percentage. But we did have one condition.”

The Progenitor paused, clearly leaving space for Lisa to say something. She didn’t want to play its game, but she did want to know what Darkstream had given them in return. “What was it, damn you?”

“In exchange for the use of our resource-gathering robots, we required Darkstream to build a surveillance apparatus the likes of which humanity has never known. It’s perfect, for its purpose—the technology is ours, so of course it’s perfect. Since almost the beginning of humanity’s little experiment in the Steele System, we’ve had access to virtually everything that every human here has said or done. Everything in the Steele System was either constructed by Darkstream or using their materials. Everything from the habitats you’ve lived in to the devices you’ve used to communicate. We could never have done this without the company’s help, but we did do it. Through lucid, we practically came to learn some of your thoughts, though of course most of those did escape us. Pity.”

“Why did you want to spy on everyone?” Lisa said.

“I’m sorry, didn’t I mention already? This was an intelligence gathering exercise, and we have everything we need, which is why the whole thing is coming to such a violent end.”

“Intelligence on what?”

“Isn’t it obvious? On humanity, and on the Quatro. We pitted you against each other, in a war fought solely for our benefit. You see, Lisa, we are very methodical. We’ve unleashed a superintelligent AI on every galaxy of the local cluster. Each AI is configured differently, with its own unique set of skills and strategies. It’s all part of a grand process of algorithmic evolution, designed to solve the problem of conquering this entire universe. The galaxy we’re currently in is one where the AI succeeded with flying colors, and so we will be using it again in the next generation of AIs, to be unleashed on the next cluster of galaxies. We own this particular galaxy now, which is why it was relatively straightforward for us to set up this little experiment involving you and the Quatro. In fact, we’ve either conquered or are very close to conquering every galaxy in this entire cluster—all except two. The only two galaxies where we were repelled are the Milky Way, where humans are dominant, and Canis Major, where the Quatro are dominant. No doubt you can see why we were so keen to learn about you—about your technology, your weapons, your tactics, your psychology…and, of course, your weaknesses. And we have learned, Lisa. We’ve learned so much. I don’t think it’s an exaggeration to say that we now have everything we need to exterminate your species.”

Lisa felt light-headed as she sat in stunned silence. She could feel how wide her eyes were as she stared at the robot’s inhuman face.

“You’re very sharp, Lisa, so no doubt you’re now wondering why your species has posed such a challenge for us, and why the Quatro have as well. Other than their strength, the Quatro reproduce rather rapidly, which allowed them to overcome even the numbers marshaled by the AI we sent to their galaxy. It also helped that their Assembly of Elders maintains such strict control of the population that they function almost as though they are a single entity. As for why humanity has proven so troublesome, I’ll let you in on something that the rest of your species knows, but which you in the Steele System do not. You’re familiar with the Kaithe?”

She bobbed her head, still feeling dumbstruck. The Kaithe were a reclusive, childlike species with only one known planet, located along a string of darkgate-connected systems called Pirate’s Path.

“Yes, well it turns out the Kaithe created humanity to be a weapon species, just as our AI created the Ixa. Humans were meant to be the Kaithe’s very own hounds of war, if you will. Of course, they never ended up using you, and having felt terrible for creating such a warlike species, they turned inward on themselves. We don’t have those hangups, obviously.”

The corner of Lisa’s right eye twitched.

“Oh, dear. I fear I’ve gone too far—it’s all so much for you to take in, isn’t it?”

“Why did you tell me any of this?” Drawing a deep breath to rally herself, Lisa continued: “My friends will come for me. They won’t stop until they find me. And when they do, they’ll learn everything you just told me.”

The Progenitor nodded. “That’s not a problem. In fact, we intend to send you back to them ourselves.”

“You…you do?”

The Progenitor’s oblong head tilted to one side. “Well…in a sense.”

Chapter 46

A Selfish Impulse

 

The arrival of Rug’s brethren had spelled an end to the Ravager incursion, and now the Quatro patrolled the corridors of the Morning Light while Rug remained on the bridge to coordinate the defense, and also to provide aid to the human warships.

