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Chapter 1




The girl slumped against a battered wall, her rifle clutched in dirty, raw hands. The scratch of dried sweat crusting her uniform chaffed her skin, but clean uniforms and showers weren’t part of the Australian Home Guard. 

She shifted a satchel off her lower back and onto her lap, her fingers touching the latch, ensuring it was still closed. She gave it a quick pat and stuck her shoulder into a corner to stay propped up as her helmet came off and loose strands of sweat-soaked hair fell across her face. 

The sound of machine-gun fire in the distance sent tension through her muscles. She glanced over at her squad leader, Roberts, who put a handset to one ear and shrugged. The rest of her squad grumbled, half on watch at the windows of a bombed-out house, the other half doing what they could to rest.

“Nothing from the company yet,” Roberts said. “Some local bloke shooting at a dingo. Probably.” 

“Need me to send him out for a look?” the girl asked. 

“Save the batteries, Bailey,” Roberts said. “Better

safe than sorry. You turn Tyke on, it might get the Chi-com’s attention. Intel says they’ve got the better scanners in our sector now.” 

“Yeah, yeah.” Bailey shut her eyes, but her exhausted muscles twitched, keeping sleep away. 

A pair of explosions rattled the walls and sent a spike of adrenaline through Bailey’s body. 

“Fuck me.” The squad sniper, Kenny, hefted his rifle to one shoulder, stepped back from a window frame, and brought the scope up to his eye. 

“Wasn’t our artillery.” Roberts tapped the radio handset against his collarbone and put it to his ear. 

“Thought the Chi-com weren’t anywhere near here,” Bailey said, wiping sweat from her eyes and glancing out a window. Short trees and peanut bushes swayed in a breeze as dust blew across hot asphalt. There wasn’t much left of Kingaroy but wrecked buildings and dead cars.

“They care what you think?” Kenny brushed dust off his rifle.

“Piss off,” Bailey took a pack of cigarettes from a breast pocket and shook one out. She

pinched her lips around the butt and fumbled for a lighter. 

“Got something,” said another soldier with binoculars at his eyes as he waved to Roberts. “Beetles. Couple of them.” 

“Shit.” Bailey tucked her unlit cigarette back into the pack and looked at Roberts’s waist, where three grenades with wooden handles hung from his belt. Then she looked out to where the binoculars were pointed and saw a half-dozen squat aircraft lift up from the tree line. Turbofans within the Beetles’ hulls roared with effort as the wide transports flew north, away from the Australians’ position. 

“They empty?” Roberts asked the sniper. 

Kenny, his rifle tracking the departing aircraft, swallowed hard. “Empty, Sergeant. They’ve got cargo hooks, not troop bays,” he said. “Looks like they landed on the rugby field.”

Bailey let off a string of expletives and looked back out of their position for a quick way out. Cargo hooks meant vehicles. Armored personnel carriers, tanks. Or worse…Dragons. 

Roberts, the handset to his ear, nodded quickly. “Heard. Squad Blue moving out.” He snapped the handset to a hook on his fatigues and raised one palm up quickly. The scouts got to their feet and moved to the wall with the exit door. 

“Company wants eyes on whatever the Beetles dropped,” he said. “Bailey, bust out Tyke and be on the bounce. We take a gander, then we get the hell out of town.” 

“What if it’s Dragons?” a soldier asked. “If it’s the suits, we’re dead meat.” 

“If it’s Dragons, then the company definitely needs to know. The whole Brisbane sector needs to know,” Roberts said, his face growing paler by the moment. “Probably isn’t. Shouldn’t be. Last word was all their Dragons were on the Derby front. Just keep it together until we get eyes on, yeah?” he added before he stepped through the door and hurried down the street at a crouch. 

Bailey followed out Roberts, her battle buddy, and the pair fell to the back of the squad as they made for the enemy landing zone. The squad of nine moved fast and quiet in their simple uniforms of fatigues with light equipment attached to belts and chest harnesses. Bailey, the shortest of the team, moved a pouch off her lower back and pulled out what looked like a small brick with tiny bits of electronics stuck haphazardly against the top. 

As the other Home Guard soldiers took cover around her, she slid next to a wall, snapped four rubber wheels to the brick, and flipped a switch on the underside. 

“You have Tyke ready yet?” asked Kenny, peeking quickly over a rock and concrete wall. 

“His batts are…low.” Bailey glanced at the back of the drone and grimaced. 

“There’s a bottle shop between us and the road to the rugby field,” the squad leader said. “Just have him get a look.”

“He runs dry out there, I’m not making the pickup.” She put the drone down and pulled a small tablet from a thigh pocket. “It’s the Rupert’s turn.”

“Kiss my arse it’s my turn,” a soldier hissed from the corner of a wall. “I picked him up that one time, remember? It’s Roberts’s turn.”

The sniper tapped the stock of his long rifle. “I’m overwatch, not trash pickup.” The rev of engines carried over them, tamping down the bickering. 

“Not too close, Bailey,” Kenny said, tapping her shoulder. “Get some pics for command.

That’s all we need.”

Bailey nodded quickly and swiped a fingertip across her screen. The small drone lurched forward and a tiny metal bar swung up, a cluster of lenses and cameras scavenged from old cell phones wired to the tip. 

“Tyke’s worth more than Roberts’s lazy arse.” She snapped her gum and the drone whirled around the corner, kicking up loose dust. “I’m just saying.” 

“Did your toy drill a Chi-com at a hundred and fifty meters back in the bush and save your ungrateful arse? Yeah, nah, didn’t think so.” Roberts wiped sweat off his forehead, then took a sip of water from a line attached to his shoulder harness. 

“Yeah, yeah.” Bailey scrunched her nose as the feed on her tablet screen bounced around as the drone sped down the road away from the team. “Audio’s out again. Shouldn’t matter too much.” 

The feed zoomed in on a beige wall and a low pile of old trash against the base. Bailey drove Tyke into the garbage and stopped the drone. She tapped the screen several times and the feed changed as the camera boom extended upwards. 

The rugby field had seen better days. The aluminum stands were crusted in grime and partially collapsed from neglect, and a line of holes from high-caliber bullets splintered the scoreboard, letting rays of light through the broken score panels. Just who won the game between the Red Ants and Dingoes was lost to history. 

“Shit,” Bailey whispered and held up the tablet to Roberts. 

“How many?” Kenny asked. “Is it Dragons or not?”

“Mengshi utility vehicles and three APCs,” Roberts said. “Armored-up trucks have radios and electromagnetics detectors all over them. They’ve got a sat dish already set up…camo nets going over it now. It’s a scout force.”

“Couple of them in decent body armor,” Bailey said. “Not their normal expendable scrubs.” She tapped and swiped the screen, capturing and storing images, then paused and squinted hard.

“Roberts, that patch they got,” she said. “It look like the Chi-com’s special recon unit?”

A single crack broke through the air and Bailey’s screen went blank, then flashed an error message. Her jaw fell open and she touched the screen gently, with no change to the error screen. 

“It did look like their special recon,” Roberts said. “Douglas, don’t send the burst to the company yet.” He squeezed his rifle hard and looked back the way they’d come. “They must have picked up Tyke. We transmit again, they’ll be all over us.” 

“The parts…” Bailey shook the tablet. “I need parts to rebuild—”

Roberts put a heavy hand on her shoulder. “Later,” he said, looking up at the squad, all growing more anxious as the sound of heavy diesel engines grew louder. “Back to the last stop, then hop from rally point to rally point back to the company. Send the data soon as we’ve got another half klick between us and the Chi-com. Let’s go.” 

He grabbed Bailey under one arm and got her to her feet. 

“This was supposed to be a quiet sector,” a soldier said. “Why’d the Chi-com send their best guys down here?”

“You keep wasting time, you’ll get to ask them in person.” Roberts hefted his rifle to his shoulder. “Bound by twos. Move. Move.” 

Bailey leaned against the wall and dared a quick look around the corner to where she thought Tyke was. She and Kenny were the last out. The rubbish next to the pack shop was on fire, and sheets of black smoke curled up from the remains of her drone. 

With a squeal of brakes, an armored personnel carrier came to a stop, the forward-sloped engine compartment jutting into the open. 

“Take cover!” Bailey shouted and waved to her team, most of them still exposed in the open. 

The scout vehicle sped forward and the machine gun in the turret opened fire. Tracer rounds shot down the street, and bullets tore up the blacktop and into a pair of Australian soldiers, who pitched forward, their momentum and the bullet strikes sending them sprawling.

Bailey froze, her gaze locked on the two dead men. 

“Shit, that was Kenny,” said Roberts as he pulled a grenade off his belt and tossed it toward the Chinese armored vehicle. Red smoke spewed out of the device, obscuring them from the enemy in seconds. 

When Bailey didn’t move with Roberts, he had to double back, grab her by the front of her fatigues, and yank her forward. 

Shouts in a clipped, foreign language came through the smoke that blew over the two Australians as they ran toward an abandoned house. Machine guns opened up on full auto behind them and a round snapped past Bailey’s head. She squealed in fright as bullets kicked up dirt around them. 

“Faster, girl!” Roberts pulled harder on her fatigues. “You can’t—”

There was a slap and Roberts grunted. His legs cut out and he went to the ground, his grip on Bailey pulling her down too, landing her face-first against his side. Hot blood smeared across her eyes and she tasted copper. She rolled to one side, desperately wiping away the red. 

Roberts lay on one side. His other was torn open, a mass of pulverized flesh across his stomach and up into his chest. A puddle grew beneath him and his mouth worked slowly, trying to form words his lungs couldn’t make anymore. He reached slightly for his sniper rifle, then went limp.

“Roberts? Mate?” Bailey gave him a gentle shake.

“You yige! Shale ta!” came from behind.

Bailey scrambled forward and picked up the long sniper rifle, almost unwieldy for her

short frame. Fire opened up behind her, smacking into the wall of the house and splintering the decrepit wood walls. She jumped forward, leading with the rifle to break the window, and landed hard, feeling pain from a dozen little cuts from shards along her arms and against her legs. 

Adrenaline muted the pain as she craned her head up. She was in a small kitchen, dishes still in the sink and the fridge open. 

The door crashed open as a Chinese soldier kicked his way in. He wore mottled black and green armor, the matte colors dampened by the dust clinging to the plates on his shoulders and over his chest. A flat visor covered the lower half of his face, while optics bulged over the upper half like insect eyes. His arms snapped a compact rifle up and he swept it across the room, his eyeline high and over the Australian on the ground. 

Bailey rolled over and swung the sniper rifle toward the soldier as he spotted her. As she pulled the trigger, she realized she wasn’t exactly sure if Roberts had the safety on. The weapon fired and the recoil slammed the stock against her armpit. 

Broken armor plates and flesh exploded out the Chinese soldier’s back and he flung back. His booted feet ended up just over the door threshold, one foot twitching. 

“Ow ow ow,” Bailey said, getting to her feet as pain spiked from her wounds. Blood seeped down her arms and legs as she limped out of the kitchen and into the living room. She grabbed the bolt with a slick hand and racked a new bullet in from the magazine. 

“Nali? Nali?” came through the walls and a pair of silhouettes crossed a window.

Bailey ducked beneath the sill, panting, as she heard more Chinese moving just outside the walls. A rifle butt broke a pane just above her and a shard cut Bailey’s forehead. A dark object sailed through the air and landed on a couch. The grenade bounced off a cushion and rolled toward Bailey. 

She dove forward and snatched it off the floor. The explosive felt red-hot in her fingers as she flung it out the same hole in the glass it had come through. She went prone and covered her head as panicked shouts erupted from outside. 

The explosion blew out the last of the home’s windows and hit her like a decent punch. She spat out dirt and a bit of glass as a cloud of dust hung in the living room. A panel TV broke loose from its moorings and crashed to the floor on one corner. It tilted over and landed on a pile of plastic cars. For a moment, Bailey wondered just who used to live here. 

A muzzle poked into the room and flashed as a soldier blind-fired. Bailey pulled into a fetal position as a round whacked the floor next to her ear. The muzzle retracted and Bailey hefted the sniper rifle up and pointed it at the wall to one side of the window where the shooting had come from. 

She fired again and blew a hole the size of a soccer ball out of the wall. The only clue she’d hit her target was an uptick in shouting. 

A pair of explosions cracked over the house, so loud it sent Bailey to her knees and made her ears ring with pain. All sound dampened as she grabbed her sniper rifle by the barrel with a bloody hand and tried to retreat to the kitchen. 

Even with her damaged eardrums, she heard firing from the Chinese rifles around the house. Then a bigger weapon joined the din—a serious of louder cracks from a belt-fed heavy weapon, too large to be carried by a man. She thought it must have come from the armored vehicles that had carried the recon soldiers. 

A bullet ripped through the corner of the house and sent a spray of wood fragments across her face. She yelped in pain and fell, the sniper rifle clattering away from her. On her hands and knees, her ears ringing, pain screaming from cuts all over her exposed flesh, she touched her cheek and felt a splinter as long as her little finger embedded in her flesh. 

Then, through the floor, she felt the tremors. Regular and measured, but growing stronger. Like a giant’s footsteps. 

There was a scream and a Chinese soldier crashed through the kitchen wall and smacked against a small table. The man was dead, neck snapped and limbs mangled like a discarded puppet. 

    BAM! BAM! BAM!

   A heavy weapon fired, sounding from just above the roofline outside the house. A pair of massive legs strode past the house, mechanical and dark gray.

Bailey, her back against the oven, pawed at the special grenades on her belt.

An engine revved outside, and Bailey saw an armored car racing down the street toward the house. A giant foot stomped the engine into the ground, spiking the vehicle in place, the back armored compartment tilting up. 

Hands—each larger than Bailey’s head—made of servos and steel gripped the APC and flung it to one side, ripping the crew section off and sending it into Bailey’s house. It obliterated two walls and most of the roof as it ripped through. 

As dust and smoke filled her face and lungs, Bailey coughed and dropped the shaped-charge grenade. She went to her knees, pawing blind against the floor, then heard and felt approaching footsteps. She looked up. 

An iron giant stood over her, fifteen feet tall with a belt-fed cannon on one arm, servos for joints, and a knight’s helm for a head. Bullet strikes had left gashes up and down the armor plates, but a symbol was still plain across the breastplate: a Norse hammer. 

Smoke rose from the barrel on the giant’s arm. The receiver on the weapon clicked and a spent shell casing fell out and onto the dead soldier. The arm with the cannon punched out and fired twice, each shot causing Bailey to wince in pain as her hand found the shaped-charge grenade in the rubble. 

The giant’s helm snapped to her and optics twisted beneath the visor. “I’m on your side,” came from the suit. The accent sounded European, not Australian. 

Bailey managed a sputter, flecks of blood coming off her lips. 

“Where am I?” The helm turned away and an antenna rose up from a housing on its shoulder. “We’re supposed to be in Gilla.”

“You don’t know where the bloody hell you are?” Bailey tugged the splinter out of her cheek. “Who…who are you?”

“I am Armor.”

“You’re a Yank is what you are.” Bailey pressed her hand against the hole in her cheek and blood ran down her fingers. 

“Name’s Sigmund. Telemark Lance. Atlantic Union Armor Corps. Am I in Gilla or not?”

“You’re in Kingaroy,” Bailey said, picking up the sniper rifle. “You see any of my mates? And why the hell is the Union in Australia?”

“Kingaroy…our insertion was way off,” the Armor said. “Where are the rest of the Chi-com?”

Bailey stepped over the remains of the outer wall. Dead recon soldiers lay scattered around and vehicles burned like pyres through the streets. 

“We…we just saw this bunch. Came down in Beetles.” Bailey found Kenny and clutched the sniper rifle against her chest. 

“That’s helpful.” The Armor snapped his weapon arm against his side. “If this is their lead element, then we can catch the rest of their assault force while it’s still deploying. You have communication with your higher headquarters?”

Bailey knelt next to Kenny and fished a bloody chain out of his shirt. She gripped a pair of metal dog tags wrapped in black tape, one shaped as circle, the other an octagon. She broke off the circle and slipped it into her pocket as the rest of her squad emerged from a small copse of trees a few blocks away. 

“Girl!” boomed from the Armor’s speakers. “You have contact or not?”

Bailey looked over her shoulder, scorn on her face. “The Union finally remembered there’s a war Down Under?” she asked. “Not that I don’t mind the help just now…but fuck off.” She closed Roberts’s eyes. 

“One of you has a radio. Good. Tell your higher command my lance will attack the Chi-com at…Tingoora. The enemy should be there in battalion strength. Send close air support.” 

“You’re going to fight an entire Chi-com battalion by yourself?” Bailey asked. 

“Not by myself.” Sigmund shook his helm. “I have one other Armor with me. Somewhere.”

“Two…of you?”

“We are all. But we are enough…how old are you?” The Armor stepped away from the house. “Twelve? Thirteen?"

Bailey held up a single bloody middle finger. “That’s how old I am, you seppo,” she said.

Plates on the Armor’s legs snapped up and treads emerged from hidden compartments. The legs hinged at the hips and the suit settled down onto tracks. A few blocks away, a second Armor in the same configuration as Sigmund emerged. 

“There he is,” Sigmund said. “Call in our attack, crunchy.” 

The two Armor thundered away, leaving Bailey and what was left of her squad behind.

“You good, Bailey?” another Home Guard asked her.

“I feel like hammered shit.” She reached into Roberts’s cargo pocket and pulled out a tightly rolled body bag. “Let’s get him and the rest home…someone call in that there’s a Telemark Lance about to go beat the ever-loving shit out of the Chi-com up in Tingoora.”

“Fuck me,” the soldier said, craning his neck up to see the Armor as they sped away. “I didn’t think those things were real.”

“What’s this mean?” another soldier asked. “The Union’s finally in the war with us?”

“Hell if I know.” Bailey flapped the body bag open. “Don’t care. Hurt too much. Take care of our own. We’re Australian, that’s what we’ve got to do.”

Stepping back from the body as the others maneuvered Roberts into it, she looked down at the dead man’s sniper rifle, then back to the Armor in the distance. 

“Never a good day in this war. Iron giants falling out of the sky to fight with us or not.” 