At first, it had been all they could do to keep the Ravagers from tearing the ships apart stem from stern. Now, several hours into the battle, the tide was turning, and if that continued, they should be able to start devoting some of their arsenal to firing back at the Meddler ships.

Except, Rug was reluctant to do so—at least, not at the ship Captain Stephanie Yates had identified as the one to which the Ravagers had taken Lisa Sato.

After Rug had lost her mate, she’d undergone a period of recklessness, during which she’d thrown herself into danger with little concern for her own safety. The whispers that periodically rose up inside the quad encouraged her to continue down that path, and she almost had, even though she’d know oblivion waited at its end.

But then, on the space elevator, remembering what a dear friend she had in Lisa Sato had finally brought her back to her senses, and she’d realized that she did have something to live for. Now that Lisa was taken, Rug scrutinized the tactical display, her entire being focused on finding a way to extract victory from an engagement that showed every sign of ending in defeat.

The Meddlers had not brought their particle beams to bear at all, which she found strange. They’d focused almost exclusively on Ravagers.

Why?

A transmission request came directly to her suit, and she patched it through to one of the wall displays.

It was Jake Price, and despite her command, the mech dream stubbornly rendered him as standing right next to her.

“So this is the inside of a Quatro ship,” he said, looking around.

She ordered the wall showing the tactical display to expand its view, and when she did, she saw the massive fleet of ships—mostly civilian—which had just reached the periphery of the engagement.

“You succeeded?” she asked in disbelief. “You evacuated all of Alex?”

“Half of it,” he said with reluctance. “The rest of the Meddler ships began sweeping through the system, centering on Alex and attacking everything they encountered along the way. We ran out of time, Rug. We…had to abandon Habitats 3 and 4.” Jake’s shoulders fell as he delivered the news. But he still met her eyes. “We lost Tessa Notaras, Rug.”

Rug moaned, long and low. It was some time before she found her voice again. “This has rent my soul in two, Jake Price.”

“I know. I’m sorry, Rug. But we need to leave this system, now. If these Meddler ships don’t take us out, then the others will.”

“We…we cannot leave yet, Jake Price.”

“What? Why not?”

Rug lowered her head. What she was suggesting went against everything she stood for—against the Quatro way. It was not meant to serve her drift. Instead, it was a selfish impulse, born solely of a desire to save her personal friend.

But she did not care.

“The Meddlers have Lisa Sato,” she said slowly. “I will not take my ship away from this place until I have her back.”

“We have Lisa.”

Rug’s head whipped up toward him. “What?”

“We picked her up on the edge of the battle, the moment we arrived. She was in her MIMAS—the mech wasn’t operational, but Lisa’s fine. I’m heading down to the shuttle bay to speak with her the moment we finish our conversation.”

Rug breathed a sigh of relief. “Then let us leave this place, Jake Price. Let us leave and never return.”

Chapter 47

Painful to Watch

 

Jake started jogging toward the Melvin’s shuttle bay even as he terminated the conversation with Rug. As he ran, he sent Bronson a transmission request, and after several long seconds it was accepted.

“Price. What can I do for you?”

“I need you to open the wormhole, now.”

“Right. Uh, about that.” Bronson rubbed the back of his head. “We actually tried to open it, and we’re having trouble with our generator.”

“I’m out of patience for you.”

“What are you saying?”

“What do you think I’m saying, Bronson? You ordered me to abandon my family to their deaths, and my disobeying that order is the only reason my parents are still alive. I’m saying that my tolerance for your bullshit has bottomed out, and if that wormhole isn’t open within fifteen minutes, I’m going to kill you.” With that, Jake cut off the transmission and ran faster.

Andy arrived at the hatch leading to the shuttle bay at the same time Jake did, and they studied each other for a few moments. Then Andy hit the control for the hatch and entered without a word.

Jake spotted Lisa standing at the base of her MIMAS, surrounded by the other Oneiri pilots who’d accompanied Jake to Alex. Nearby, the empty mech they’d acquired on Valhalla stood, motionless. After a few seconds, Lisa noticed Jake and Andy, and she jogged across the shuttle bay toward them.

When she reached Jake…she ran straight past him, into Andy’s arms, who was nearly knocked off his crutches.

Lisa gave Andy a passionate kiss, which lasted an uncomfortably long time. For reasons Jake wasn’t entirely clear on, it was an incredibly painful thing for him to watch, and yet he wasn’t able to pry his eyes away from it.

Finally, they came up for air, and a silence stretched on as Andy watched Lisa’s face, looking a bit baffled.

“I escaped,” she said at last, her gaze shifting from Andy to Jake. “The Meddlers—they call themselves the Progenitors—they captured me, and they managed to get me out of my mech. But I was able to fight my way back to it. They’d done something to the MIMAS, though, and it froze up again shortly after I escaped their ship.”

Jake nodded slowly. “Did they say anything to you?”

Lisa’s grin broadened. “Did they ever.”

Hesitating, Jake asked, “What did they tell you?”

“We beat the Ixa, Jake. Humanity is alive and well in the Milky Way.” Her grin faltered a little. “That’s the good news, anyway.”

“And the bad?”

“The Progenitors are planning to move against the Milky Way with everything they have. The one I spoke to claimed that they created the Ixa.”

Jake shook his head. “That would make them pretty damn old. Anything else?”

“No, nothing. I was lucky to get that, don’t you think?”

“Yeah,” he said slowly. “You were.”

“How did things go on Alex?”

“We were able to evacuate half the planet. The other half…” Jake pursed his lips. “That isn’t all. Tessa, she…Tessa didn’t make it, Lisa.”

Lisa’s eyes went blank and distant. “God…”

“I’m sorry. Are you, uh, all right?”

“Yeah. Sorry, I’m just going to need a bit to process that. It’s a lot.”

“Yeah.” Jake gestured at the hatch leading to the rest of the destroyer. “I’m going to contact Bronson about opening that wormhole. Let me know if there’s anything I can do…okay?”

“Definitely. Thanks, Jake.”

“No problem.”

As he walked toward the hatch, he glanced back over his shoulder to see Lisa gazing lovingly up at Andy.

Strange…

He wasn’t reflecting on the fact she was apparently head-over-heels for Andy, though that was a bit weird. What seemed truly strange to Jake was how little Tessa’s death had seemed to affect Lisa.

They were extremely close. And she’s acting like Tessa’s already forgotten.

Giving his head a shake to clear it, Jake left the shuttle bay.

Chapter 48

Just as He Always Did

 

Bronson trudged through the corridors of the Javelin toward his office, for his first meeting with the Progenitor since before Valhalla fell.

He’d been toying with some choice words he planned to use with the thing, but now that the time had come, he wasn’t sure it was a good idea. True, the Progenitors had grossly violated their agreement with Darkstream. But they could also very well be his last lifeline. Returning to the Milky Way did not spell very good things for him. A lengthy jail sentence might be the best he could hope for.

He’d lied to Price about the wormhole generator not functioning. As far as he knew, it was working just fine. But he’d needed to buy some time to consult with the treacherous alien robot that lived in a secret closet inside his office.

Once he got there, he used his implant to open the hidden panel that concealed the tall machine. For the first time ever, it was already activated, waiting for him, and it stepped out as soon as Bronson opened up its enclosure.

That made Bronson yell out involuntarily, and he found the edge of his desk with a shaking hand.

“Calm yourself,” the robot said. “Sit.” It pointed at Bronson’s desk chair.

“Why should I?” Bronson said, hating how pathetic he sounded. “You promised us profit, and expansion that never ended. We surveilled our entire population for you!”

“The populace were the ones who sacrificed their privacy unknowingly. You didn’t sacrifice anything.”

“We had a deal.”

“We still have one,” the robot said, towering over Bronson, its gold and silver plates glimmering under the halogens.

“How do you figure that?”

“I need you to have some faith. And to stay silent for a moment so that I can speak. I trust you’re capable of that?”

Bronson waited.

“Sit down.”

He circled the desk and lowered himself into his chair.

“The data we’ve compiled on humanity isn’t limited to what you’ve supplied to us,” the Progenitor said. “We’ve also monitored the humans in the Milky Way, though not nearly with the granularity of detail we had access to here, of course. Using what we’ve learned, we’re confident that we can bring about Darkstream’s resurgence in your old galaxy. You can come to dominate your society again—but this time, it’s a society that has advanced twenty years, and which now incorporates the wealth of multiple alien species.”