Chapter 2

Sigmund floated within the amniosis fluid of his womb, a metal pod carried inside the torso of his Armor. He “felt” the constant pressure of his suit’s treads against the road through his feet and legs. A psych synaptic form of ghost pain let him connect to all the systems of his Armor. He didn’t wear or drive the Armor. He was the Armor. Data flowed into his mind from the umbilical plugged directly into the base of his skull and connected to the suit’s controls and sensors.
Feed from his helm’s cameras played out through his optic nerves, creating a HUD over his vision. Using mental impulses, he tabbed through data layers, plotting out a route to the small town of Tingoora, his hands and fingers twitching out of reflex.
Sensations within the pod were ignored. He was Armor. All that mattered was the suit and how he fought with it.
Sigmund sent a data query to the other Armor through a short-range IR link. The infrared beams would dissipate into nothing in the humid Australian air after a few dozen yards, making them impossible for an enemy to detect or intercept unless they were right on top of the Telemark lance.
And if they were that close, the enemy wouldn’t last long enough to appreciate what they picked up.
A wire diagram of the other suit came up on Sigmund’s HUD, along with a swatch of green icons.
“Roy…your ammo is at one hundred percent. Why didn’t you fire?” Sigmund asked as he sent a waypoint to the other armor, vectoring them toward a forest on the southern edge of the town.
“The scram jet ejected me almost a half mile southwest of where you landed, sir,” Roy said, his voice reedy with youth. “You eliminated all the targets before I could make a positive ID. But I did detect the Australian Home Guard. I can’t believe they fight in light fatigues. The Chinese gauss weapons are—”
“Not our problem, bean head,” Sigmund said. “Assume the recon element had enough time to radio back our arrival. The main force will be expecting us. Load high-explosive rounds. You’re on suppression. I will engage whatever vehicles they managed to land.”
Sigmund rumbled off-road and into a forest, leaning onto one track and kicking the other out, transforming it back into a leg. He leaned forward, planted both hands into the dirt and extended his other tread, then he swung both legs forward, keeping his momentum as he smoothly transitioned into a run.
He heard a crack of a massive weight against a tree and saw Roy’s icon slow and fall back.
“I’m good!” the younger Armor said. “I’ve almost got that maneuver down. Almost.”
“Intercept systems online and at max range,” Sigmund said. “Keep our telemetry linked or one of us will eat a missile.”
He activated radar emitters in both shoulders and his helm, and a fuzzy dome appeared in his mind, reaching through the forest and into the sky.
“Drone!” Roy shouted. A rotary cannon snapped up onto his shoulder and spun to life. It fired a quick burst and a red X appeared in Sigmund’s HUD, overhead and in front of them.
“Ha. Scratch one…so much data to take in,” Roy said. “There’s a residential area near some sort of a racetrack. What if the Chi-com are in there?”
“Australians have this as an evac zone. No civilians allowed. Weapons free,” Sigmund said. He lengthened his stride as his sensors picked up radio chatter ahead of him.
“But there have been reports of—”
“You kill them wherever you find them, Roy.” Sigmund half turned and leveled a knife hand at the other Armor. “This is not a sim. Default aggressive or you’ll get us both killed.”
He made out a gap in the tree line up ahead, adrenaline coursing through his veins as combat drew closer. Swiping a hand across his chest, he knocked a tree right out of root.
“You suppress. I’ll take them out. Til Valhalla!”
Sigmund burst out of the forest and into a weed-choked field. Ahead, a platoon of four Chinese tanks, squat and with hard angled turrets, turned their main guns from a mountain range to the east and the newly arrived Armor. Behind the tanks, a mass of support vehicles and Chinese soldiers scrambled around the middle of a dusty racetrack.
Sigmund’s forearm cannon fired, and a single sabot round the size of a man’s forearm struck the seam between the turret and the chassis. The tank exploded, sending the turret tumbling through the air like a flipped coin. His next shot pierced the crew compartment of a tank and the ammunition stores went up like a bonfire behind the turret.
The rattle of a snake’s tail filled his ears and a pair of rings circled over a house to one side of the track.
“Missile lock! Hit it, Roy!” Sigmund dove to one side as the two remaining tanks opened fire with their machine guns, tearing up the weeds into flying clumps of sod.
A rotary cannon snapped up out of the housing on his back and locked on to his shoulder, spraying bullets with a furious whine of spinning barrels. The rattle in his ears went to a steady tone and a puff of smoke burst from the house circled by the threat icon.
An antitank missile streaked directly for Sigmund, but a swarm of bullets struck the missile and it nosedived into the dirt, exploding into a fireball and sending up a cloud of gray dust.
“Roy!” Sigmund destroyed the next tank, waiting for the other Armor to engage.
In the tree line, Roy opened fire, the flash from his forearm cannon marking him out. Sigmund heard the crump of high-explosive rounds detonating within houses and the other Armor’s rotary cannon firing in bursts.
The fourth Chinese tank backed up, the light from the flames engulfing the other vehicles playing out across one side.
“Oh, no you don’t.” Sigmund ran forward and fired twice. One round tore apart the tank’s left treads; the other pierced the driver’s compartment. The tank came to a sudden stop, rocking back and forth as thin smoke poured out the top hatches.
“Close and destroy,” Sigmund sent through the IR and ran faster. He opened fire on gray metal boxes, each larger than a ship-carried cargo container. Chinese soldiers scrambled as his cannon shells ripped them apart, destroying the tanks and personnel carriers inside.
He slid to a stop next to the last tank he’d shot and cycled out the sabot round he had loaded into his cannon. The bullet flipped up into the air and he caught it with his other hand. The ammo line attached from the weapon to magazines on his back chugged as it loaded high-explosive shells into the chamber.
A tank’s main-gun round ripped past him, the air vortex managing to rock Sigmund on his feet. He ducked back around the smoking tank, cursing himself for switching munitions too soon. His point defense sensors warbled as more high-velocity rounds cut through the air around him.
“Tank destroyed!” Roy called out.
Sigmund stuck his hand around the side of the tank and opened fire on a dome at the far side of the racetrack; a Chinese command center dropped and popped from the same cargo containers they’d airlifted into the town. The shells burst inside the tent, demolishing it and sending enemy troops scattering, many on fire.
More high-explosive shells erupted through the landing zone, killing more and more of the invaders with each hit.
The tank turret where Sigmund had taken cover squealed as it slowly turned toward him. He grabbed the tube with one hand and wrenched it down, bending it like a straw. The top hatch popped open with a waft of smoke and a soldier scrambled out, a gas mask over his mouth and nose.
He looked straight into Sigmund’s helm optics and froze. The Armor snatched him by the shoulder and plucked him up and out of the turret. Sigmund tossed him up, caught him by the ankle, and crushed the man against the back of his tank like a fisherman killing a fresh catch. Sigmund tossed the body to one side.
“Sir…contact made with…” Roy’s IR came in weak through the smoke and fire.
Sigmund raised a foot and a drill bit popped out of his heel. He drove the tip into the ground and an anchor spike extended from his leg housing into the ground. The anchor tapped out a quick coded message as he picked off survivors with his rotary weapon.
The Chinese landing zone had been reduced to burning vehicles and dead soldiers within minutes of the attack.
“Found you,” said Roy as he ran around a burning tank, the smoke wafting over him. He looked at Sigmund’s heel. “I’m here, sir. No need to—”
“Not for you, bean head.” Sigmund paused for a moment, then felt a double tap through the anchor. He withdrew the spike into his leg.
“Saw some survivors heading north,” Roy said. “Should we run them down?”
“Main Chi-com force is a hundred miles away.” Sigmund looked around, scanning through the smoke and fire. “Locals will take care of them. Or the countryside will do the job for us. They won’t survive out here.”
“I…I suppressed the residential area. Didn’t have a clear shot when that first—”
“I’ll deal with you later,” Sigmund said, pointing his barrel to the ground as two giant shadows emerged from the smoke—more Armor, both painted a dusty brown with a small crest of a horse’s head over crossed swords on their breastplate.
“Digger, 4th Light Horse,” came from one of the new arrivals, the voice female. “You two get lost?”
“Sigmund. Telemark. We came to fight Chi-com,” Sigmund said. “You know where we can find more?”
“Did you now?” Digger asked, approaching Sigmund while the other Light Horse stayed back, watching their surroundings. “I didn’t mind you distracting the Chi-com while Payne and I set up our assault, but thing is, I don’t remember anyone ever asking the Atlantic Union to get involved in Australian problems.”
Her suit bore small craters and lacerations, attesting to many fights. Half her helm’s optics appeared to be off-line, and the servos of her left hip caught slightly as she walked. She stopped a few yards short of Sigmund.
“Your problems are our problems now,” Sigmund said. “We boarded a scram jet infiltrator on Fort Knox two hours ago. Got dropped here to defeat the Chinese assault.”
“Really don’t recommend the scram jets,” Roy said with a slight wave. “The g’s you get when it kicks you out are no fun, even suited up.”
Sigmund and Digger both looked at the younger Armor, who turned around, suddenly remembering to provide security for the two.
“I see that you’re here.” Digger raised a hand, missing one mechanical digit, to the destruction. “I appreciate anyone that kills Chi-com. Thing is, the Australian Defense Force didn’t invite you, and my commander wants me to bring you in until we can get this all sorted. So you need to come with me and my lance mate, Payne.”
“Orders will come down your chain of command in good time. For now, I need—”
“Did I stutter, you seppo cunt?” Digger jabbed a finger against Sigmund’s breastplate. “Chi-com have had their boots on Australian soil for years. They haven’t had the manpower or supplies for a push like this since we crushed their last push on Brisbane. All of a sudden, they’re dropping tanks in the outback and here comes the Atlantic Union. You tin cans think you’re going to turn the tide? You being here might’ve just poked the bear hard enough to get the Chi-com to relaunch a full-scale war down here. Thanks for that.”
Through a secure IR channel, Roy asked Sigmund, “Sir, did she not get the memo?”
“Shut. Up,” Sigmund sent back, then switched to his speakers. “Then take us in,” he said to Digger. “You think that’s more important than killing Chi-com, then it is. Your house. Your rules.”
“Figured you’d find your manners,” Digger said. “Come on. We’re going to Fort Benarkin.”
She and the other Light Horse went to the tracked travel configuration and drove off to the southeast. Sigmund and Roy followed, falling into a diamond formation with Digger at the lead.
“You’d think they’d be a bit happier to see us, sir,” Roy said to Sigmund.
“After what happened on Taiwan, this is about what I expected,” Sigmund said. The four Armor drove on as twilight crept around them, the flames of the destroyed Chi-com force a funeral pyre behind them.
“But that was…years ago,” Roy said. “Lots happened since then.”
“None of it good, bean head. Be on your best behavior. Remember that we’re guests. Technically.”
“Sure thing, sir. I’m starting to wish we were staying out in the field, looking for Chi-com to shoot…even if they do shoot back.”
Sigmund didn’t reply. Neither Digger nor the other Australian, Payne, said a word to them. 
****
Roy was in darkness, the total abyss of his Armor’s womb with no input or connection from his skull spike to the umbilical attached to the control systems. He felt a slight current of amniosis fluid against his skin suit as it drained away, then he floated to the bottom of the pod and braced his hands against the sides.
A seam of light appeared, stinging his vision. The pod opened and he felt a vibration through his skull spike. Grabbing the base of the umbilical, he squeezed down on the safety switch and there was a whirr as the device detached from his skull.
Nausea rose as his limbs went numb. His nervous system readjusted to coping with just his body, a sensation he wasn’t sure he’d ever get used to.
Amniosis poured out of his mouth and nose. He beat against his diaphragm to expel the last of the fluid and took a ragged breath. He sputtered, wiping more of the fluid away.
“They don’t put that part in the recruitment vids, do they, trooper?” an accented voice asked. A man with sunken eyes and hollow cheeks smiled at him from the open womb hatch. He wore a slouch hat with an emu feather, a chrome crest on the center.
Roy tried to speak but gagged on the last of the amniosis.
“We’re shorthanded round here,” the man said, tossing a towel to Roy. “Didn’t expect you or the other to just walk in. Lads will cycle your fluid and top off your bats and bullets. You didn’t bring anything to wear, did you?”
Roy touched his skin suit, little more than a neoprene layer to regulate body temperature, and shook his head.
“Death…” he rasped, “before dismount.”
“Ha!” The man slapped the side of the womb. “Forgot you seppos had that kind of spirit.” He turned away, and Roy saw metal rings on the base of his skull. He was Armor too.
Turning back, he reached in and shook Roy’s limp hand. “I’m Payne. Cheers. Hey!” He waved to someone below him. “See if there’s another spare set of coveralls in the locker.”
Roy rose to a crouch, his legs uneasy, and tried to climb out. His hands didn’t want to grasp the sides properly, and he slunk back against the womb.
“Look at you.” The man frowned. “Must be…you must be a real greenie. Disconnect wobblies should go away after a few months.”
“I just graduated from the Armor School,” Roy said. “Technically graduated. There were a few waivers.”
“Fuck me running.” The man shook his head. “It that bad back in your part of the world they got to send some peach fuzz like you to fight?”
“Our deployment here was a bit rushed.” Roy shrugged. “I was in the barracks when Captain Sigmund grabbed me and told me to mount up. Time to fight. That was about six hours ago.” He crawled out of the womb with Payne’s help.
Roy blocked the overhead lights with one hand as Payne held his other arm. He stepped onto a corrugated metal walkway that hurt his bare feet, then propped himself against his Armor and looked up. His suit was in a maintenance bay that surrounded the Armor like an open coffin. The ceiling was rock, scarred by chisels and blast marks.
There were more Armor in the bay. He recognized the two Australian suits from the fight at Tingoora, Sigmund’s, and a fifth—a patchwork of new graphenium steel plates and factory-fresh parts mingling with the battered original suit.
They stood on a raised walkway, level with the suit’s waist. Below, maintenance crews moved carts of equipment, battery packs, and ammo to the base of his Armor’s station. Some of the crew glanced up at Roy, scowling. One tossed up a shrink-wrapped, tan package.
Payne caught it and looked it over. His face fell and his shoulders slumped forward. He dropped the package to the catwalk and slunk away.
“Something wrong?” Roy asked, picking up the package.
“No one asked you to fight!” came from the other side of the room.
On the walkway next to Sigmund’s Armor, a man with long blonde hair squared off against a woman in a skin suit. Roy watched her thrust her legs into a pair of coveralls and zip herself up, but the man’s response was lost to distance and the noise of the maintenance bay.
Roy didn’t envy Sigmund as the woman’s vitriol continued. She kept up a harangue as she dressed until Payne got to her side, then she lost all interest in Sigmund.
Roy hooked a thumb into the shrink wrap and tore it open. Coveralls flopped out, still stained with grease and bearing a name tape with HOLDEN on it. A pair of boots, their laces tied together, hit the railing and landed next to him.
“Thank you,” said Roy, waving over the side of the catwalk as he stepped into the coveralls. He moved fast, slightly embarrassed that he was in full view of everyone while wearing next to nothing.
“Are you the pom or the seppo?” the woman asked as she came around the catwalk, stopping with her hands on her hips. Roy did a double take at her face. A Chinese character was tattooed over her left eye, forehead, and the bridge of her nose. Payne was just behind her.
“Actually, just Roy,” he said. “I take it you’re ‘Digger’? Is that your name or does Australian Armor use call signs? Like pilots?”
“You sure he was in that suit?” she asked the other Armor. “He didn’t sneak out of a nursery?”
Payne wiped his face and looked away.
“Your mother know you’re here?” she asked Roy.
“I’m twenty—almost—thanks, didn’t get your name. Or rank.” He zipped up his coveralls and Digger’s face contorted with anger.
“Where did you get that?” She grabbed him and tore the name tape off. “Just waltz in here and think you can kick your feet up like you’re in charge? Not here to fuck spiders, are you?” She passed the name tape to Payne, then leaned over the railing.
“Do what to spiders?” Roy asked.
“Oye!” she waved to the techs. “You lot can go kill a slate of V-B before you worry about these seppo tin cans,” she said. There was a clink of dropped tool bags and the snap of cart brakes. The techs left without a second look.
“Don’t touch anything else,” she said, shouldering past Roy, Payne a few steps behind her.
Roy put the boots on, not caring about the lack of socks. Sigmund stayed by his suit, tapping on a slate, until the last of the Australians were gone, then he marched over to the junior Armor.
“Was it something I said?” Roy asked, tightening his laces.
“Who are you?” Sigmund crossed his arms over his chest. The Norwegian had a distinctly Viking air to him with the long hair, filled-out chest and shoulders, and a beard that reached almost to his chest.
Roy touched the rip on his overalls where the name tape had been. “I’m a little confused, sir. Did she—”
Sigmund grabbed Roy and slammed him against his suit. “Who are you?” Sigmund shouted.
“Armor! I am Armor!” Roy didn’t struggle, but as he looked at Sigmund’s angry face, his words were tinged with fear.
Sigmund let Roy go.
“I can’t tell,” Sigmund said, tapping the rings on the back of his head. “If you didn’t have these, I’d be certain you weren’t Armor. Because out there, you had the chance to close with and destroy the enemy and you hesitated.”
“The targeting data was—”
“You froze! You knew there was a missile launcher locked on to me and you didn’t shoot because you were worried about civilian casualties.”
Roy opened his mouth, then looked away.
“Who are you?” Sigmund asked.
“I am Armor!” Roy straightened up.
Sigmund beat a fist against Roy’s suit. “Were you afraid? Look what you fight in. You are a walking engine of death and destruction and you hesitated. You are not some crunchy that should be terrified of every bullet on the battlefield. Armor are the avatar of war. The force of decision. You are obviously not ready for this, Roy. It was a mistake to bring you to this fight.”
“What? No, sir! This was…was my first fight. The scram jet, the terrain, it was disorienting and I-I—”
“Colonel Carius told me to bring one more warrior to this mission and I had hopes for you, Roy, I really did. I thought you were like your brother.”
“He…” Roy’s jaw worked from side to side, grinding with pent-up emotion. “He was a good man, sir.”
“He was. It was wrong of me to say that.” Sigmund let his hands fall to his side. “I survived. You survived. Not a loss for your first look at the elephant. You do understand what will happen if you lock up again?”
“You or I could be killed,” Roy said, looking over at the half-rebuilt Armor.
“We could get killed, even if we do everything right. You seize up and it’s almost certain. Then the Atlantic Union loses a suit. Loses all the time, money and effort that went into training us. We, the ones with spikes, are rare. The suits are only marginally harder to replace. Every one of us is crucial to the war effort. But the worst thing—the only thing worse than death—is failure, bean head. Do you understand that? We screw up and die, then the mission’s in jeopardy. We fail, more people will die because of us. We fail, we will not be worthy of Valhalla.”
Roy bit his bottom lip.
“I know you don’t share my faith,” Sigmund said, “but the sentiment stands. And that ethos is part of the Armor Corps.”
“I understand, sir.”
“We are Armor. We attack and we destroy. Default aggressive. Is there any confusion on this issue?”
“None, sir.”
“Then let’s go find the Light Horse and see about getting back to the fight.”
****
“Do not piss on my leg and tell me it’s raining.” Digger slapped a fist against a holo console.
The command center was a ring of see-through TAC boards placed around the console, and Australian officers and soldiers clustered around Digger, Payne, and the two Telemark soldiers. A holo of a burly brigadier general looked at Digger impassively as a name card bearing his ID, Calhoon, floated next to his head.
“This situation’s a hell of a lot worse than a bit of piss, Light Horse,” the general said. “Captain Sigmund, is it?”
“Sir.” The Armor stepped up next to Digger.
“My HQ in Canberra is still trying to make heads or tails of this, but I’ve got the gist. Why don’t you tell us why the Atlantic Union dropped you in my command sector without clearing it with me first? If I’d had the air defense to take out your scram jets, I probably would’ve.”
“Canberra and the Atlantic Union are in talks,” Sigmund said. “Direct talks to bring Australia into the Union.”
A profanity-laced grumble broke out amongst those assembled. Even General Calhoon raised an eyebrow.
“Did you know about this?” Digger spat at Calhoon.
“Rumors,” he said. “Classified rumors. Which seem to be true.”
“There was a security breach and the Chinese learned that there’s a vote scheduled in the Australian Parliament and Union Congress to ratify the incorporation,” Sigmund said. “Beijing ordered a full invasion in response.”
“Parliament did what?” Digger put fingertips to her temples, feigning a headache. “They can’t just hand over our sovereignty without taking this to the people.”
“The Atlantic Union is primarily a joint military and mutual defense organization,” Sigmund said. “More like NATO before it dissolved. Less intrusive than the old United Nations tried to be before it was disbanded. I’m from Norway. Roy is American. We fight for each other’s peoples to live free.”
“Utah, specifically,” Roy said, giving a slight wave.
“Bullshit.” Digger shook her head. “The Atlantic Union’s just an excuse the American crusaders used to bring in all the countries they ‘liberated’ under their control. They couldn’t rope us in back before World War III started against the Chinese. This is just how they’ll—”
“We don’t have time for conspiracy theories,” Sigmund said.
“Actually, the Atlantic Union was formed after the Crusade’s official end,” Roy chirped up. “Member states voted to…you know what? I’ll be quiet now.”
“Diplomacy’s up to the prime minister,” Calhoon said.
“Discussion is one thing,” Sigmund said, holding up a small data slate, “but there is a larger issue.”
“Larger than the half million Chinese soldiers occupying the northern coast?” Roy asked. “Larger than them launching a new offensive?”
“Yes.” Sigmund tapped the corner of his slate to a reader on the console and a password screen came up. He tapped in a code then said, “Thos, av din styrke. Ved ditt ord. Dan Sigmund.”
The holo morphed to a globe, with Australia and China in view. Calhoon’s projection shifted to one side. A diamond pulsed over the southern coast of China, near Hainan Island.
“This is classified material, but I’m authorized to share it with you,” Sigmund said. “Nine hours ago, the Atlantic Union learned that the Chinese Politburo authorized the deployment of a Damocles-class battle station.”
He tapped the diamond and the holo zoomed in, revealing a half dome floating miles above Earth, clouds beneath it. The lower edge was a glowing ring, and cannon emplacements dotted the upper surface.
“What…what are we looking at here?” Calhoon asked.
“This is the Chi-com’s next attempt at suborbital artillery,” Sigmund said. “The last such device was the Lingchi, which bombarded Hong Kong back in ‘59 and killed over seven million people.”
“And the old American Air Force destroyed it,” Digger said, her eyes darting from the Damocles to where it was on the globe. “The Chi-coms signed the Treaty of Pretoria. No heavy weapons in orbit. No nukes. No fixed mount rail guns. Thermobaric or—”
“And the treaty defined ‘orbit’ as thirty kilometers,” Sigmund said, glancing at Roy, “or twenty miles above ground level. This is holding steady at twenty-five kilometers. It appears to be using anti-grav tech, which is still in the pre-deployment stage in the Atlantic Union military. This…airship, for lack of a better term, carries several rail gun batteries, cruise missile launchers, and onboard Arrow-class fighters for defense.”
“That kind of firepower could wipe out a city in minutes,” Calhoon said.
“And it’s on course to Brisbane,” Sigmund said, “then Sydney. Then Canberra. Then Melbourne.”
“And the Atlantic Union sent two Armor to back us up,” Digger said. “Thanks. Real bang-up job.”
“The Atlantic Union is mobilizing everything it can,” Sigmund said. “Armor brigades are loaded onto airships and en route now, as are carrier battle groups. And we have Strike Marine interdiction teams in place from Indonesia all through the South Pacific. We can stymie their Chi-com logistic lines. We’ve had years to practice.”
“But what about this floating…dreadnought?” Digger poked into the holo. “The only way you’re going to take that out is with an orbital strike. Nukes. Another suicide run from an Air Force space cruiser. You ready for that?”
“The Pretoria Treaty ended World War III, for the most part,” Sigmund said. “That agreement kept the world safe from the EMP attacks that crippled the world economy and have kept orbital assets from being used on civilian targets. It won’t take much from the Chi-com silos on the moon or the Union’s kinetic strike assets in orbit to erase cities. We’re back to Cold War mutually assured destruction if either side breaks the treaty. We bring a void ship like the strike carrier Breitenfeld in to attack the Damocles and it would likely result in a full-scale nuclear retaliation from the Chi-com.” Sigmund shook his head. “I doubt the Union is ready to risk that.”
“So you got bold, tried to back-door Australia into your Union, and now the Chi-com are going to blast our cities for it!” Digger lunged toward Sigmund, but Payne caught her by the arms. “Did you see what they did to Hong Kong? Their own city? Do you know what they did to Darwin when they took it? Let go of me, you twat!”
“Digger, you leave this room or I’ll take your suit,” Calhoon said.
Digger stopped. Smoothing out her hair, she left, slamming the door behind her.
“Continue,” Calhoon said.
“The Atlantic Union’s military assistance so far is…clandestine,” Sigmund said. “The Union won’t commit everything it has until Canberra votes to join the Union.”
“And if we vote against, then the Chi-com will pull their gunship back, won’t they?” Calhoon asked.
“That’s the best guess from intelligence,” Sigmund said and shrugged.
“Our country has suffered,” Calhoon said. “We lost a lot of good soldiers on Taiwan when you pulled the rug out from under us.”
Sigmund nodded slightly.
“Well, you’re a pom; blame’s on the seppos.” Calhoon glanced at Roy, who went red in the face. “Then the Chi-com invaded Darwin and Cairns, and drove south along the coasts. Millions of Australians were caught behind enemy lines. Been a lot of rough years trying to keep them from taking another inch. Now we’ve…we’ve got a sword of Damocles coming for us. How do you think we’re going to win this one? We vote against the treaty, the Chi-com know we’re forever vulnerable without the Atlantic Union’s help and maybe they call off the Damocles. Maybe they don’t. We vote yes and it’s a poke in their eye and they won’t stop the Damocles. Everyone knows you’ve been feeding us tech and supplies for years. Don’t let Digger make you think we don’t appreciate that. But if we do vote to join, we start losing cities.”
“Not if we destroy the Damocles,” Sigmund said.
Calhoon raised his palms.
“A phalanx.” Sigmund tapped a console screen and an Armor unit came up. A pair of thin metal vanes extended up from its shoulder and lowered to helm level. The suit loaded a single round into the base of the vanes and it accelerated down the length and off one side of the projection.
“A rail gun phalanx,” he continued as the holo changed to a map of Queensland and dozens of dots appeared. “Armor will infiltrate through the countryside and take up hide sites, waiting for the Damocles to come into line of sight. The rail cannons can hit targets in orbit. All we’d need is a clear shot.”
“The point defense systems on that ship will be—”
“Not enough if we hit it from multiple directions at the same time.” Sigmund took a step back. “The Chi-com lost their last orbital battle station to a threat from space. They’re prepared to defend against that, not dozens of simultaneous rail shells from multiple directions. It’s worked in simulations.”
Laughter and derisive snorts came from the crowd.
“Computer models are one thing, Captain,” Calhoon said. “Most of our Armor is on the east coast. No way we can get them into place to stop the Damocles.”
“Which is why the Atlantic Union is sending every available lance it can. I need to take my lance north. Now. Get in place and set up commo with the other shooters.”
“Your suits don’t have the battery life to get farther than Emerald. Don’t think the Chi-com will let you juice up at a Tesla station,” the general said.
“The Ibarra Corporation has promised to drop battery pack caches throughout the countryside. My chain of command has faith in them,” Sigmund said.
“Too much faith.” Calhoon shook his head. “Lot can go wrong in the outback, son. Long walk home if you run empty.”
“We’ll risk it.”
“I’ve got three Chi-com divisions attacking south out of Sunshine Coast right now,” Calhoon said. “I need Armor on that front more than I need a chance at stopping this Damocles.”
“Hold the line,” Sigmund said. “We either destroy the Damocles or the entire east coast will be lost. And Armor does not fail, General.”
Calhoon huffed and rubbed his face. “Another fine mess the Atlantic Union’s got Australia into. Thanks for that. But you’ve got a plan that passes my smell test. Take the Light Horse and get as far north as you can. Don’t expect much in the way of support from us. All we’ve got behind Chi-com lines are a few Home Guard teams and whatever Aussies are still fighting with whatever they can scrounge up. Good luck, Armor.”
The holo fizzled out. Most of the soldiers filed out of the command center, leaving a few behind at workstations. The two Atlantic Union Armor stayed next to the console.
“We’re…good to go, sir?” Roy asked.
“We are.” Sigmund picked up a data slate and frowned at it. “Weather’s getting worse. Should help us get past the Chi-com’s front lines.”
“I don’t know this terrain,” Roy said. “Haven’t had time to do a map study or—”
“Calhoon detailed the Light Horse to us because he knew we’d need their expertise, not because we need babysitting. Time to mount up. We’re still here when Colonel Carius shows up, there’ll be hell to pay.”




Chapter 3

Payne strode down the catwalk to his suit, the breastplate and inner womb open and ready for him. He touched the skin suit over his chest and felt around, then pulled up a chain with a bent and dented gold crucifix and went to one knee in front of the suit.
“Faithful servant of God and…and invincible martyr.” Payne’s hands began to tremble and he kissed the cross. “Saint George supported by God with…with something. I know this. Think, you idiot. Supported by God with…”
“Supported by God with the gift of faith and inflamed by the ardent love of Christ.” Sigmund knelt next to Payne and put a hand on his shoulder. The Australian nodded quickly. “Valiantly did you fight against the dragon of pride, falsehood, and deceit.”
From the other side of the catwalk, Roy slipped off his boots and flexed his bare feet against the metal, glancing at the two as they continued the prayer. He unzipped his coveralls and had them down to his waist when he heard someone come up from behind him.
Digger wore nothing but her skin suit, and Roy got a good look at her curves before he snapped his gaze away and looked squarely at his feet.
“Thought he was one of those seppo pagans,” Digger said, raising her chin slightly toward Sigmund.
“He kind of is,” Roy said. “The revival across Europe got a little…muddled. The Scandinavian countries reverted hard to traditional beliefs during the Crusade. Christianity had a long history of incorporating local beliefs when it came to a new area. Turnabout’s fair play, I guess.”
“And he knows all the prayers to Saint George?” Digger asked.
“George and Demetrius. Then there’s Thor…” Roy shook his head slightly.
“Not among the faithful?” she asked.
“Of course I am. I’m from Utah. We just…do things a little differently,” he said.
“Don’t discuss theology with Payne. His grasp of it is a bit off. You try and correct him, you’ll end up shitmixed. Zip me up.” She turned and pointed to the back of her skin suit, where the last few inches of the seam were still open.
Roy swallowed and wiggled the zipper head a few times before it moved.
“Your spike,” he said, peering at the rings just above her spinal column. “The scars look…not that new.”
“Doctor Eeks did me up about two years ago. You?”
“Two…months.”
“Crickey, you are a bean head of a Rupert. Do your best and try to not get any of us killed, yeah?”
“Not the plan.” Roy pinched a clasp on the top of her skin suit and tapped the back of his hand on her shoulder. He turned around as she returned the favor with his suit.
“Digger…is that a call sign?”
“Just Digger.”
“Because that tattoo on your face. I looked it up and it’s pronounced ‘di xia’ or ‘di jia.’ Chinese is hard.” She tapped him on the shoulder and he turned around, touching the part of his face her tattoo covered. “But that translates to ‘low status.’ Doesn’t…doesn’t make sense to me.”
“You don’t have any tats?” she asked, giving him a quick once-over.
“I’m…from Utah.”
She raised an eyebrow at him and sneered. “You don’t know your Australian or your Chi-com, kid. Just try and remember how to shoot your guns and be your Armor.” She walked away and banged a fist twice on the railing.
“All right, you wankers!” she shouted.
“Light Horse!” came from the technicians.
“Mount up!” She punched a fist into the air.
“Light Horse!”
“Plug in!” She slapped Payne on the rump as she went past.
“Light Horse!”
“Roll out!” Digger kissed the back of her knuckles and rapped them against her Armor’s metal.
“Light Horse!”
Roy put a foot to the ladder leading up to his waiting pod and looked over at Sigmund. The older man gave him a quick nod, then climbed into his suit.