“What? What do you mean, multiple alien species?”

“Over the last twenty years, several species of the Milky Way have integrated to an unprecedented degree. They’ve established a shared government as well as a shared military. Anyone who’s able to subvert or corrupt that government, as Darkstream once did, would be the beneficiary of untold wealth and power.”

Bronson scratched his cheek, creating a rasping sound. “What else has changed in the Milky Way?”

“Many things. You’ll be surprised at the number of changes, almost all of them to our mutual advantage. The Darkstream board still lives, and so do you, Bronson. We have promised you will continue to rise, and now we can promise you revenge, too. Wouldn’t you like some revenge for what those in the Milky Way did to you?”

Bronson squinted. “How do you know about that?”

“It’s immaterial. You must answer now, Bronson. Do you accept my offer?”

“How do I know I won’t just get arrested when I return to that galaxy? How can you assure me that I won’t?”

“I said that you’ll need some faith, did I not?”

After a long pause, Bronson said, “Okay. I’m in.”

“Good. We will keep in contact.” With that, the Progenitor returned to its enclosure, and the panel slid across of its own volition.

That was another first.

With that, Bronson left his office for the short walk to the CIC. He began barking orders the moment he arrived. “I need a wormhole opened right away, at a location we can viably defend for as long as it takes the civilian ships to pass through it. Tactical, collaborate with Nav to come up with the coordinates you judge will best accomplish that objective and then send them to the helm.”

“Yes, sir,” the Tactical and Nav officers said in unison.

“Coms, relay this message to the other battle group captains: they no longer have to worry about conservation of ordnance. Convey that I don’t want them to have any Banshees left by the time we’re on the other side of that wormhole, and instruct them to use whatever charge they have in their capacitors so that their lasers can supplement point defense systems in keeping the Ravagers at bay. This isn’t about destroying enemy warships, necessarily, though that’s certainly an acceptable outcome. Our main goal is to get every last one of our ships through that wormhole in one piece.”

“The wormhole is open, sir,” the helmsman reported.

“Excellent. Instruct the civilian captains to begin the exodus, and pass along the order for the entire battle group to form up in a rough half-sphere around the open end of the wormhole, with the other destroyers at the sphere’s poles and us directly in front of it.”

“Yes, sir.”

That done, Bronson used his implant to send Price a private transmission.

Price studied him through narrowed eyes. “Yes, Bronson?”

“The wormhole’s open, as requested. I’m arranging my warships to defend it now, and to defend the civilian ships passing through.”

“They’re not your warships, actually, Bronson. They’re ours, now. Price out.”

Bronson’s nails bit into his palms, and his knuckles went white. But he stayed silent, and he bided his time. Just as he always had.

Chapter 49

That Was His Prayer

 

Roach wandered the Core of Valhalla Station, lost in memory. Buildings, green spaces, landmarks—almost everything reminded him of something that had happened here, or something that he’d made happen.

He passed the space elevator, charred and blasted open, though the smoke of battle had long since cleared.

This is it for me. I’m finished.

He felt no anger about the realization, toward Price or anyone else. He didn’t feel angry at himself, who he knew deserved it most of all.

Instead, Roach felt deadened.

He might have left the station completely, gone in any direction he wanted—for a time. But the robots clearly had the taste of blood in their steel maws, and they would find him in the end. He was sure of that.

So he continued to wander, and eventually he heard a distant skittering, as though a thousand giant beetles approached across the great plaza.

At last, they drew into view: Ravagers, Gatherers, a few Amblers, and even more shapeshifting mechs—mirror images of himself.

They would tear him apart, so thoroughly that not even the alien mech would be able to resurrect him.

At least, that was his prayer.

Epilogue

No Matter What

 

“What do you see?” Jake asked the destroyer’s sensor operator. The Melvin was the first ship through the wormhole, and moments after transitioning, the sensor operator’s face had gone white.

“It’s…gone.”