Chapter 4

Rain lashed the Armor as they drove down a beat-up road, cracked through and overgrown with weeds.
Roy checked their location on his HUD—another small town he couldn’t pronounce in the middle of nowhere. His suit’s internal laser gyroscope was accurate down to an inch without the need for a GPS link, and the telemetry data shared among him and the other three would self-correct against any errors. Even with all the technology at his command, though, he still felt lost.
Roy spun in place, facing to the rear of their direction of travel as Sigmund brought them to a stop. His infrared and night-vision optics managed to cut through some of the rain and darkness, but not enough to give him any confidence about what was lurking in the sparse trees and fields.
“This is not how we need to get to Wester Creek,” Digger said. “The Chi-com are spread thin out here. We can hand rail the A5 and avoid any contact up north. This rain and darkness are great for us, but we’re on a damn walkabout to nowhere.”
“Hot swap battery packs,” Sigmund said. “Latest Ibarra Corp tech, twice the energy density of what we’re carrying right now. They were in the scram jet delivery vehicle that dumped us off at kangaroo or wherever it was. Last data download I got had the packs near here. We need those packs for the movement north.”
“You think those packs are in one piece?” Payne asked. “Or even here? If there’s bogans out here, and the gear’s worth a penny, they’ll have got to it first. Sold it for beer money.”
“Don’t talk down your own kind, Payne.” Digger said.
“Those ockers will flog anything for a stubby. What’s true is true,” Payne said.
“I don’t know what’s going on,” Roy said.
“We get through this pass…Injun road,” Sigmund said, “then we’ll find the battery packs.”
“Don’t take that road,” Digger said. “Chi-com put mines on it years ago. Just follow me.” She shifted to her walker configuration and strode into the forest and up a hill.
“We’ll silhouette ourselves against the hilltop,” Roy said.
“Against what? A storm cloud?” Digger asked as lightning snapped overhead, illuminating the four Armor ever so briefly. “Hurry up, you seppos.” Her last words faded to static as she reached the edge of IR range.
“Follow her,” Sigmund said grudgingly.
Roy lifted a track and kicked out, his foot snapping from the tracks and locking into a sabaton. He stepped off the road and sank a few inches into the rain-softened ground. He went to the far right for the formation, just back from where Digger had taken point, with Payne and Sigmund to her left.
There was a rustle in a bush to Roy’s side. He aimed his forearm cannon and zoomed in with his optics. The bush swayed from side to side, then something burst out and charged at him.
“Gah!” He backpedaled as a bird, one bigger than a man, came right at him. Dark gray, skinny neck and legs, stubby wet wings flapping uselessly as it closed. It warbled and hissed as it jumped up in front of Roy and pecked at his legs.
“Don’t,” Digger said. “Just a stupid emu.”
“What do I do?” Roy tried to push it away, but it pecked harder at his ammo feed line. “Shoo, you big chicken.”
The emu’s head reared up, then it turned and ran away.
“I didn’t think that would work,” Roy said.
A whine rose as a rumble grew beneath his feet. Lightning struck a nearby tree, the flash revealing a Beetle ship rising into the clouds.
“Ah…bollocks,” Digger said. “Think someone found your Ibarra batteries, seppo.”
“It’s rigged to blow if anyone moves it or tries to open it, but they can crack the code with enough time. If it’s still there, we can’t let them get that tech,” Sigmund said. “They reverse engineer it and their Armor—everything they have that runs off batteries—will be significantly better.”
“Thought we were supposed to be infiltrating north,” Digger said, “not crumping every Chi-com we can find.”
“Plans change. Welcome to war.” Sigmund ran ahead of Digger. “Follow me.”
Roy leaned into his run, his massive feet kicking up mud. Water poured down the rocky hillside as he climbed up, and the rain got worse, cutting his vision down to a few dozen yards. He caught bits and pieces of an angry exchange between Sigmund and Digger as he got to the crest.
Gripping a boulder, he vaulted over the top and onto a very steep downslope. Floodlights formed a haze in the valley, and Roy watched as more Beetle transports took off.
There must have been hundreds of Chi-com soldiers out there, he realized, and he was badly exposed. To the right, the Dawson River roiled with force, engorged by the storm.
“Sir, we’ve got a problem,” Roy said, but got only static in return. “Sir?”
From the base of the hill, a muzzle flashed and a bullet struck his helm before the report could reach his audio sensors. The hit cracked his right optic bank and his HUD fizzled as the damage sent a spike of sympathetic pain through his temple.
He ducked and rolled to one side, sliding out of control on the slick rocks. He went over a drop and landed in a crouch within a cut just above the raging river. Bullets snapped past, striking the exposed hillside and spraying his Armor with flecks. He looked at the river, unsure if even the mass of his Armor could withstand the current.
Above was a climb, one that would leave him exposed to the enemy firing on him.
A gout of ice filled his heart and lungs. Fear. Plain and simple fear.
“Aggressive. Default aggressive.”
Crouching slightly, Roy leapt around the cut and opened fire with his forearm cannon, stitching shots across the tree line, breaking trunks and sending branches flying. He ran forward with all the speed his armor could muster, but each step sank him deeper and deeper into the mud, slowing him.
“Damn it!” With a whine of servos, he pulled one foot out then stumbled the last few yards to the tree line, where the felled and broken wood kept his feet from sinking any further. A shadow, tall as him, shifted out of a nearby copse.
“Telemark,” Roy said as he raised the muzzle of his arm cannon.
A bullet struck the bullet feeder line, severing it. Rounds slipped out and onto the ground. Lightning flashed and Roy saw two Armor, both painted red. Dragon motifs were etched into their chest and arms, and their helms were adorned with bronze and a long, rain-slicked tassel on the top.
Yazi Corps Dragons. Chi-com Armor.
“Sigmund?” Roy dug one heel into the ground to anchor for a rail gun shot, but found nothing to dig into. “Anybody?”
The two red Armor charged at him, their own cannons firing.
Roy brought his arms up in front of his helm as bullets struck, each hit sending a flash of pain through his body like wasp stings. His suit held, though his HUD flashed with damage to his front.
Ducking to one side, Roy grabbed a fallen tree, swung it around, and threw it at the charging Dragon. The tree spun around like a helicopter blade, then split apart with a flash of steel. The enemy Armor had a halberd in both hands, the slightly curved blade pointed right at Roy. The Chi-com Armor grunted through his speakers and charged at Roy, who bent his knees to a fighting stance as his mind raced, wondering where the rest of his lance had gone.
The Dragon let out a war cray as it leapt up, its polearm pulled back to strike. Roy lunged to one side as the blade struck down, scraping his flank. The Dragon twisted back and slapped the flat of the blade against Roy’s helm, scrambling his HUD for a split second.
Flipping the weapon over, the Dragon jabbed at Roy’s chest with a spike on the other end. Roy caught it by the haft and squeezed hard with the servos in his fingers. The Dragon tried to pull it back, but Roy’s grip held firm. Stepping in, Roy drove a knee into his enemy’s inner thigh. There was a snap and the Dragon half stumbled back, still gripping the weapon.
Roy reached back with his cannon arm and punched the other in the chest, the clang of steel on steel echoing against the storm.
“Ni sile!”
“Means nothing to me.” He pulled his cannon arm back again and the fist retracted, replaced with a punch spike. Looking into the Dragon’s optics, Roy saw nothing but a machine. He struck, but aimed high. The spike hit the Dragon’s chest and punched through the outer layer of metal. He pushed hard, servos straining, into the enemy’s control systems—not the womb containing the vulnerable man.
The Dragon seized up then fell back, crushing branches and bits of bark. The Chi-com Armor was disabled, not dead.
Then Roy remembered the other one, just as a polearm blade slashed through his helm, severing the top and shooting it up in a shower of sparks.
Roy flopped against the inside of his pod, pain coursing through his body. The Armor’s trip-wire systems shut off input before it could fry his nervous system.
He regressed to training mode, the countless drills he went through at Fort Knox to recover from this sort of situation. He brought on auxiliary optics systems, small cameras emplaced around his suit. A new feed came into his vision, fractured and disjointed from the differing angles of the backup cameras.
He was on his side, arms bent against his chest in an almost rigor mortis fashion. Sparks spat off what was left of his helm and across his Armor like shooting stars.
One Dragon stood over the other, the helm looking down at the damage, polearm at its side, then the bronze-covered helm snapped to Roy and the Dragon gripped the haft with both hands.
“Do something, Armor. Anything,” Roy said to himself. His limbs reacted slowly to his commands to get up, and he knew there was no way he could defend himself in time. He brought his arms up over his chest to protect his womb…and saw his forearm cannon, the broken ammo line swinging back and forth.
There was still a round in the chamber.
He pointed his cannon at the Dragon and fired. The round hit it in the shoulder. The high-explosive shredded the servo and the arm hung on by a few bits of blackened metal. The Dragon ripped the damaged appendage off with a tug on the polearm and flicked the arm away. It advanced on Roy faster, spinning the polearm around in one hand.
Roy got to his feet and raised his hands up to fight. The polearm swung up and cut through his right elbow servo, sending his cannon and punch spike end over end into the mud. He ducked under the next swipe and backpedaled.
The polearm snapped out, cutting the servo on one side of his neck. What was left of his helm swung down across his chest in an almost grotesque parody. Roy kept moving back as the Dragon struck at him, cutting into his chest plate little by little.
He’s toying with me, Roy thought.
His feet splashed into water and he felt the tug of the river up and around his knees.
The Dragon brought his polearm back and high for a final blow, then glanced up the river and paused.
A flash flood was coming, a wall of water and broken forest almost as tall as the Armor.
Roy took a half step back.
“Bu name rongye!” the Dragon shouted as he swiped the blade across Roy’s waist.
A line of fire cut across Roy’s stomach and the wall of water hit him. He saw both severed legs tumble in the water, then his HUD blacked out completely.
****
“Where is he?” Sigmund stood up from one side of the crest and fired down the hill. The forest was alight with small fires, trees blown apart and set alight by the Armors’ bullets, still burning even in the driving rain.
A rip of automatic fire came back, chipping away at a boulder and crumbling it into a small avalanche.
“He ain’t here, that’s what matters,” Digger replied from a crouch a few yards away. She popped up and a round careened off her breastplate. She ducked down again, cursing.
“Let me get them.” Payne beat a fist against his helm. “One charge is all it’ll take.”
“No, you idiot, there’s too many.” She held up a palm to stop him. “Chi-com have whatever it is the seppos dropped. We’re down a man. We need to fall back.”
“What?” Sigmund looked at her as tracers zipped overhead. “We can’t leave him behind. The Corps never—”
“You know damn well when you’re in a fight you can’t win,” Digger said, leveling a knife hand at him. “Recovering supplies and fighting to the last man isn’t what you’re out here for, is it?”
“There’s too much at stake to just let them get that tech. And Roy—”
“If he’s dead, there’s nothing you can do for him.” Digger shook her head. A Beetle lifted off, the turbo fans blowing over the floodlights at the landing zone. She held her cannon arm over the crest and fed a pic from the weapon optics to the other Armor.
“Looks loaded down to me,” she said. “They’re either buggering off with their gear or yours.”
“They’re not getting away. Cover me,” Sigmund said, vaulting over the crest and landing on a rocky outcrop. He ignored Digger’s shouting as he drilled his anchor into the hillside. Bullets ricocheted off his legs and arms, but he ignored the hits, focusing on the Beetle as it lifted up slowly toward the storm.
The Light Horse opened up on his sides, firing their rotary guns and arm cannons as fast as the ammo could cycle in, flooding the forest below with shells.
Twin vanes extended up and out of his back, then snapped down next to his helm, angled slightly upward. He unsnapped a cobalt-jacketed slug of depleted uranium and loaded it between the vanes. They powered up and the round floated in a magnetic field within the chamber.
“Shoot already, you dill!” Digger yelled as her rotary cannon spun dry.
Lighting rumbled through the storm, and Sigmund saw the Beetle’s shadow against the flash.
“Got you. Fire in the hole!”
The rail gun’s magnetic field reached critical and the round shot out with a clap as it broke the sound barrier. A line of ignited oxygen left a trace from Sigmund into the storm, the clouds ripped apart by the bullet’s passing.
Sigmund reeled back, but his anchor kept him upright. He heard and felt a crack beneath his feet. He looked down just as the hill collapsed beneath him. A rockslide carried him down, tossing his Armor around like a doll in a dryer until he came to a stop in a cloud of dust.
He managed to get his helm up and knocked away rocks as the storm beat down on him. In the sky, a trail of fire angled toward the ground.
Digger slid to a stop next to him. “You alive, seppo?” she asked.
“I am.”
Digger kicked him—not too hard—in the side, then helped him up.
“You’re damn lucky the hill broke and brought you down on our side,” she said. “If you’d ended up at the base full of Chi-com, we would’ve left you to them.”
“Thanks, I feel appreciated.” Sigmund rotated his shoulder servos, crushing bits of rock within to dust.
Payne ran down the hill and splashed into a mud flat. “Should go…should go, yeah?” he asked. On his chest, a pair of holes leaked thick fluid.
“You’re hit.” Digger put a hand on Payne’s breastplate and rubbed the amniosis between her fingertips. “How bad?”
“Just winged my pod. Nothing. Nothing.” Payne slapped a palm over the damage.
“The hell it is…we’re going back to base,” she said.
“If it’s a minor breach,” said Sigmund, “then the pod will—”
Digger swung around and slammed her forearm into Sigmund’s chest. The shock rattled him within his pod and he had to brace himself against the sides to recover.
“Bloody oath, if you act like you’re the tall poppy in charge one more time, I will rip your batteries out and leave your can behind. Payne is hurt. You don’t have the charge left to get that far. I am about sick of your shit. We skip back to base to reset, then we’re back it, you get me?”
“Roy is still out here,” Sigmund said, looking back at the ridgeline.
“If he’s alive, we’ll find him. But we can’t lose three of us looking for one that might be beyond help. I don’t like it either, but this is Aussie rules out here. We’ve learned to take the losses.”
“Then…then let’s get going,” Sigmund said. “I can’t believe I’ve lost them both.”
“We’ll get this sorted later,” she said as she turned and tapped Payne on the side of his helm. “Keep it together, mate. Need you on the bounce with me, yeah?”
“On the bounce. Back to the ships with you, Digger,” he said.
“That’s the stuff. Roll out.”




Chapter 5

Roy was used to the long dark. The endless time spent within a womb, his body robbed of sensation while floating within the amniosis. The total abyss of full dark. So detached from his body that he couldn’t tell if he was awake or asleep.
He had no idea how much time had passed since the flood had taken him away.
His Armor’s systems were dead. He’d detached his umbilical after it had failed to reboot many times. The only option he had left was the manual release at the bottom of the pod. If he pulled that, it would dump his fluid and open the hatch—a decent option if he knew where his pod was.
He could escape a damaged suit lying on a battlefield, but if he was buried under rocks from the flood, or under several feet of mud, pulling the release could kill him in short order.
On the other hand, if he kept his discipline, waited for rescue as he’d been trained, he might survive.
Armor were screened for just this contingency. Most candidates couldn’t take the isolation, the long dark of fear and doubt. Too many of the others from his class at Fort Knox had failed out after losing their nerve and screaming to be released from their pods after being locked away for too long.
In theory, he could survive for months on the hyper-oxygenated fluid of the amniosis. That was just theory, though. That any human mind could last that long had yet to be tested by ethical scientists.
There were tricks. Replaying movies in one’s head. Mental math games. Letting the mind wander as the brain created faux visuals and sounds to compensate for the lack of stimuli.
His brother told him stories about how people would actually pay for the privilege to float in a tank of salt water back before World War III. Just why anyone would do this on purpose was beyond him.
He thought back to the fight against the Dragon and how he’d delivered a nonlethal blow to the first Armor he’d fought. That one had been fighting to kill. Same with the second. Mercy was not a trait the Armor screened for.
Shame crept into his mind. Before he’d joined up, he’d discussed killing in war with his church bishop. There was ample scripture to justify killing in war, and the original Hebrew of the Sixth Commandment read “Thou shalt not murder.” Why he’d been unable to kill that Dragon bothered him more than his current state trapped in his pod.
I probably killed some in those houses I blew up, he thought, but I didn’t see them. I didn’t know. I stabbed that one through and through and there’s no doubt. Josiah didn’t have this problem…I saw the records. I must be a coward. All the instructors at Knox were right. I don’t have this in me…now look where I am.
There were taps against his pod.
Roy cocked his head to one side, then touched his face to make sure his eyes were open and he was awake. Did that happen? Or was his mind playing tricks on him?
The taps came again, in a tune he recognized: shave and a haircut. But the price was missing.
Roy punched the inside of his pod weakly. Twice.
A line of light opened up at his feet and he fell through the hatch in a wave of amniosis. He flopped out into a mud puddle, sunlight assaulting his eyes.
“I got some on me, I got some on me!” a girl yelled. “That’s some right deadly piss!”
Roy coughed up fluid and squinted, then opened his eyes to a pair of black, hairy feet in sandals. A man squatted in front of him, wearing simple khakis rolled up to his knees and elbows and a rifle strapped over his back. His face was wide and black with a flat nose. A shaggy mass of salt-and-pepper hair twitched in the breeze. 
“G’day, mate. Who’s your mob?” the man asked.
Roy hit himself in the stomach and coughed up the last of the amniosis. The fluid seeped into a patch of mud, and his lower body sank a few inches into that. Roy smacked his lips, his lungs still not working right.
“No worries, gubba. I speak the local just fine. I may be an Aborigine but that don’t mean all of us sit around in a loincloth, playing the didgeridoo. You, though, come out in bit better than budgie smugglers looking like a chook fresh out of egg. Bailey back there thought you were just a wired-up noggin in that suit.” He rapped knuckles against his skull.
“Does this shit come off?” Bailey knelt next to a stream, furiously scrubbing water into her sleeves and her khakis from the knees down.
Roy touched his plugs and winced, then looked over a shoulder. His Armor’s torso lay half in a muddy bank, one arm jackknifed at an ugly angle, the legs, helm, and cannon arm gone.
“Where…where am I?” he asked.
The buzz of insects filled the air. Heat and humidity pressed in on him like wet clothes as the last of the amniosis evaporated from his skin suit. Patchy grass and sparse trees stretched out around his Armor’s final resting place.
“Good ways from anywhere,” the Aborigine said. “Question is where you need to go.”
“He doesn’t sound like that pom tin can I met,” Bailey said as she rubbed pebbles against the back of one hand. “Your goop stain? Poisonous to normies without a plug like you?”
“It’s harmless,” Roy said, gripping the side of his Armor and pulling himself up, his feet sinking deeper. He looked around the back, and his shoulders fell. The emergency supply case that should’ve been beneath the back armor plate was gone.
“Who’s your mob, gubba? I’m Monaro. That tidda’s Bailey. Rest of our squad’s pulling security around us,” the man said. “Chi-com’s on our ass for a bit of a nick and I reckon they’d like to get a hold of you too, eh? Can you walk or do we have to start not liking you?”
“Mob? I’m…Cadet Warrant Officer Amos Roy. Telemark Lance. Atlantic Union Armor Corps.” He took a squishy step out of the mud and onto a rock-strewn bank, grimacing as the stone touched his bare feet.
“You don’t have anything else to wear?” Bailey’s eyes went to Roy’s crotch, then snapped up.
“There was a survival kit,” Roy said, waving downstream. “Who knows where it is now. I can…there’s an emergency beacon behind the pod I can—”
“Yeah, nah, mate,” Monaro said. “Chi-com will be here in a jiffy with kill drones. We’re not looking for any more attention.”
“Hurry. Up!” came from the foliage.
“Come out looking like a bloody dag,” Bailey said, picking a rucksack off the ground and rummaging through it. “Least you ain’t nuddy. Here.” She thrust a pair of sandals into his chest. “They’re my favorite thong. Don’t nick ’em.”
“Thongs? Not sure what you mean, but OK.” Roy kicked mud off himself and put the soles against the bottom of his feet. “Appreciate the sentiment, but these are too small. How old are you?”
Bailey snatched them away. “Old enough to be out here plinking Chi-com, you bastard. Monaro, help him out.” She slipped the shoes into her pack and picked up a sniper rifle leaning against a rock.
“Here you go.” Monaro gave Roy the sandals off his own feet, then walked into the brush without hesitation.
“You never been in the bush before, have ya, mate?” she asked Roy.
“Spent a lot of time in the desert. Utah desert.”
“They have browns? Taipans? Copperheads? Death adders?” She lowered her voice and glanced around. “Drop bears?”
“Bears?” Roy frowned and looked to the treetops.
“Drops are the worst,” she said, her eyes twinkling. “Leave you cactus in a split second. Stay close to me and don’t step on any twigs—that gets their attention.” She hefted the pack onto her back and tightened the straps.
Tilting her head to one side, she followed after Monaro as more Australian soldiers emerged from the brush, forming a cordon around her and Roy as they walked.
Roy’s legs felt like jelly as they moved, the heat and the thick air bringing out sweat within minutes.
“Why is it so hot?” he asked.
“It’s summer.”
“In November?”
“Welcome to Down Under.” Bailey rolled her eyes. “Where’d you think you were?”
“It was a normal day at Fort Knox, then Captain Sigmund grabbed me, told me to mount up and get in the scram jet. Time to fight Chi-com. Been kind of a blur since then.”
“That’s all it took? We’ve had Chi-com here to fight for years. You seppos just forget about us?”
“I think most of that’s above my pay grade, you know what I mean?”
Ahead, a soldier held up a fist, then thrust three fingers into the sky.
“Shit.” Bailey grabbed Roy and yanked him to one side, tripping him over her shin. He landed next to a tree in knee-high grass. Bailey dropped the pack and reached inside. She drew out a tarp, its color fluctuating with a digital pattern until it solidified to match the sky.
She fell on top of Roy, pulling the tarp over them both. “Not a muscle,” she whispered.
Roy got a good whiff of her hair, so matted with sweat and grime it was on the verge of turning into a dreadlock. The tarp’s temperature changed, cooling to match the ground beneath them.
He touched a wooden handle of a grenade hanging from her chest harness. The anti-armor grenades were a metal cylinder attached to the handle. They were short-ranged weapons, and had to be thrown hard straight at a target to aim the shaped charge in the warhead. Using them against the drones would be tricky, but some chance was better than none.
Bailey pushed his hand away from the grenade.
A buzz grew in the air and Bailey rolled off him and into a fetal position. “Please…please, please not again. Just go,” she whimpered.
The tarp shifted, and Roy saw treetops swaying overhead. A drone shadow floated by, a square body with four turbo fans. An underslung machine gun swung from side to side. Roy flexed his right hand, muscle memory attempting to load rounds into a cannon that wasn’t there anymore.
An ant the size of his thumbnail crawled onto his face, causing his cheek to twitch. Bailey reached over and flicked it off.
The drone froze, then popped higher. There was a burst of machine-gun fire and it came tumbling down, trailing smoke and missing a fan.
“We got it jammed,” came from somewhere nearby. “Bug out. Bug out!”
“Swear you’re bad luck,” Bailey said as she sat up and mashed the tarp against her chest. “My bag, get it! Can’t lose this thing.”
“East, five hundred!”
The command repeated from around Roy as he got to his feet, confused. Soldiers ran past him, and Monaro jabbed a hand the same direction they were running as he passed.
“Here!” Bailey thrust her pack into Roy’s arms and she took off. “Catch up, you idiot!”
Roy followed, his flip-flops and the heavy pack reducing his dexterity and speed to almost toddler-like levels.
He found his footing and managed to keep a steady distance from Bailey, his lungs burning with the effort.
I want my Armor back, he thought.




Chapter 6

Sigmund strode across the cemetery catwalk, his hair and beard still damp from the showers, his footfalls the only sound since the techs retired to sleep through the night. His mind was revved up, a side effect of dismounting.
He stopped in front of an empty bay, where Roy’s Armor should have been. He tugged a chain beneath his undershirt and drew out a small hammer talisman. He pressed it to his lips briefly, then let it fall back against his chest. Sigmund leaned against the railing, staring at the vacant space.
“I failed them again,” he said.
A clatter of metal on metal sounded from behind. He whirled around, muscle memory raising his right arm to aim an absent cannon.
From the half-repaired Armor, a man in a light tan jumpsuit slipped out of the open pod. A long ponytail of salt-and-pepper hair flopped down over his shoulder as he landed on one foot, his other leg stiff and unable to hold weight. He steadied himself against the Armor, then made the sign of the cross over his chest.
“A man died in there,” the newcomer said, his accent German. “May the Lord receive him.”
“Colonel Carius,” Sigmund said, walking over and saluting his brigade commander. “I didn’t expect to see you so soon.”
“Things move fast when the generals start panicking,” Carius said, returning the salute before taking up a cane hanging on the railing. “The planners didn’t think the Chi-com would bring their Damocles platform into the strategic equation. My Armor was the first element they could bring in as an answer. Three lances came with me via commercial transport. Not the best way to cross the Pacific, but here we are. Rest of the brigade’s taking a slow airship out of Knox.”
“You flew commercial?”
“Stuffed into the bottom of an Ibarra Air jetliner with XVIII Airborne Corps operations staff sitting in coach. It was the fastest way to get Down Under, as you’d used up the only hypersonic transport we had on station at Knox,” Carius said. “But enough of the small talk, yes?”
Carius’ eyes darted to the empty bay.
“We ran into some Dragons,” Sigmund said. “Roy got separated in the melee and went MIA. It’s my fault, sir. He hesitated in his first engagement. I shouldn’t have taken him into the field again.”
“No one’s ever ready for their first fight.” Carius rubbed his bad hip and made his way down the catwalk. “And I sent you to the opposite side of the planet with a single lance mate with instructions little better than ‘Find Chi-com. Shoot Chi-com. Repeat as necessary.’ I thought Roy was up for this…but you can’t have a trial by fire without the fire, yes?”
“Doesn’t change the fact that he’s likely dead,” Sigmund said. “First his brother…now I have to write a letter to the family. Again.”
“You assume he’s dead,” Carius said, wagging a finger at him, “which does not speak of your confidence in him. And you take the blame upon yourself, which is your burden as his leader, but his fate is not your responsibility, Sigmund.”
“It is, sir. My soldier. My responsibility…my failure.”
“If you think you can lead men to war and bring them all home without a scratch, you’re fooling yourself. The Lord determines our fate. It is up to us to live up to his expectations and act in faith,” Carius said.
“I don’t believe—our faith is different in this, sir. Valhalla awaits the worthy. For warriors. Battle provides the proof,” Sigmund said. 
“Why does death take some and spare others? It is pointless to worry. Our fate is determined. And if it was meant for Roy to die, then it was his time. We are Armor. We cannot trade blows with the enemy. Attrition will defeat us. As such, I have trained us all to close with and destroy the enemy as quickly as possible. Shock. Awe. Into the enemy. Soldiers fearing for their safety lack this aggression. Give up your fear of death and victory comes faster and with less cost. Trust in the Lord.” Carius’ steel-gray eyes stared at Sigmund.
“I can’t explain what Roy was feeling in that fight,” Sigmund said. “I know how I felt. Failure. Another soldier lost, one I could have saved if I’d done a better job.”
“What happened in Alaska wasn’t your fault. We’re trained to not cross the Red Line. But don’t count young Roy out just yet. The Australians found him.”
“They—wait, what?”
“Levies recovered him. He’s on his feet and walking home. I trust he’ll be back with a better appreciation of his Armor.”
Sigmund put a hand to the railing and steadied himself.
“You see, Sigmund? The Lord had more for him to do,” Carius said. “Have faith. But do remember that faith without deeds is worthless. We must act with the full confidence that God is with us, and that we are the vessel for his will. As such, we do not leave things up to fate, but fight to bring the world to a better state.”
“It’s the same if I do my best to kill Chi-com and prove myself worthy of Valhalla, isn’t it, sir?”
“True faith always points to the same truth, even if you are a filthy pagan,” Carius said. “Now, the Australians. What is their quality?”
“There’s some…friction.” Sigmund frowned. “Their suits are barely functional, but the soldiers inside are warriors. They hate the Chi-com—though they don’t seem to like us much better. The lance commander I’m partnered with, this ‘Digger.’ I think she’s warming up to me. Keeps calling me ‘seppo.’”
Carius snorted. “Ah, the local tongue,” the colonel said. “Australian lineage carries a good deal of rhyming slang. They think everyone in the Atlantic Union is an American. A ‘Yankee.’ Or just ‘Yank.’ And ‘tank’ rhymes with that, and there’s the connection to septic tank. Or ‘seppo’ for short.”
“Wait…” Sigmund’s eyes darted from side to side. “Then that means—”
“Digger thinks you’re full of shit.” Carius patted him on the shoulder. “But the more the Atlantic Union comes to Australia’s aid, the more she and the rest should appreciate us. Unless our being here does bring Damocles down on their cities and kills thousands. Then it’s a very long swim back to the Union. I have faith the good Lord did not bring us all the way out here for something so humiliating. Now let’s go speak with our hosts.”
****
Digger, leaning against an Armor leg, drained the last of a beer bottle and tossed it into a trash bin. Her gaze was on a curled-up form at the feet of another suit a few yards away, wrapped in a camouflage blanket.
She went over to the sleeping Payne and tapped her foot against his feet. He startled awake, a pistol in his grip.
“Don’t you take my woobie!” he shouted, his half-conscious words slurred.
“No worries, mate,” she said. “It’s just me.”
Payne propped himself up, squinting at her. She sat beside him and he put his head into her lap.
“What’ve I told you about being out here?” she asked.
“Don’t have the dream when I’m with my Armor.” He snuggled against her and tucked the pistol into the folds of his blanket.
“You need to take better care of yourself, mate. Turn your head and let me…yup, your plugs are dirty again.” Digger turned his head to one side and removed a small pack of cotton swabs from a breast pocket. She scraped the white tips against the metal rings on the back of his head. “You know what you’re supposed to do,” she said, clicking her tongue.
“Just forgot. Just forgot is all, ma’am.”
“Did you eat?”
Payne shook his head quickly.
“Come on, mate.” She reached an arm around him and gave him a quick hug. “You know what the brass will do if you can’t suit up anymore. They’ll take you away from me. Is that what you want?”
“I have to get you to the ship,” Payne said.
“You got me there, remember? We’re home now. Taiwan’s over. But I still need you. Need you to take care of yourself. Like we’ve talked. Here…have a bite to eat while I get your plugs right.”
“No apricots. They’re bad luck.”
Removing a plastic pouch from a pocket on her shoulder, she rustled an already open end against itself then took out a small chocolate-covered cookie and pressed it against Payne’s lips. He munched quickly, then swallowed hard.
“You put my pills in the Tim Tams again?” he asked.
“No, mate. Who’d do such a thing?” She rolled her eyes.
“You. You’re the only one that’d do that to me. Or for me. Another?”
She handed him the pack and went back to cleaning his plugs.
“More seppos here?” he asked between bites. “Saw them out in the supply yard.”
“Yeah, more showed up,” she said, rolling her eyes again. “They think a couple more of their tin cans are going to turn the tide we’ve been fighting for years. Bunch of tall poppies think they can kick the Chi-com out of Alaska and that doing the same thing in Oz will be just as easy. That Rupert learned the hard way, didn’t he?”
“I liked him. Good lad.”
“Least he’s alive. No Union blood spilled on our soil for me to mourn. Yet.”
“You think they’ll stay through? Not like last time,” Payne said.
“Last time was Taiwan. The Chi-com broke the lines around Taipei and what did the Americans do? Ran off. Saved themselves. It was our boys that paid the price so they could leave. Our entire expeditionary force…lost for a country that wasn’t ours in a war we didn’t start. The Union’s going to learn Australia’s done dying for anyone but ourselves. We sent our best to die at Gallipoli, Borneo, Korea, Vietnam, the Mideast. Add Taiwan and Okinawa to the long list of tragedies,” Digger said, tucking a dirty swab into a pocket.
“Old wars…kept the fight away from home,” Payne said.
“And this last one brought it right to our doorstep,” she said. “Chi-com didn’t take kindly to us trying to keep Taiwan out of their control. Politicians in Canberra said we were going to war beside our foreign allies, like we’d been doing since the early 1900s, and that royally screwed us when we lost the plot, didn’t it?”
“Chi-com want it all.” Payne crunched the wrapper into a ball and stuffed it into his shirt. “Same as the Japanese way back when.”
“The Japanese never had the manpower to do what the Chi-com have done. The Japanese bombed Darwin…the Chi-com captured it. Devastated it.”
“Union’s here now. Different from last time.”
“They ran from Taiwan when it got bad. The Union can run from Australia if it gets like that again. And they just put a big ‘kick me’ sign on us for the Chi-com. We’ve got nowhere to go, mate. We’re going to take the hits no matter what.”
“They’re fighting the dragons with us,” Payne said. “They…maybe they feel bad about leaving so many of us behind. Time to make things right.”
The cemetery bay doors opened, and techs in Atlantic Union uniforms wheeled in carts of equipment. They went to the half-repaired suit and began examining it, unaware of the two warriors watching them.
“That’s not enough for me,” Digger said. “Not enough by far. I just need you, mate. Promise you’ll do right by yourself from here on out, yeah?”
With his head in her lap, Payne relaxed and went to sleep. Digger stayed with him, one hand stroking his hair.