“What’s gone?” In the chaos of battle, Bronson hadn’t told them where in the Milky Way he was opening the darkgate, and Jake hadn’t asked. He’d been too busy watching the aged warships’ desperate defense, wondering whether he would need to get in his mech to go outside and join the fight.

“We’re in the Sol System. I can see Mars, Venus, and we’re right next to Earth…they’re all there, but there are supposed to be multiple colonies in the system, too. Those are all gone.”

Jake’s neck tensed, and he stared at the sensor data the officer was putting up on the viewscreen.

“I thought we won the war against the Ixa,” Ash said from where she sat strapped into an observation chair, a couple over from Jake’s. Her voice came out hoarse—she was still recovering from Roach’s brutal attack outside Vanguard, but she’d wanted to be outside her mech for this, awake. Still, she’d grown quite thin, and her skin had acquired a frightful pallor. She needs rest. She probably hasn’t eaten since before the fighting on Valhalla.

“Ma’am, we’re getting a transmission request,” the coms officer said to the captain.

“Put it through.”

A man with a white-speckled beard appeared on the screen, squinting at them. “Who are you?”

“I’m Captain Vanessa Harding, Darkstream military. Who are you?”

“Darkstream,” the man repeated, his voice full of wonder. “You…you’re back?”

“Some of us. Would you please identify yourself?”

“I’m Aden Shy, a project manager for the Earth Terraforming Initiative. No one’s supposed to be in this system—not until the terraforming process is finished, which won’t be for another couple centuries. And you’re definitely not supposed to use a wormhole to get here, or anywhere, for that matter. The law is pretty clear on the use of dark tech. As a government employee, I’m afraid it’s my duty to report you.”

“That was the first instance of dark tech the company has used in twenty years,” Captain Harding said, neglecting to mention the Majorana-infused decks included in everything Darkstream had put in space. “We had a pretty good reason for opening a wormhole. We were attacked by a species that wiped out most of our population. We’re the only survivors, as far as we know. That same species, who identified themselves as the Progenitors, claimed that they unleashed the Ixa on humanity, and now they plan to come for our species themselves.”

Shy opened his mouth, then closed it again. Finally, he said, “This is well above my pay grade. I can send a message to my next higher-up, but from the sounds of it, you’ll want the very highest levels of government.”

“That would be ideal,” Harding said. “What happened to the colonies of the Sol System, Mr. Shy?”

“Why, the Ixa wiped them out. Along with a lot of other systems. Wow.” Shy gave his head a slight shake. “You have a lot of catching up to do, don’t you?”

“It would seem so. How long will we have to wait before you hear from your superior?”

“Hard to say. The way things are these days, with the amount of bureaucracy we have, things can take a while. Having so many different species all wrapped up in the same government doesn’t help matters too much. That said, this seems pretty important. I bet they’ll want to send someone to speak to you right away.” Shy cleared his throat. “What happened to you people, out there?”

“That’s almost certainly going to be classified,” Jake cut in. He unstrapped himself from his seat and made his way to between the Captain’s chair and the CIC’s main screen. “I’m Seaman Jake Price, and I command a team of heavy assault mechs. We’ve encountered multiple enemies outside the galaxy who are powerful enough that deploying mechs against them is likely our only chance of victory. We have the technology to build mechs, and we’re going to need a lot more of them, but we’re willing to share the schematics. We even have an unused mech we’re willing to give you. Tell your superior to pass that up the chain.”

Should get their attention.

Jake turned to find Ash smiling at him, looking satisfied. He nodded at her, returning the smile.

He had no idea what would come next, and the intel they had to share with the rest of humanity on the Progenitors was limited at best. But he did know that Oneiri Team was back, and no matter what confronted humanity next, they would be there to help stop it, together.
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Chapter 1

Providence

 

“Providence, this is Gadfly. Requesting permission for landing. I have Captain Vin Husher aboard.”

“It’s First Lieutenant, now,” Husher said, but the freighter captain had already taken his thumb away from the transponder. The man reddened at his mistake, but to correct it would prove even more embarrassing, for everyone.

“Gadfly, this is Providence. You are cleared for landing on Flight Deck E.”