Chapter 7

Roy dropped the pack and fell to his hands and knees, chest heaving. Black spots danced across his vision and he lay on one side next to a bush.
Bailey and the rest of her squad had formed a perimeter around a small pond. They were tired, but nowhere near as spent as Roy.
“Thanks for carrying this, mate,” she said, giving the pack a pat. “Much appreciated.”
“You know what’s in there and you gave it to the seppo?” Monaro tossed a canteen to Roy, who unscrewed it and took gulps of the warm water.
“The Rupert carries the heavy stuff. Ain’t that the rule?” she asked.
“Someone…” Roy began then paused to take another drag before tossing the canteen back to the Aborigine, “…someone want to get me up to speed? What’s in there? Some sort of active camo?”
“He gets it,” Monaro said. “We were on patrol, looking for Chi-com stragglers that made it out of that dustup in Toowoomba. Ancestors guided us to a hideout of theirs.”
“Wasn’t ancestors, mate,” Bailey said. “We went to a water hole and stumbled over their position while they were sleeping. They got lazy. Should’ve set up farther away from it.”
“That business was stretched over their setup.” Monaro pointed to the pack. “Never seen it before.”
“Temperature control, light mimicking,” Roy said, rubbing his sore legs. “Bet it can’t be picked up by radar or infrared either.”
“Fair dinkum guess,” Monaro said. “Secret-squirrel types will want it back in civilization. Guess they’ll want you too, eh?”
“Not that we want to stay in the bush forever,” Bailey said, wiping a sleeve across her brow.
Roy looked at the sandals on his feet. They were simple leather pads with cord for a toe catch.
“I don’t exactly feel value-added out here,” he said.
“You keep right on lugging that hunk of shit for me, much appreciated,” Bailey said.
Roy looked over at the pack and saw a rustle in the leaves to one side of it. “What’s that?” He frowned.
The rustle traced back around a tree, then a brown snake with a tan jaw reared up off the ground, striking toward Roy’s arm. Its jaws snapped shut just shy of his flesh as the animal jerked back.
Monaro had it by the tail and danced backwards as the snake swayed in his grasp.
“We got us a cheeky one?” the Aborigine asked, one arm up to one side, the other holding the snake’s tail as far away as he could stretch. The snake hissed and struck at him, unable to close the gap.
“Right cheeky, yeah.” Monaro swayed the snake’s tail gently and its belly lowered to the ground, still aiming its head at him. “No worries, mate. No worries at all, yeah?”
The snake seemed to relax, then tugged at Monaro’s grip.
“No one’s going to hurt you…there ya go.” He dragged it away from the pond, then turned it away from the water. He let the tail go and it slithered away.
“Why didn’t you kill it?” Roy asked, his eyes locked on the last place he saw the animal.
“It was just a brown. Only poisonous if it bites you. Let it live so it can bite any Chi-com it finds.” Monaro’s eyes darted behind Roy. “That little beauty’s nowhere near as bad as a drop bear.”
The tree at Roy’s back shook suddenly.
Roy yelped and rolled forward. He landed on his haunches and crab-walked back into the pond.
The tree branches waggled furiously, then Bailey peeked out from around the trunk. Laughter broke out around the pond.
“But…” Roy pointed to the branches, then to the brush where the snake had vanished. “Wait a minute…there’s nothing up there.”
“Must’ve been a drop bear.” Monaro put his hands on his hips and nodded furiously. “They’re all over the place.”
“You were a second away from cactus,” Bailey said, pointing at Roy as she tried—and failed—to keep a smile off her face.
“You guys are funny. Real funny.” Roy looked over his shoulder to the pond. “What about crocodiles?”
“Nah,” said Monaro. “Too far south—” Bailey whacked him in the arm. “I mean…yeah. Crocs all over.”
A tall soldier in a slouch hat emerged from the brush. The upper-left side of his face was an ugly mass of scar tissue around a milky eye. There was a tattoo in the same spot as Digger’s, but the Chinese symbol was different.
“You all done messing with him?” he asked.
“Yes, sir.” Bailey’s gaze dropped.
“Roy, is it?” he asked. “I’m Paulus. We’re almost to Woleebee. Don’t get bit. Let’s get moving.” He nodded at the Armor soldier then slipped back into the brush. “Bailey, pack’s yours.”
“Bugger,” the girl said as she slipped her arms into the straps and stood up.
Roy reached for her sniper rifle, but she slapped his hand away. “Don’t touch my Bloke. And when Paulus says ‘almost,’ he means fifteen klicks. On foot. We’ll be there by dark.”
Roy flexed his already sore feet. “Anyone have a rifle or a side arm?” He looked around as the Home Guard soldiers moved past him. “Feel kind of useless right now.”
“Here.” Monaro handed him a Bowie knife in a sheath.
“That’s a…knife, all right. Aren’t we more likely to get in a gunfight?”
“Left foot, right foot, seppo,” Bailey sneered at him and started walking.
****
Roy squatted in tall grass, a barbed-wire fence between him and Bailey and a small settlement. Night took most of the sky, as the last rays of sunset were behind the Armor soldiers and the Home Guard.
“What’re we waiting for?” Roy whispered.
“Donners are good people,” Bailey said. “They keep an eye out for Chi-com. Any risk for us and they’ll hang up a Victoria beer bottle wind chime. No worries and they’ll put up something else.”
A man with a decent belly and wearing only a pair of shorts came out onto the porch. He scratched himself, then opened a wicker basket next to the door. He brought out a stick with spent shell casings attached by varied lengths of fishing line, turning it into a scale. He hung it up on the overhang, farted, and went back inside. A gas lamp turned on from a windowsill.
“Simple folk, the Donners,” Bailey said, “but they’re ridgy-didge.”
Paulus hurried to the house in a half crouch.
“Now we wait a bit.” Bailey sat down, using the pack to prop her up. “Another day in the fresh air. Your dogs barking, seppo?”
“My feet are killing me, yeah.” Roy rubbed the flesh where the strap had rubbed his skin raw.
“Why’d you go for the reverse lobotomy? You not good enough for the Union’s Strike Marines?” she asked.
“Armor Corps has a much higher dropout rate than the space jarheads, thank you. Service is still mandatory for men when they turn eighteen…figured I’d shoot for the moon, managed to not fail out during all the trials.”
Bailey sniffed then touched the side of her nose. “Don’t bullshit me, seppo. You could’ve done those high-altitude, low-orbit drops in that shiny power armor the Strike Marines have. Poster child for everything good and perfect for the Union. Bet the Strike Marines get all the sheilas when they’re on leave, eh?”
“Tell you one thing about Armor—you don’t have to walk everywhere.”
“Or do you?” She winked at him. “Heard the Strike Marines are fielding new rail rifles for the snipers. That true?”
A tsk tsk sound carried from soldier to soldier.
“And we’re in.” Bailey rolled to her knees and stood up slowly. “The barn,” she said, stepping through a gap in the fence and leading Roy inside. The barn was lit by a single lamp in the middle, the windows blackened, gaps in the wooden boards covered up with tar. The place smelled of horses, but none were there.
Home Guard soldiers dropped their gear and stretched out. When Bailey swung off the pack, Roy saw that her back was inundated with sweat. She sat on it and gave Roy a thumbs-up.
“Now what?” he asked.
“Outhouse.” She pointed to the door. “Doubt they’ve got shit paper. Grab some grass before you go in. Monaro will get some food going in a bit. You want a brew?”
“Alcohol?”
“Nah, mate. The black stuff. Coffee. Doubt you’ll need help getting to sleep, but we’ve got to boil everything we drink. Might as well put some flavor to it.” She wiggled a foot from a boot and frowned at a bloody blister.
“I’ll pass. How…old are you?” He sat next to her, back to the wall.
“Fifteen. Almost. You?”
“Twenty…also almost.” He kicked off the sandals.
“An old man,” she said, touching a side pocket on her pack. “The lamp on?” she asked loudly.
“Go for it,” came from the shadows.
She took out a pack of cigarettes and stuck one in her mouth, then pressed the tip to a black square on the bottom of the pack. She took a long drag, then offered it to Roy.
“What? No, thanks.” He wrinkled his nose at the smoke.
“These are Panda brand, got them off a Chi-com major,” she said. “He wouldn’t smoke the knockoffs.”
“I don’t smoke…you ‘got them off’ how? Trade?”
“He’d just quit smoking.” She exhaled out her nose. “Didn’t need his boots, ammo, or his pistol anymore either.”
“Seppo,” Monaro said as he waved a set of tongs with a square clasp at the end from a campfire in the middle of the barn, “what you want for chow? We’ve got jaffles and jaffles.”
“Chef’s choice,” Roy said, then leaned toward Bailey. “Jaffles?”
“They’re hot. Don’t complain.” She took three dark-green plastic pouches from her pack and tossed them to the cook. “I’m feeding you, might as well tell me why you went for the tin cans. Not ‘no’ but ‘hell no’ would I let someone poke inside my noodle.”
“My brother,” Roy said as he pulled his knees up to his chest and wrapped his arms around them. “Well, my grandfather and father too. Uncles. Cousins. So many cousins. They all fought. From Iraq, the Crusade, and all the way through the big one with China. Memorial Day’s rough for my family.”
“But you started off with your brother.”
“Josiah was—is—Armor. First of the Roys to earn his spurs. Just a couple years older than me too. He was in 1st Division before they broke everything up into lances.” Roy shrugged and his shoulders sank a bit lower. “He redlined while fighting in Alaska. He’s in a ward back at Knox. I’d get to see him every so often.”
“What’s a redline?” Bailey asked.
Roy tapped his plugs. “The neural interface between the soldier and the Armor can overload. Happens when the suit’s damaged or we try and push it to do too much. You redline, it burns you out. Nobody recovers. Nobody.”
“Sorry about your brother. But you knew what happened to him and you still went for the plugs?”
“It happened soon after I reported to Knox for selection…The cadre offered to let me drop out of training. No ‘loss of motivation’ on my record. But Roys aren’t quitters. None of us tried to worm out after we lost family in Japan, Hawaii, or Taiwan. After I refused the offer, the cadre had no mercy on me. They make all us bean heads work the redline ward so we know the consequences of fighting beyond our suit’s capabilities. I got that duty too. Josiah was there. It was nice to see him. Not everyone gets the chance to ever see their family at training.”
“He might get better?” Bailey asked.
“No one comes back from a redline. No one. Most fall out after a few years.” Roy laced his fingers behind his head, tapping on his plug rings. “You? Everyone keeps asking me if my mother knows I’m in uniform or if I need shaving lessons. How’d you end up out here?”
“Got some bush tucker for you both.” Monaro handed a plastic plate with a small hot sandwich, the edges pressed together, boiled greens, and a few small light-green fruits. “Jaffles. Pigweed and some glauca.”
The Aborigine leaned close to Roy’s ear and whispered, “Lay a finger on her and we’ll gut you, mate.”
“Looks delicious, thank you.” Roy gave him a toothy smile and nodded emphatically as he took the plate. He looked at the food and poked at the greens. “Is ‘bush tucker’ the…vegetable or the other things here?”
“It’s whatever you find out there to eat,” Bailey said, peeling the skin off the fruit and biting into the flesh. “We did a security stop in a patch of pigweed just to get some vittles for later. You didn’t notice?”
“I was watching for snakes.”
“So why do you tin cans use the plugs?” Bailey touched the back of her head. “Why don’t you just…be normal and drive your suits like a tank. Joy sticks and such. And why not plug you all into airplanes like a fighters or use you to control a space ship?”
Roy took a sip from a canteen.
“Do this,” he said. “Touch your forehead. Now clap your hands. OK, easy enough for you to do. Now take off and do a combat climb into an Immelmann and launch chaff.”
“Sorry, what?” Bailey frowned at him.
“Driving or steering a suit of Armor isn’t as effective as being plugged in,” he said. “Raise the arm of a suit and point as a hill to signal an attack? Being plugged in makes it just as easy as doing it when I’m like this.” He gave his chest a pat. “The time to learn how to fight as Armor is low with the plugs, very low. Hardest part is getting over perceived limitations of my body. Reacting with the plugs is quick and easy. Reacting at controls takes time and training. A tank crew can drill together for years, and still be slower to the draw than Armor in a fight. Plug us into a fighter jet doesn’t work the same way. There’s no muscle memory for ‘taking off’ or shooting missiles. We plug into a fighter and we’d still have to learn how to fly. Waste of time and resources. Pilots stay pilots.
“As for plugging us into something bigger…there’s a limit on what the human mind can handle. Our brains serve as back up processors for weapon systems and we can overload pretty easy if we’re not careful. Try and make us the computer core of a star ship or a bigger mech and we’ll redline. And being in a bigger suit isn’t necessarily better. Bigger suit. Bigger target. We’re at just the right size to bring decent firepower to a fight, remain mobile, and avoid detection.”
“Sounds like the inventors knew what they were doing,” Bailey said.
“It’s all Ibarra Corporation tech,” Borden said. “Marc Ibarra became the world’s first trillionaire before he was thirty. Graphene batteries. New rocket tech. Asteroid mining. That he’d figure out a better way to bring firepower to the battlefield—and charge a fortune for it—isn’t too hard to believe.”
“Don’t you worry about the Chi-com’s EMP bombs? Didn’t those things wipe out the American navy at the beginning of the war?” she asked.
“Systems are shielded in the suit,” Roy said. “The umbilical to my plugs are next gen fiber optics. Internals are too. Hit Armor with an EMP and it’ll just piss us off. Most military equipment is hardened…now. Learned that lesson the hard way when World War III kicked off. West Coast and Hawaii got it the worst when the lights went out.”
A soldier came over and handed her two trays with watery greens, slices of white bread, and a sandwich with pinched edges. 
“Eat something. Doesn’t look like you get much exercise in that tin can of yours.” She breathed in the aroma of the sandwich and sighed. “I’m from Cairns. Parents worked the tourist trade around the Great Barrier Reef. Chi-com came and me pa got us on a truck south before the Line was set up. He stayed back to fight. No word since. We almost made it to Brisbane when the Chi-com hit the highway and there was a crash… Home Guard don’t care how old you are. Only if you can fight without being a risk to yourself or others.”
“Sorry.”
“This war’s been going lot longer than we’ve been alive. You know anyone that’s got to live happy?”
“Can’t say I do.” Roy took a bite of the sandwich and paused. He drew it away from his mouth and strands of pasta flopped out. He chewed slowly. “Is this…spaghetti?”
“Best kind of jaffles there are,” she said, devouring hers. “Just like Mom used to make.”
“My mom makes the best green Jell-O salad.” Roy kept eating the jaffle.
“A salad?” Bailey raised an eyebrow at him.
“It’s delicious,” he said and kept eating the jaffle.
Bailey looked at him from the corner of her eyes, then took a small jar out of her pack.
“Here, got something special for you,” she handed the jar and a small butter knife to him.
“What is it?” Roy wiped his mouth and held the jar up to the firelight. “Oh, this that hazelnut spread? My lance commander and some of the other Euros love this stuff. Thanks.”
He twisted the top off and glanced at the black jam inside.
“Stuff’s great on toast,” he used the knife to take out a sizeable hunk and spread it very thick over the bread.
“Mate,” Monaro waved at Roy. “Mate, you got to—”
Bailey stamped a foot against the floor and Monaro went silent.
“How’d you get this from Europe?” Roy put a little extra on his bread and flipped it over to take a huge bite, the topping directly against his tongue.
He froze, and his face went to Bailey. His jaw worked very slowly and his eyes watered.
“Didn’t know you like vegemite that much,” Bailey said, fighting a grin. “Like it?”
“Salty,” Roy choked. “So very salty. What…good God what is this?” He held the blackened toast out at arm’s length.
“Told you, it’s vegemite,” Bailey said. “Yeast extract. Like what grows between your toes when you haven’t changed your socks in a while. ‘Cept ours comes from bakers or something. Have some more.”
“It tastes like pesticide.” Roy coughed and looked hard at the vegemite before sniffing it.
“Nothing more Straya than a bit of that with some margarine. You, though, you went hard on it. We don’t slop it on there like you did.”
“This is the devil’s butter.” Roy took a small bite and winced. Bailey took it away from him and scraped the Vegemite back into her jar.
“Let me know if you want more later,” she said.
“Won’t be an issue.” He smacked dry lips and drank from his canteen again.
“Seppo,” Paulus said as he tossed a paper bag at Roy. “Our hosts have some spare clothes. Better to have you dressed like a local than a diver that just washed up on the beach at Bondai. We called you up and the brass want you back right quick. I told them to send transpo or we’re staying until morning. Moving at night’s no good with Chi-com around.”
“I appreciate it.” Roy looked through the bag, turning over a pair of decrepit tennis shoes to examine them in the low light. The man’s facial scars and tattoo made his visage seem to stand out against the cooking fire.
“Also,” said Paulus, waving to one side as two children rushed out of the shadows and hid behind his legs, “the Donners’ farm is a rest stop for free Aussies who can get south of the Line. These kiddos heard there’s a tin can here and want to meet you.”
Roy nodded, then put on a flannel shirt that smelled of sheep and sweat.
“Kids, say hello to Mr. Sepp—I mean, Roy.” Paulus turned back and a pair of little girls that couldn’t have been older than eight stared hard at Roy. One clutched a doll to her chest, both wore patchwork clothes, and their hair was a mess of tangles and dirt.
Both had a solid black line tattooed below their left eye.
“Why is he so little?” one asked Paulus. “And…like us?”
“I had some trouble with my Armor,” Roy said, looking away.
“He’s not a real knight.” The other with the doll stomped her foot. “You’re a boofhead, Sally.”
“Come the raw prawn.” Sally pointed at Roy as tears welled up in her eyes. “You a knight or not? Jessie always wanted to meet one of you.”
Roy leaned forward to keep his head level with her, then turned so she could see his spikes. The girls broke into squeals.
“Can I touch ’em?” Jessie asked.
“Go ahead.” Roy winked at Bailey, who was eating the cooked pigweed without utensils.
He felt prods to the back of his head then turned back around. “Satisfied?” he asked.
“He’s not one of us.” Sally looked up at Paulus. “He doesn’t talk right.”
“Union. American,” Paulus said.
“Is the Union going to help Australia?” Sally asked. “My mum said after the ‘sades’ or something, the Yanks would come to Australia. Get rid of the drones. The bad men that hurt Daddy.”
“We don’t need them,” someone said from a dark corner. “Trusted them one too many times and now—”
“You shut your fuckin’ pie hole before I—” Paulus stopped then frowned at the girls. “Sorry. Language.”
“I’m here to fight,” Roy said. “There’s more Armor here with me…and more on the way.”
“I want to be a knight.” Jessie thrust her doll at Roy, which turned out to be a crude mockup of an Armor suit made from wire and small plastic boxes. “I’m super tough. Just ask Sally. Or my mum.”
“I bet you are,” Roy said.
“Are you going to Darwin?” Sally asked. “There’s so many people there. In the camps. The di xia never come back from there. My friend’s parents got the bad mark,” she said, touching her face and looking up at Paulus, “and he had to move away with them. Then Mum said we have to go too. Past the Line.”
“OK, girls, that’s about enough.” Paulus reached into his pocket and took out two wrapped bars. “Take some cherry ripes and go back to your mum.”
Sally thrust the doll at Roy. “You’re a ’sader. Please make Mr. Bradbury a real knight.”
Roy straightened his hand, then tapped one of the doll’s shoulders. He lifted the edge of his hand over its head and touched the other shoulder, then gave its face a gentle flick with his finger.
Sally jumped up and down and clutched it to her chest.
“Go on now,” Paulus said as he pressed the candy into their hands and shooed them out.
“Don’t go thinking you’re a tall poppy just because the kids think you’re spiffy,” Bailey said.
“What happened to their faces?” Roy tapped at his cheek and looked to Paulus.
“Chi-com give a loyalty rating to everyone in the occupied territory,” he said. “They put the line on the kids when they’re four. If you’re a good little proletariat, they’ll mark you top-notch. Food. Medical care. You start causing trouble, they’ll brand you di xia. Then you’ll disappear in the night. I was a cunt and tried to work with them when they first took most of the northern coast. Spoke out one too many times and got demoted.” He touched the tattoo over his scars. “They took off my rating with a belt sander, then gave me this new one.”
“I didn’t…know,” Roy said.
“Guess we’re being hurt by the wrong kind of people,” Paulus said. “If it was Indonesians for a certain sect, the Union would’ve been here in force years ago.”
“Ease off,” Bailey said. “Tin can or not, he’s just a grunt like the rest of us.”
“We move out at first light. Bailey, you’ve last watch.” Paulus went to the fire and spoke with Monaro.
“Right then,” she said, pulling a poncho liner out of her pack and wrapping it around her shoulders. “Night. Shitter’s out back. Don’t go too far…drop bears might get you.”
“Thanks.” Roy leaned gently against the other side of her pack. He stared at the fire, but sleep wouldn’t come.
****
Outside the barn, a refugee with a tattoo on his face slunk away from the farm. Removing a small black disk from his pants, he flipped it open, tapped in a message, then mashed his thumb against a button. After a click, he folded it back up and flung the device into the night.
He brushed himself off, then went back to the farm. 