They watched as the supercarrier grew bigger on the viewscreen—even larger and more beat-up than it looked in the news vids. Still, the sight made his skin tingle. No one could deny the ship’s majesty, or its quiet dignity, with massive primary flight decks spread out like wings. Or its menace. The Providence bristled with artillery.

Command kept the old juggernaut out of sight as much as possible, but the public demanded to be kept updated on Captain Keyes’s doings. Just knowing he was out there, completing missions without reliance on dark tech, made people feel safer.

Having recovered somewhat from his cringeworthy flub, the freighter captain attempted to make amends. “It’s been an honor having you aboard, First Lieutenant Husher.”

Husher suppressed a bitter chuckle. The freighter captain had barely spoken during the journey into the Bastion Sector, and only once since they’d entered the Larkspur System, to tell his passenger they’d arrived. But silence was better than other types of treatment Husher’s name had earned him in the past.

“It’s been a pleasure traveling aboard the Gadfly,” he said. “I’m sorry you were commandeered for the purpose of transporting me. I hope the Fleet’s compensating you for your time.”

“They compensated me,” the freighter captain said. “Some.”

Not nearly enough to make up for lost profits, I’m sure, Husher thought to himself.

Flight Deck E sat empty, and no one came out to direct their landing, apparently confident that it would be pretty hard to screw up. A strip of dim lights offered a half-hearted suggestion of where to touch down, and the freighter captain took it, executing a much gentler landing than Husher would have expected.

By that time, Husher had already donned a pressurized suit and was waiting near the airlock, where he’d clipped himself to the bulkhead in case the freighter’s landing had been closer to his expectations. The captain reappeared just as Husher finished entering the temporary security code he’d been given to open the airlock.

 “I wanted you to know…I was a boy when your father took the fight to the Ixa. He was my hero, back then. I-I don’t believe what they say about him. I don’t think he was a traitor.”

“I do,” Husher said, punching the button to open the airlock. He stepped inside and turned to lock eyes with the captain as the bulkhead came back together. The hiss of departing atmosphere began.

A row of inactive Condor fighters caught his eye as he walked through the void of Flight Deck E. The Ocharium nanites in his suit and his cells attracted the captured Majorana fermions in the deck, keeping him firmly anchored and simulating one G. For a moment, he wondered whether floating away might not be a better fate than getting consigned to this ship. According to research he’d conducted aboard the Gadfly, only two of the Providence’s eight flight decks saw very much action. I’ve been consigned to a museum, not a battleship, Husher thought.

He stepped out of the flight deck’s airlock to find a woman dressed in full fatigues waiting for him on the other side. He chuckled. “Expecting a battle, Sergeant?”

“Actually, yes.” She was having trouble hiding her disdain for him, and her eyes narrowed as they lingered on his facial hair. “In the Bastion Sector, there’s always a battle on the horizon. You’ll learn that soon enough. In the meantime, I’m here to take you to the captain.”

“Lead on, then, Sergeant Caine,” he said, reading from her nametag.

For all the ship’s size, the corridors that networked the Providence were incredibly cramped. Atmosphere was expensive, after all, mainly due to the cost of hauling it up from a livable planet’s gravity well. Dark tech had enabled many things, but it hadn’t been much of a boon to life support systems. So the parts of the ship where the crew lived and worked were kept as small as possible. 

“First Lieutenant Husher reporting for duty,” he said once he was inside the Captain’s office. The room was sparsely decorated—a photo here, a certificate there. Husher snapped off a salute.

“At ease. And close the hatch.”

Husher did so, turning to stand with his feet spread apart and his hands folded behind him. He was not invited to sit. Instead, Keyes took a moment to study him.

“A beard,” the captain said.

“Yes, sir. I grew it during my voyage on the Gadfly. Do you like it?”

“It looks fine. It’s also against Fleet regulations. I want it shaved.”

“But you’re no stranger to skirting Fleet regs, sir. At least, if your reputation is any indication.”

Keyes fixed him with his famous impassive stare—the one he always wore in the news vids. It was bracketed by bushy eyebrows. “I’m also no stranger to having my orders carried out efficiently and without question. That goes for battle ops and it goes for how my crew present themselves—to each other, to their allies, and to the enemy. Shave the beard.”

“Yes, sir.”