Chapter 8

Roy scratched his chest, wondering if the new clothes over his skin suit had been washed in the recent past, or if they came with some manner of Australian mites that would burrow into his skin and creep up to his brainstem. He dismissed the idea as ridiculous, but everything on this continent seemed determined to kill human beings.
The fire crackled low as soldiers snoozed against the walls. He was wide awake, even though it must have been past midnight.
I’m still on Knox time, he thought. This’ll be great come local afternoon when my internal clock says it’s time to hit the rack.
He scraped the heels of his new boots against the dirt, then felt a growing pressure in his bladder. Shifting against the pack containing the captured camo cloak against his shoulder, he looked around. Everyone was asleep. Waking someone up to keep an eye on this sensitive item while he went to relieve himself would have been normal in the Atlantic Union military, particularly for something so valuable, but waking up one of the local militia for that did not strike him as a way to engender friendship.
He touched the Bowie knife attached to his belt, then crept out of the half-open door and found Bailey leaning against the outer wall of the barn, her sniper rifle held low across her waist, a lit cigarette in her mouth.
“Where’s the latrine?” he asked.
She jerked a thumb to her right. “Ain’t no shit paper,” she said.
“Not that.”
Her brows furrowed. “Then drain it wherever. Don’t recommend going in the dunny if you can help it.”
“Thanks.” He looked out across the night to the patchy field of wheat and a water pump just visible past an irrigation ditch. “How much do you smoke?”
“None of your goddamn business is how much I smoke. You think it’s easy hauling all that gear, dodging drones, pulling your seppo butt out of a tin can, then staying up through a shift? Piss off.”
“I’m just saying our Strike Marines aren’t allowed to smoke in the field.” He stepped across a ditch then looked back at her over his shoulder. “If you’re thinking about a career change. Is all.”
She flicked the lit butt of her cigarette at him.
The buzz of insects filled the air as he made his way across the field. The barn was a dark shadow against the skyline, easy enough to make his way back to.
He hooked a thumb beneath his belt and was just about to relieve himself when he heard a low squeal in the air. He paused, then cocked one ear to the sky. It was barely there…but it was a sound he knew.
Armor treads…and it was growing closer.
Confused, he did a double take back to the farmhouse. Did Bailey and her team know Armor was on the way? Paulus did say he’d called up to higher headquarters, but Roy’s training demanded any imminent arrival of friendly forces be known—a precaution against fratricide. Were the Australians lack on this or…
Roy turned to run back to the barn when something grabbed his ankle and tripped him. He fell face-first into the dirt and a weight pinned him to the ground, a heavy hand on the back of his neck.
He opened his mouth to yell, but another hand clamped down over his face. From the corner of his eye, he could see the edge of a matte-black glove, slick with mud. The pressure on the back of his neck moved up to cover his plugs. Roy fought to get up, but was held fast.
“Ta shi yige Yazi,” a man whispered harshly.
“Rang ta houzhe,” came from nearby.
The Chi-com were here, and they had Roy. He tried to wrestle out of the hold, but the man on him was larger and had all his weight against his back. Roy saw boots run past him, and fear erupted in his heart.
He had no way to warn anyone.
Crack.
There was a grunt and the weight on his back went away as the soldier flopped to one side and into the dirt next to Roy, coming down face-to-face with him. One eye stared lifelessly; the other was skewed and nearly popped from the socket. Blood oozed out of a bullet wound in the forehead.
Roy shouted a warning as gunshots broke out. He went for the knife at his belt, then grabbed a carbine hanging from a strap on the dead soldier’s chest. It held fast in the rigging.
Bullets snapped overhead and thumped into the dirt around him as more fire came from the barn. A trio of Chi-com had gone prone in a patch of wheat just ahead of him, and Roy realized he’d look just like one of them in the darkness if he stood and made a run for the barn.
“Oh…come on!” He yanked hard on the carbine but couldn’t get it free. He twisted the muzzle toward the enemy soldiers and gripped the weapon at the base of the carriage as he pulled the trigger, his hands awkwardly positioned.
He emptied the magazine into the patch of wheat with a long rip of bullets. Tracer rounds snapped from around the barn and into the same area.
Roy knew he had no good options. Stay exposed until one of the Chi-com realized he was there or wait until one of the Australians thought he was a target. Keeping his head down and staying prone in the field struck him as the best idea…then he heard a mechanical whine not far away. Armor shifting from travel to walker configuration.
He ripped his flannel shirt off and waved it over his head as he ran back to the barn.
“Don’t shoot! Don’t shoot!” he shouted, waving his arms, unsure if he’d get a bullet through the chest or the back first.
He made it past Australians hunkered down against the raised dirt on the edge of an irrigation ditch, ignoring a storm of expletives as he raced into the barn and jumped over the fire pit.
Roy thumped into the wall next to the pack with the captured camo cloak.
“What the hell are you doing?” Bailey shouted from the doorway.
“Armor!” Roy pointed at the door chest heaving. “There’s—”
A massive fist smashed through the roof and tore the wooden beams away. The bronze helm of a Dragon Armor panned from one side of the opening to the other, then stopped, staring right at the pack.
The Armor kicked through the barn wall, spraying Roy with splinters.
Roy snatched up the pack and ran right at the Chi-com suit. He skipped to one side, avoiding a swipe of an arm as big as he was, and slipped through the Armor’s legs and out into the night.
He’d seen more than one of the Australians with anti-armor grenades. If he could give them a chance to react while the Dragon was focused on recovering the pack, they might stand a chance.
Even if he had to buy them that time with his life.
Bailey appeared at his side and grabbed a strap on the side of the pack, helping carry the load. A pair of anti-armor grenades bounced against her hip.
“What’re you doing?” Roy glanced over his shoulder and saw the Dragon stomping toward them as rifle fire from the Australians bounced off the suit.
“Trying to help,” she gasped, her short legs struggling to keep pace with him as she carried the pack in one hand, her rifle in the other. “Where are we—”
“Use your frigging grenades!” He waved a hand behind him.
A heavy-caliber weapon roared and dirt exploded around Roy, showering him with clumps of sod and pebbles. He stumbled and lost control of the pack, which landed on him, knocking his breath away.
Catching the pack before it could roll away, he swung it back, putting it between him and the Dragon.
Bailey was on her knees, fumbling with the two grenades.
Roy grabbed her by the collar and pulled her down behind the pack. A round split the air over their heads with the crack of a falling tree.
The girl was sobbing, her hands shaking with fear. He took one of the grenades by the wooden handle then closed his other hand over hers, helping her grip the weapon. 
“At the same time.” He looked her in the eyes. “Beats his point defense. On three.”
Roy twisted the warhead on the grenade and it snapped twice, armed for close detonation. Bailey nodded furiously. As the Dragon stomped closer, Roy could hear the servo whine and realized it was seconds away.
“Shit. Three!” He popped over the backpack and threw the grenade overhand with everything he could muster. He ducked back as his and Bailey’s blossomed into twin fireballs. 
The plastic explosives packed behind concave copper plates ignited, and the force morphed the plates inside out, turning them into hypervelocity jets of metal that pierced the Dragon like lances.
The overpressure slapped Roy and his ears rang. He shook his head, fighting against dizziness. He lay over Bailey, protecting her with his body. When he raised his head, he found the Dragon on its feet, two glowing rings on its breastplate. The smell of burnt sugar was thick in the air.
The Chi-com Armor pitched forward, its helm sinking into the rain-softened earth.
“Get off!” Bailey pushed him away and scrambled on her hands and knees until she found her dirty sniper rifle.
A bullet snapped over the edge of the fallen Dragon and kicked up a shower of dirt next to her. There was another Armor out there.
“Come on!” Roy rushed to her and gripped her collar. He dragged her to the Dragon as more rounds whacked into its back, each impact ringing like a church bell.
Bailey clutched him, burying her head into his chest as the rain of hits continued. One punched through the back of the armor and slammed into the breastplate, knocking out a divot next to Roy’s head.
The snap of high-caliber rounds increased in fury, and Roy felt the slap of air from bullets going overhead. He put an arm around Bailey’s shoulders as she curled up. He barely knew this girl, and now they were about to die together.
The fire died out and the stomp of heavy footfalls rumbled beneath them. A floodlight snapped on, covering them with white light.
“Roy?” came from speakers.
He looked up at a suit towering over them, blinking against the harsh light.
“Captain Sigmund?” Roy shouted up, struggling to hear his own words against the ringing in his ears.
Bailey looked up from his chest and sniffed. “That your mate?” she asked.
“Even if he wasn’t a Telemark, he didn’t crush us, so yeah, I’d say he’s our mate.” Roy tried to remove her fist clenched full of his skin suit, but she held firm.
The floodlight cut out and Sigmund lowered his cannon arm to one side. “We got intel of Chi-com Armor in this sector,” he said. “That your kill?”
Roy leaned away from the downed Dragon. His back was slick with bathwater-hot amniosis. He stood and backed away from it. The two punctures from the anti-armor grenades must have instantly killed the man inside. His mind went to what must remain within the inner pod, and the burnt-sugar smell in his nose suddenly made him retch.
“Hey, pommie,” Bailey said as she grimaced and pulled the shoulder of her inundated uniform top off her skin, “I know your voice. We’ve got some Chi-com gear that has to go back to base.” She pointed at the pack lying nearby. “And you two owe me some new clothes! It smells like a kangaroo pissed all over me!”
“Glad you’ve made some friends,” Sigmund said. “Digger and Payne are with the rest of the levies by what’s left of the barn. We’ll transport them all back to Brisbane.” Treads popped out of the back of his legs and his suit settled down in travel configuration.
“Worst ride’s better than the best walk,” Bailey said to Roy, going to the pack and dragging it toward Sigmund. “Come on. Doubt he’s got any extra room in there for you.”
As Roy took one last look at the dead Dragon, a strange sensation filled in his chest. He nodded quickly and helped her haul the pack onto the metal skirt over Sigmund’s tracks.
“You hurt?” Sigmund asked him.
“No.” Roy steadied himself against the treads. “No, sir…just tired of being a crunchy.”
Sigmund leaned to one side and put his palm to the ground. Roy climbed up the joints and onto the skirt over the tread. The metal felt good to the touch, like he’d come home.
“Is that what you are? A crunchy?” Sigmund asked.
“I am Armor.” Roy let out a long sigh and helped Bailey up.
“Thought you two were mates?” She knocked the butt of her sniper rifle against Sigmund’s treads, cleaning mud off it, then touched a breast pocket. Her eyes went wide. “My smokes. My smokes are out there somewhere.”
“That’s nice.” Sigmund spun around in place, then drove off with a lurch.
“It was my last pack!” Bailey looked over the edge of the treads and was about to jump off when Roy pulled her back.
“You want to walk?” he asked.
“Ah…filthy habit anyway. There any of your Strike Marines in-country yet? Maybe back at Brisbane?” she asked Sigmund.
Sigmund’s helm turned to Roy. “Way to represent the Corps, bean head.”
Roy sat down behind Sigmund’s torso, his muscles going weak as the adrenaline faded away. He touched his chest where his and Bailey’s grenades killed the Dragon, and thought of what he’d just done.




Chapter 9

Sigmund rolled into Fort Bernakin, past heavy equipment unloading Atlantic Union Air Force craft and through an inner fence topped with razor wire. He kept going after the Light Horse Armor stopped behind him.
“Oy, let me off!” Bailey beat a fist against the Armor’s torso and pointed back to the rest of her squad, still with the other suits.
“They want the pack and they want it now,” Sigmund said through his speakers.
Roy, one hand gripping the pack with the camouflage screen, the other holding onto a handle on Sigmund’s back, craned his neck up to a dark hangar. Beside it was a matte-black shadow of an aircraft, all hard angles and shaped into an arrowhead.
“That a UFO?” Bailey pointed at the aircraft.
“Might be,” Roy said. “I’ve never seen anything like it before.”
Sigmund came to a stop outside the closed hangar doors.
“Take it in,” Sigmund said. “I’ll wait here.”
“No complaints if this is the last time I have to carry this damn thing,” Bailey said, jumping off the tread skirt and hauling the pack off. It hit the ground with a heavy thump. A red light turned on over an access door.
“Careful,” a woman said, appearing out of nowhere. Middle-aged, she wore a business suit with a slightly loose coat, and her short dark hair ended just below her jawline.
“Who’s this bird?” Bailey stepped between the new arrival and the pack.
The woman came closer as Roy got off the tracks. Her face was attractive with features indicating a mixed ancestry.
“Let me help you with that.” She reached for the pack, but Bailey slapped her hand away.
“You know what me and my mates went through to get this?” the Australian asked. “You think I’m going to just let some Yank have it for nothing? Just who in the hell do you think you are?”
“My name is Shannon Martel.” The woman smiled and Roy caught a glimpse of a pistol in her jacket. “I run security for Mr. Ibarra.”
“Ibarra?” Roy’s brows shot up. “Ibarra…Ibarra? That Ibarra?”
“Who else on Earth has their own private stealth jet?” Shannon smiled. “He’s inside and he’s waiting. His time is very valuable, so if you don’t mind…” She motioned to the access door.
“If anyone asks,” Bailey said, lifting up one side of the pack, “we take tips. Let’s go.”
Roy did a double take over his shoulder toward Sigmund, then helped carry the pack to the access door, which opened for them.
Inside the hangar was a line of Australian and Atlantic Union military personnel. Two soldiers in power armor flanked an elderly man sitting on a cargo pallet. The old man had both hands on the head of a cane, and his suit and shoes were immaculate and custom-made, which befitted Marc Ibarra, the richest man on Earth.
“Are those Strike Marines?” Bailey asked, walking faster across the empty hangar toward Ibarra.
“Those are a bunch of generals and there’s Colonel Carius,” Roy said, suddenly very conscious of his dirty civilian attire. “I am still in flip-flops.”
“Bring it here.” Marc Ibarra waved them over, his voice reedy, but still strong for one past seventy. “Let’s see if you’ve really got what you say you do.”
“My men wouldn’t lie about something like this,” General Calhoon said from where he stood behind the power-armored guards. 
“Don’t think I won’t bill you for gas if this is a snipe hunt,” Ibarra said.
Bailey and Roy set the pack down. Bailey went to one of the Strike Marines and peered at his rifle, the barrel thicker and more angular than the rifles her fellow soldiers carried.
“Is that a gauss?” she asked, wide-eyed. “I heard they can get a round up to—”
“You’re doing show-and-tell first, my dear,” Ibarra said and tapped his cane against the ground twice. The two Strike Marines opened the pack and began spreading out the camouflage screen.
“You were there when it was captured?” Ibarra asked Roy.
“No, sir, but she was,” Roy said, wiping grime off his face and glancing at Carius, who remained silent and stoic.
“Circumstances?” Ibarra asked.
“Spotted a Chi-com filling a water can at a stream,” she said. “We followed him through the bush a ways…and then he just up and disappeared. Thought we’d all had a bit too much sun at that point, but Monaro went to poke around and then he ran into…that.” She waved a hand over the flat panel as it unfolded across the hangar bay floor. The edge of the screen seemed to meld into the floor, fading away from one edge to the other.
“Damnedest thing,” she said. “Chi-com inside heard him and started shooting. We rushed the place and got them cactus. Just three in there. Bunch of commo gear, couple satellite dishes they hadn’t set up yet. Looks like we got them right as they’d made camp. My sergeant had us bring that heavy bastard back in.”
“Well, well,” Ibarra said. “Not a snipe hunt after all.” He tapped his cane against Calhoon’s leg. “I do appreciate the heads-up on this. Very helpful.”
“After all you’ve done for Australia, we thought of you first,” Calhoon said.
“We need to get this back to the Union,” Carius said. “We can reverse-engineer it and—”
“I don’t remember saying a word about giving it to you,” Calhoon said. “Pom or seppo, don’t care which you are. This is Australian property.”
Roy’s mouth went dry. Even out of his Armor, Carius cut an intimidating figure. The mix of Australian and Union officers in the room had migrated to their own groups, and Roy wasn’t exactly sure who the two Strike Marines actually worked for.
“Now, now,” Ibarra said. “We’re all on the same team, yes? Let’s not forget about the multi-ton, rail-gun-armed elephant on a slow course to Brisbane. The one we can’t exactly find right now.”
“What was that?” Bailey asked.
“Whoops!” Ibarra held up a palm and Shannon handed him a small box. “Pretend you didn’t hear that. And then I need you to pretend you don’t see this either. I need to bring in an off-site expert.”
“Sir,” Shannon said, “we don’t have secure comms to Euskal Tower yet. We—”
“We’ll be fine,” Ibarra said, squeezing the side of the box and tossing it out in front of him. It sprang to life and floated up on a set of thin rotor blades that popped out of the side. “Lives are at stake here, Shannon. We can bend my rules just a bit. They are my rules, after all.”
The small drone floated back and forth over the nearly invisible screen, a beam of light emitting from the bottom.
“Mr. Ibarra, sir,” Calhoon said quietly, “the prime minister asked me to inquire as to…licensing fees…for whatever you find here.”
Ibarra reared back slightly, as if offended.
“Did the prime minister mention how I provided the blueprints to the Armor systems to your government sans ‘license fees’? Smuggled Dr. Eeks over to perform the necessary surgery so you could have soldiers to fight in those suits? Loaned you the auto foundry in Perth that’s manufacturing most of your small arms ammunition?”
“You did what?” Carius asked.
“He didn’t mean smuggle.” Shannon glared at Ibarra. “He meant—”
Ibarra waved a hand over the head his cane. “Hush. We’re all friends now.”
The drone stopped, then floated back to Ibarra and hovered a few feet from his face, a line of lights circling the middle.
“What about a finder’s fee?” Bailey asked. “If not for the cloaky bit, then for this lug,” she said, pointing at Roy. “Bet you’ve got some dollars wrapped up into his skull.”
“That’s why you rescued me? For a payday?” he asked.
Bailey elbowed him.
Ibarra leaned to one side and stared hard at the war refugee turned child soldier. His wealth was measured in the trillions of dollars and his companies were the technological and manufacturing lynchpin of Europe and North America. Roy didn’t know how to adjust to his position as apparent middleman between them.
“She assumes we want him back,” Carius muttered.
“Wait, what?” Roy’s face flushed.
The drone chirped.
“Hold that thought.” Ibarra wagged a finger at Bailey. “Jerry, what have you got for me?”
“A significant advance in Sinochem material capability.” The answering voice was clipped and unnatural, almost robotic. “The electromagnetic pass-through rating is well beyond our iteration models. They’ve used a quantum wave field function I hadn’t anticipated.”
“Who is that?” Calhoon asked.
“We encrypt the voice channel,” Ibarra said quickly, his head lowering ever so slightly. “Makes Jerry sound a bit odd, doesn’t it, Shannon? Shannon’s met him several times, haven’t you?”
Shannon seemed caught off guard by the question, but she nodded after a pause.
“Jerry’s a bit of an introvert,” Ibarra said. “Doesn’t bathe. Lives for tech. Ain’t that right, Jerry?”
“I’ve recorded the identities off all present for future action,” came from the drone.
“Nondisclosure agreements!” Ibarra laughed nervously. “Paperwork. For the blue file,” he said to Shannon.
“Do all the paperwork you like,” Calhoon said. “Can you use this rubbish to find the Damocles or can’t you? I can evacuate Brisbane at a safe pace or in a blind panic. Which will it be?”
“Well, that depends on Jerry,” Ibarra said. “Can you break the code or can’t you, Jerry?”
“At current, to find resonance and reconfigure satellite sensors will take three thousand, two hundred and nineteen hours,” came from the drone.
The Australian officers shook their heads and began muttering to each other.
“And if we hold to that model,” Ibarra said evenly, as if speaking to a child, “then the talks in Canberra will fail when the Damocles starts obliterating cities and our forces in the field. Do better.”
“Breaking my operational routine may provide an indicator to the adversary,” Jerry said.
“We need a miracle, Jerry. And that’s what everyone in this room will call it,” Ibarra said, raising the tip of his cane and wagging it at all assembled.
“There was an error in my initial calculations.” A flash of light blinked out of the bottom of the drone, and the entire camouflage screen appeared, the surface an ugly brown. “A miracle.”
“Hallelujah,” Ibarra deadpanned.
“What does this mean?” Calhoon asked.
“With a little tinkering to the Atlantic Union’s surveillance satellite,” Ibarra said, “we can find the Damocles easy enough. Destroying it…that’s a bit trickier.”
“Can…” Roy raised a hand and felt the gaze of everyone in the room. “Can this screen be reused? We managed to hide from a Chi-com drone underneath it. Maybe we can use it to—”
“The Trojans could see the horse left at their gates,” Carius said. “But I think I know where you’re going with this.”
“Yes, sir.” Roy frowned. “Absolutely that.”
“Jerry, you can iterate and improve on this tech, can’t you?” Ibarra asked.
There was another flash and the screen seemed to vanish.
“Don’t insult me,” came from the drone.
Ibarra leaned back and swayed from side to side. “Not a lot to work with,” he said to Carius.
“It won’t take much,” the colonel said.
“Then let’s get down to brass tacks.” Ibarra waggled fingers to Shannon then motioned to Bailey and Roy.
“Would you two come with me?” she said, smiling like a viper. Roy tugged on Bailey’s arm, but she didn’t budge.
“There a bounty, Mr. Ibarra?” the girl asked. “Seems like there’s a bit of compensation in order.”
“I’m using what you brought to save millions of Australian lives,” Ibarra said quickly. “But…fine. What do you want?”
She pointed at the gauss rifle a Strike Marine carried.
“Oh, hell no,” the Strike Marine said. “I’m signed for this.”
“No way,” Ibarra said. “You don’t have the tech to recharge the batteries or manufacture the right bullets. College? I can pay for your college.”
“Then let me be a Strike Marine,” she said.
“We don’t have our own Corps, Private,” Calhoon said. “You did a good job out there and I’ll see to it that—”
“Done.” Ibarra snapped his fingers. “When you’re older. And Australia’s a part of the Union. And we get through this conflict without a nuclear exchange. I’ll see what I can do…but you’ve got to meet Strike Marine standards. Happy? Happy. Shannon, see she gets a swag bag from my plane.”
Roy pulled on Bailey again, and she came away willingly.
“Ha, sucker,” Bailey said. “I would’ve got by with just a pack of smokes. Wonder what else I could’ve got from him.”
“You are killing me,” Roy hissed through clenched teeth.
“You didn’t look that bad in front of the tall poppies,” she said. “I’m sure they’ll give you a new tin can.”
When they stepped back into the humid night, they saw Sigmund near the hangar in his walker configuration, helm turned to the wall. Roy could tell he was keyed in to whatever discussion was happening inside.
“Roy,” the lance commander said, “get back to the cemetery. Mount up.”
“Yes, sir.” He looked around and found no ground transport.
“Here,” Shannon said, pushing a canvas bag bearing the Ibarra Corporation logo into Bailey’s chest and then slipping an envelope into the opening. “Get moving. Both of you. And you didn’t see anything.”
“Ooo…a new Ubi.” With a smile across her face, Bailey held up a Ubiquitous brand data slate.
“Left foot, right foot,” Roy said and started walking to the lights at the center of the base.
“Hat…no VR glasses, that cheap bastard.” Bailey pawed through the pack as they went, then ripped open the corner of the envelope. She slapped the bag shut and quickened her pace.
“What was in there?”
“Nothing you need in your pod,” she said. “You know…for a seppo, you’re all right.”
“Thanks, I guess.” Roy’s feet ached and he longed to be back in the amniosis, floating without the sensation—the uncomfortable sensations of being a crunchy, at any rate.
“You keep your head down out there,” she said. “You get in a bit of trouble, I don’t know if I can find you again.”
“Same to you. Stay safe.”
“Safe.” She huffed slightly. “Did you not spend enough time in the outback to realize there’s no place safe in Australia? God help you if you go swimming around the jellyfish.”