“Your arrival comes as something of a surprise. Fleet Command chose to notify me a mere five hours ago, despite that you’ve been on your way to the Larkspur System for days. Reading between the lines, I take it your reassignment to the Providence is meant as an additional disciplinary measure, on top of your demotion. Is that how you see it too, Lieutenant? Speak freely, please. I would know your mind.”

No problem. “Well, considering the Providence is understaffed, underfunded, basically on its last legs—”

“My ship is not on its last legs.” Suddenly, Keyes’s stare was anything but impassive, and sweat gleamed on his dark skin. The captain’s broad shoulders rose and fell with deepening breaths.

“You asked me to speak freely.”

“And now I’m inviting you to stop. Given your sudden arrival, I have to quickly figure out where you’ll fit in. For now, I’m sending you planetside under the command of Sergeant Sera Caine, who you just met.”

“Planetside?” I just got here.

“Correct. Thessaly, to be specific.”

“But I’m a Condor pilot.” Not to mention a ship captain, before I was demoted.

“Your files say you have some skill in diplomacy.”

“Xenodiplomacy. I minored in xenodiplomacy. Thessaly is a human colony.”

“Nevertheless. Those skills may come in handy. And it can’t hurt to get some on-the-ground combat experience.”

“Combat experience?”

“Do you plan to parrot what I say a lot, Lieutenant? Yes. Combat experience. Sergeant Caine is leading a strike against a band of radicals who have been attacking Ocharium mining operations in the Caspar region. You’re to accompany her. Are we clear?”

“Clear, sir.”

Except, Husher was only clear about one thing. Keyes is hiding something from me.

Chapter 2

Thessaly

 

Whenever Husher went on a mission in the Bastion Sector, the same thought always ran through his mind: So much bloodshed over one mineral…

This time was no different, as he entered the shuttle and looked for an empty seat. To be fair, Ocharium wasn’t just any mineral. Basically everything contained it, or at least everything that went into space. There was exactly enough Ocharium in any given object so that it interacted with a Majorana-infused floor as though in a one-G environment.

After Husher strapped himself into a crash seat, he couldn’t help eyeing the coal-black reentry suits encased in plastic at the back of the shuttle. They were meant to enable the wearer to survive a fall from space in the event of a critical shuttle malfunction, but they’d only ever been used by one person, resulting in his death. 

A marine strapped in across from him apparently felt the same way. “Admiring Fleet’s idea of a safety precaution?”

Husher nodded. These suits looked like the latest version, but he wasn’t convinced they were any better than their predecessors. “We had them in our shuttles too, back on the Firedrake.”

“Firedrake, huh? What was your position there?”

“It was…” My first command. My last command. “I don’t really want to talk about it.”

To Husher, the reentry suits symbolized everything wrong with Command. The way they rushed new technologies without properly considering the consequences. 

The shuttle shuddered and bucked as it entered Thessaly’s atmosphere. “Engage active sensors,” he heard Caine say near the front of the shuttle. “I want to feed the AI as much intel as possible before it suggests a landing site. Limit its range to within five kilometers of the target. And tell our escort of Condor pilots to keep their eyes peeled, in case the radicals scramble fighters of their own.”

The shuttle’s AI would be a weak one; more a collection of advanced interdependent algorithms than a self-aware intelligence. Strong AI was outlawed, but it hadn’t always been that way. Humanity had been on its way to developing strong AI when they’d made first contact with an alien species.

The first Winger Roostship entered Earth orbit and sent down emissaries to tell humanity what had happened when Wingers had almost developed a strong AI—the near destruction of all life in the galaxy. Ever since, galactic law had prohibited their creation.

It turned out it was impossible to control a superintelligence, no matter how meticulous the programming. Go figure.

Humanity had come far, since then. In return for their cooperation in the matter of the AI, the Wingers had offered to help them ascend to the stars, to enter the galactic community. How mighty the Wingers had seemed to Husher’s ancestors.

How things have changed.

Before they departed the shuttle, Sergeant Caine directed Husher toward the small weapons locker near the exit. “Take your pick, and grab an ammo belt. The guns fire Darkstream-issue bullets, Ocharium-enriched, but Captain Keyes refuses to take their smart guns.”

“Dumb guns. Gotcha.” Husher lifted an assault rifle from its rack and checked the action.

“I assume you know how to use one of those?”

“I mean, I completed Basic.”

“Uh huh. I want you in the center squad. Just keep your ego in check and don’t do anything stupid, all right?”

 “How do you divide up your platoon?”

“Listen and learn.” Caine started doling out orders, her small frame exuding confidence and authority. “Our mission is to reach the city center and take out the radicals’ base of operations. Davies, your squad’s on point, and I want more responsiveness than I got out of you last time. Trust your gut, and don’t hesitate to keep me informed of potential threats, even if they seem unlikely. I’d much rather get some bogus information with my intel than walk into danger I know nothing about.”

“Yes, ma’am.”

Caine’s dark brown ponytail whipped about as she picked out others in the crowd. “Ryerson, bring up our rear. Those Ardent-worshipers know this terrain way better than we do, and they’d like nothing more than to stick it to our ass. Wahlburg, I’m sending your squad roaming. Radio in about anything you stumble on that might interest me.”

Wahlburg was grinning. “So, if I find an Ardent-worshiper who’s your type…”

“Can it, Wahlburg. Watching you try to hit on Davies is more than enough comedy, for my taste.”

The marine platoon produced a chorus of Os, and then Caine raised her arm. “Move out!”

Four squads poured out of the shuttle and deployed according to Caine’s orders, fanning out through the blistering city. Husher stuck close to Caine, feeling far removed from any possibility of actual combat. So much for getting experience…

They huddled near the corner of a building while one of their squad peered up and down the street for signs of danger. Sweat had already begun to build up under Husher’s helmet and slide down his face.

“How am I supposed to curve my shots with this old-fashioned load-out?” Husher whispered to Caine.

“You don’t. The Ocharium repulses the axions in the air behind the bullet, speeds it up, but nothing else.”

“Wow. Feels almost like I’m back in the twenty-first century.”

“It’s a compromise between the old man and Command. He takes their bullets but not their smart guns.”

“Why not, though?”

“Because smart guns can be turned off.”

“Only by Command. Right?”

“Are you always this chatty on a mission? Come on.” Their scout had given the all-clear, and they jogged around the building, holding their weapons at the ready.

Gunfire sounded from up ahead, and Caine’s hand leapt to her helmet. “Davies! Sitrep!”

“They hit hard and quick, ma’am,” Davies answered over a platoon-wide channel. “We’re pinned down, here.”

“How many?”

“My squad’s outnumbered, two-to-one at least.”

“Sit tight. We’re moving up from the south-east to support. Wahlburg, set up a flank from the west. Maintain your rear guard, Ryerson.”

“Yes, ma’am.”

“Strange,” Caine said as her hand dropped once more to her weapon. “I expected them to engage us from their base. It’s like we flushed them out just by arriving.”

Husher considered for a moment. “I think it’s a fluke that they’re engaging us at all. I bet they got word of our arrival, but not which direction we’re coming from. They moved to flee the area and happened to run into us.”

“If you’re right, they’ll disengage as soon as they can. But it makes no sense for them to give up their base so quickly. It’s within easy reach of at least four Ocharium mining operations, and we know that’s their favorite type of target.” She shook her head. “Anyway, we don’t have time to debate it. Let’s move!”

Husher had some theories about why the radicals might be disengaging, but he favored breathing over talking as he ran. The squad double-timed through the dusty city, and it took everything he had to keep up with Caine and the others.

The streets themselves were empty, as though the locals had developed a sixth sense for danger and knew better than to remain outside. Living in the Bastion Sector, I’m not surprised, Husher thought.

Davies’s voice blared over the short-range radio. “Sergeant, the radicals have disengaged. There was a break in the firing, and it took me a minute to figure out what happened. Looks like they’re headed your way.”

“How soon?” Caine barked.

But Husher didn’t need Davies’s reply to know how soon. The glint of a muzzle from a nearby alley told him everything. He trained his rifle on the radical kneeling in the shadows, just as the man started to fire.

 

I hope you enjoyed this free sample. To read the rest of Supercarrier, click here to get it.
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