Chapter 10

Roy was almost to the cemetery door. Union personnel shook their heads at him as he passed, his rough civilian attire at odds with the otherwise uniform appearance around him. The sight of his plugs only increased the confusion. The Armor Corps was the most integrated of all the member states’ militaries, with each soldier bound to the grooming and restrictions of their home country with a fair degree of latitude for off-duty dress.
Roy didn’t want to know what the others thought. His attitude was still stuck in the training environment of Fort Knox and the strict discipline that came with it. Being out in the field in an actual combat zone had skewed his expectations for “real” service.
A set of double doors opened and a young woman in a wheelchair swung out. She had fair skin and a long, single braid of red hair, a shawl over her shoulders, and blankets tucked over her legs, her hands folded over her lap.
Pushing her chair was a pale man in Union Armor coveralls. He slowed the chair to a stop and swept a hand through long, dark, almost greasy hair.
“Good lord,” the man said. “He’s gone native.”
“Nice to see you too, Bodel,” Roy said. “Kallen…I thought there were three Iron Hearts.”
“Behind,” a gruff voice said and a fist tapped against Roy’s back.
“We all hate you,” Kallen said, her tone light as a short, well-built soldier came around from behind Roy to take Bodel’s place at the chair. The new arrival had a ruddy complexion, honey-colored eyes, and faint scars on his face.
“We would’ve been first in country if we hadn’t been out at White Sands doing gunnery,” Bodel said. “But no. You were bebopping around the barracks and got ‘hey you’d’ onto a scram jet.”
“Heard you lost your mount,” the third Iron Heart said. “You good?”
“Thanks, Elias,” Roy said. “At least someone from our Knox class gives a damn.”
“And you got an Armor kill…” Kallen’s eyes twinkled as she tilted her head slightly to one side. She was a quadriplegic, paralyzed from the neck down from a childhood accident, and had picked up a few tricks to compensate for her muted body-language abilities.
Despite being confined to a wheelchair, Roy knew to never underestimate her when she suited up.
“It wasn’t a clean hit,” Roy said, looking to one side. “Have to share it with a Home Guard.”
“Wait…” Bodel’s brows furrowed. “What?”
Roy recounted the fight with the Dragon and the use of anti-armor grenades.
“Not bad,” Elias said.
“I don’t know if it…counts,” Roy said.
“You are Armor.” Elias beat a fist gently against his chest. “You took one of them out.”
“Yeah…I suppose I did.” Roy swallowed hard. “Who’s your lance commander? Don’t tell me they’re going to let three bean heads like you operate by themselves. You need adult supervision.”
Bodel gave a fake laugh then snapped, “Carius. Carius is riding herd on us.”
“We’re not sure if it’s a vote of confidence from him or not,” Kallen said. “But at least we know we’ll be in the thick of it with him.”
“Techs are purging the commo stacks in our suits,” Bodel said. “Got any recommendations for how we should pass a couple hours out here until we can mount up again?”
“Don’t go outside,” Roy said. “Snakes. Spiders…and bears. The bears are the worst.”
“Bears?” Kallen popped up an eyebrow.
“Drop bears. Super deadly. Maybe go to the church and pray for protection from the wildlife.” Roy stepped aside and let the Iron Hearts pass.
Inside the cemetery, techs loaded bullets into the magazines beneath Armor back plates and recharged capacitors from wheel-mounted battery stacks. He recognized the Iron Hearts’ suits in coffin-shaped maintenance bays, but the spot where his Armor should have been was empty.
“Seppo,” Digger called down from a catwalk in front of the old suit that had been stripped almost clean. While the Armor bore a fresh helm and weapons, the open, beat-up-looking torso, shoulder servos, and legs were original. “Get up here.”
Roy took the stairs two at a time.
Digger had her coveralls half off, the sleeves tied around her waist. Her skinsuit was armless and her shoulders were lean, her skin the fish-belly pale so many Caucasian Armor developed from lack of sunlight.
In one hand, she held an almost-empty beer. Payne sat beside an open cooler, clinking empty bottles against each other.
“Thanks for the save back at the farm,” Roy said, noticing that Digger seemed to be avoiding looking at him as she leaned against the handrail, elbows propped up on the bar.
“Don’t mention it,” Payne said as he lifted a bottle out of the ice and offered it up to Roy. “Sink some piss.”
“Uh…” Roy said, raising a finger. “Where to start? Aren’t we about to mount up? Alcohol will—”
“I’ve got So-bie pills.” Digger tapped a pocket. “Clears your BAC down to nothing in minutes.”
“I…don’t drink, thanks.”
“Suit yourself,” she said. “Spoke to the Home Guard sergeant. He said you held your own out there. We saw you scrag that Dragon with the grenade. Not bad. Can you keep your shit together in Armor? That’s what I’m wondering.”
“They got lucky last time,” Roy said. “That’s all.”
“Huh,” Payne huffed. “God had to send a flood to save you. You think it was luck?”
“Not another Calvinist,” Roy muttered.
“There are two key systems in any suit,” Digger said, taking the final swig from her beer and dropping the bottle into the cooler. “The neural interface built into the pods is the hardest to manufacture. Proprietary tech of the Ibarra Corporation. No patents, as Ibarra didn’t want governments to know just how he does make them…though it didn’t stop the Chi-com from reverse engineering their own. Ibarra says he can make only so many new pods a year, throttles how many suits the Union can field. Production keeps pace with casualties…barely.”
“We went over this during selection at Knox,” Roy said.
“Shame the Levies didn’t bring your pod back too,” Digger said. “That bit of kit doesn’t have any questions to it. So, ‘bean head,’” she almost sneered the Union Armor nickname for fresh recruits, “what’s the other key system?”
Roy looked up at the refit Armor, then tapped his own chest.
“Told you he gets it,” Payne said.
“The last man to take that tin can to battle was Maygar,” Digger said as she stepped across the catwalk and pointed up at a silver patch the length of her forearm against the matte-black of the pod. “Main tank round hit him. His Armor mitigated most of the round, but a bit got through. Maygar was hit. Bad. But we were in the shit and he kept fighting, even though he was bleeding to death in his womb.”
“I’m…I’m sorry.”
Digger’s face twitched just below the brand.
“He was our mate and he died hard, you understand that?” She turned away and put two knuckles to her lips, then reached out and rapped the Armor. “We’re going to let you take his tin can into the fight. Not because we’re so pleased with your performance, but because we don’t have much other choice. Even the Union doesn’t have pods to spare.”
“No spazzing out, you Rupert,” Payne said. “Maygar’s watching you from our Lord’s side. Watching us.”
“Time for you to measure up,” Digger said. “Light Horse. Telemark. You make Maygar proud we gave you his can. You don’t, we’ll rip you right out and leave you to the dingoes.”
“I didn’t come all this way just to fail,” Roy said. “Let me mount up and I’ll show you what I can do.”
“How’s your celestial navigation skills?” Digger asked.
“I…have that merit badge? Made it across Bryce Canyon easy enough with—why do you ask?”
“He doesn’t know.” Payne shook his head.
“Brisbane needs an ankle tap to save it,” Digger said. “That’s a rugby term…what do you Yanks call it when you barely stop the other team from scoring in your football that ain’t football?”
“You mean a shoestring tackle?” Roy asked and Digger nodded. “Yeah, I get it.” He pursed his lips and began to connect some mental dots.
“Oh…oh boy,” he said and looked up at the Armor.
“Yeah.” Digger removed a pill from a foil blister and popped it into her mouth. “Yeah. Let’s get you suited up.”




Chapter 11

Two suited Telemark Armor stood opposite the pair of Light Horse in a hangar—the cargo gondola of an airship, the massive balloon envelope missing. Quad rings jutted out from the fore and aft of the cargo container.
Marc Ibarra walked between the pairs, his cane taps echoing through the cavernous space.
“You’ve all been selected for a secret and dangerous mission,” he said with a raspy laugh, then he coughed and straightened up slightly. “I’ve always wanted to say that, but in all seriousness, what I’ve done here is something of a miracle, even for me.”
“The Damocles is getting closer by the minute,” Digger said, the volume on her speakers loud enough for Ibarra to wince. “Not everyone has a private jet waiting to take them away to their own tropical island.”
“I got a great deal on Tahiti. Don’t judge—” Ibarra stopped and whacked his cane against the ground. “Yes, the Chi-com weapons platform is airborne and invisible…but only mostly invisible thanks to two strokes of luck. One: Australian soldiers with the presence of mind to recognize valuable intelligence when they find it. Two: Chi-com demands for efficiency.”
“If he doesn’t get to the point, I’m going to throw him back to America,” Digger said.
“Direct, I like it,” Ibarra said. “Just so happens I came with the Union’s expeditionary force to make sure the Armor was being taken care of, and I got hands-on with the new Chi-com stealth screens. Excellent at masking electromagnetic signatures through DuBoff counter waves. But once you know the wave signature, you can pick it up with another DuBoff field.”
Digger reached for Ibarra. The old man whacked her hand with his cane and she paused.
“You can detect it if you’re close enough,” Ibarra said, backing toward Sigmund. “About twenty miles. Atmosphere effects can fiddle with that range. ‘But how do we get our own DuBoff field that close?’ you don’t ask but are thinking, ‘And doesn’t that giant floating weapons platform have the ability to shoot down anything that gets too close?’ you’re also thinking because you’re four bright people. Behold!”
He took out a small data slate and mashed his thumb to the screen.
The cargo gondola went plaid.
“Whoops, wrong setting.” Ibarra tapped on the screen and the gondola vanished. Only a few hazy lines along the outer edge hinted at its location.
“Our own stealth airship,” Sigmund said. “It is the sensor to find the Damocles and our way in.”
“Knowing is half the battle.” Ibarra swiped a finger across the slate and the gondola returned. “The other half is math. Jerry, send them the satellite data.”
An image—a map of the northeast Australian coast—flashed over Roy’s vision. A red box appeared over a small section, then the image zoomed in to a smoking field of blackened, collapsed buildings.
“That was a sugar refinery in Mackay,” Ibarra said. “City about a thousand kilometers from where we are now. If you look closely at the craters caused by a pair of rail cannon strikes, apply a number of algorithms developed through the centuries of military artillery use, and knowing the time these strikes happened—about one hundred and nine minutes ago for the first hit, fifty-three for the second—you can plot where the Damocles is.”
Two dashed lines traced north from Mackay and formed a slight angle out over the South Pacific. A shaded area appeared between the lines over Eastern Indonesia.
“On course to hit Brisbane,” Ibarra said. “We have about six hours left.”
“Then what…” Digger took a step forward. “What are we waiting for? Send your Union void bombers to attack. Sub-launched cruise missiles…anything!”
“Only thing that would work would be to saturate the area with nukes,” Ibarra said. “The Chi-com are many things, but they’ve held to the same ‘no first use’ doctrine since they fried half the planet with their EMP attack at the beginning of World War III. If we set off those bright white flashes of light over Indonesia—their protectorate—the world has a serious problem. But don’t worry…other Armor lances are moving north to intercept the Damocles. Line of sight works both ways, don’t you know. There’s an attack mounting on the Chi-com lines at Sunshine Coast. If the Damocles opens fire on Brisbane, we could get effective counter-fire up from the Armor’s rail guns.”
“Assuming the Damocles doesn’t wipe out everything south of Sunshine Coast first,” Sigmund said.
“Which is why you all had better get this done right the first time,” Ibarra said. “The cloak field around this airship gondola is weak, and using it will suck the batteries dry in hours. No weight or power allowance for life-support systems. You four will need to go in boxed.”
“Jesus,” Digger said, shaking her helm.
“Manually steer the ship to the Damocles and board it,” Ibarra said. “At which point you’ll use a mining explosive provided gratis by the Ibarra Corporation to take out the enemy ship. Then you exfiltrate—before the earth-shattering kaboom. For your sake.”
“The Damocles is miles high,” Roy said. “Over the ocean. In enemy territory. Just how will we ‘exfiltrate’?”
“You all have used the Q-11 rocket packs?” Ibarra asked. “Just lock them on to your Armor and use them to arrest your fall after you’ve hit terminal velocity. You’re all as aerodynamic as bricks, but you won’t pass through enough atmosphere to risk burning up. Always look on the bright side of life, yes?”
“The Q-11s are for low- or no-atmosphere entry,” Sigmund said. “Landing on Luna or Mars. Not Earth.”
“They’ll work.” Ibarra held a hand up to his ear. “Jerry, rerun those calculations for the Q-11s…partly cloudy, yes…Yes!” Ibarra looked up and smiled. “You’ll have an eight-second window to activate your Q-11s and land within tolerances of your Armor.”
“And if we don’t?” Digger asked.
“You won’t be around to leave a product review,” Ibarra said and shrugged.
“Almost as bad as the scram jets,” Roy said.
“And where do we land…given your generous window?” Digger asked.
“Sigmund has that information,” Ibarra said quickly. “Would you believe that there’s classified information the Union doesn’t want to share with me? Me. Marc friggin’ Ibarra. I’m almost offended.”
“The Union will get us out,” Sigmund said, “so long as we don’t land in the ocean.”
“The South Pacific is mostly ocean,” Digger deadpanned.
“Worry about accomplishing the mission first,” Sigmund said, “then we worry about surviving it.”
“Generous bastard, ain’t he?” Payne quipped.
“One of you will be rigged up to the controls,” Ibarra said. “You’ve got anti-grav impellers, hard to track—which is why the Chi-Com are using them for the Damocles. Stay cloaked and you should make it in undetected. Who’s it going to be?”
“Me,” Sigmund said. “Get us up there, Ibarra.”
“Don’t forget your jet packs,” Ibarra said as he made for the door. “I’m heading home. Not that I don’t think you all can get it done…I have a dental appointment back in Phoenix. Yes. That’s the ticket. Good luck, boys and girls.”
The hangar opened and technicians filed in.
“Go for tight travel configuration,” Sigmund said. “They’ll slot us.”




Chapter 12

Suggesting to anyone that they climb in a coffin, be buried, and trust that someone would come around and let them out at some point in the future was a hard sell. But this was where the Telemark Lance found itself: their Armor folded against itself into a long rectangle and packed on top of each other like cordwood within the cargo carrier.
Roy watched their course plot on his HUD, the anti-grav impellers taking them over the Great Barrier Reef at a fair pace. He almost felt like he was on an airline flight, watching the red line connecting them from their point of departure grow longer and longer as time passed.
Being in the pod while his Armor was in transport configuration felt better than when he was stuck in his last suit. Now he had a way out. A purpose and destination. Immeasurably better than waiting for rescue or succumbing to madness or oxygen deprivation.
At Fort Knox, the highest rate of washouts came from the frequent pod trials the cadre inflicted on the cadets. At any time during the training, young men and women could be sent to a sensory-deprivation pod—essentially a tank filled with very salty water—and locked inside. With no warning for how long they’d be in there, the cadets knew that panicking or demanding to be let out was an instant “loss of motivation” failure.
Roy thought back to the aftermath of one such test. He wasn’t exactly sure how long he’d been in—he’d had at least three nutrient-paste meals (the cadre changed up the time between meals to throw off any attempts at tracking time)—but his body was weak, his skin drained to the consistency of a raisin by the salt. He’d gotten out, dried off…and the cadre immediately directed him to another pod.
Now, doing his best sardine impression with his ad-hoc lance, he appreciated that training. The cadre had been brutal during selection, but the quote the head instructor, the German Carius, kept repeating—“the best form of welfare for the troops was first-class training”—made even more sense now. Roy had been too gripped in fear and adrenaline during his time in the outback to appreciate what he’d gone through at Knox.
“Oy!” A picture of Payne came up on his HUD, an older photo of him in uniform, smiling, head and shoulders in front of an Australian flag, the sort taken before a deployment to be used by public affairs in case they needed to make you a hometown hero. But every soldier knew what they were—a record of how you looked before you might be killed in battle. The Payne Roy knew was a shallow wreck compared to the vibrant man in the photo.
“Oy, maybe a stop at Bali?” he asked. “Haven’t been there since I was a kid.”
“That’s nowhere near where we’re going.” A new photo came up, one of Digger in the same pose and uniform, but without the smile or the tattoo. “And the Chi-com wrecked all the resorts to turn it into a logistics base to support the occupation. Well…maybe a visit is in order.”
The images of the two Armor on his HUD were so at odds with who they were now. He tried to fathom just how they’d changed so much…and realized he barely knew them at all.
“Where are you two from?” Roy asked.
“Adelaide,” Payne said. “Bit of a shit town, but it did me right growing up. Me mum made soap, sold it to hotels and whatnot. Pa did labor…when he was working. You ever travel much, seppo?”
Roy checked the connection to Sigmund. The lance commander was monitoring the channel among all four suits, but he was the only one navigating and hadn’t spoken in hours.
“Not too much,” Roy said. “Saw a lot of the Rockies up and down Utah and Arizona. Training at Knox was the farthest I’d ever been from home…until recently.”
“Huh…thought you Americans were the richest ones of the Union,” Payne said.
“Low bar to clear,” Roy said. “With all the reconstruction on the West Coast from the war and the Depression in the fifties…in my neighborhood, you were ‘rich’ if you had a data slate that was only a couple years old. And having seven brothers and sisters didn’t make for bountiful Christmas mornings.”
“Seven?” Digger asked. “Your mum had a bloody litter.”
“I’ve got thirty cousins. I was lucky if my grandparents even remembered who I was. But that’s Utah.” Roy shrugged within his pod. “How about you, Digger? Where you from?”
There was a long pause.
“Darwin,” she finally said. “Born and raised. I never got far beyond the city until I was drafted. First time I left the country was to deploy to Taiwan for that shit show.”
“Oh…” Roy hesitated, unsure if he should question further.
“I was there for all of it,” she said. “The first landings south of Kaohsiung City and the drive north. Saw the linkup between our forces and the Americans at Miaoli. What a crock that was. Everyone saying we had the Chi-com force on the ropes when we met up with the Yanks. Remember that, Payne?”
“Yeah,” he said. “News feed made it sound like we’d broke through the Reds. But they were pushing hard on us from the south. They were trying to run us down.”
“Took what was left of the 8th Division to die in place so the rest of the Expeditionary Corps could reach the Americans,” Digger said. “None of them made it home. Chi-com executed all the POWs, broadcasted shooting those boys all over the Taiwan Internet.”
“I heard about that,” Roy said. “This was before their major offensive across Japan, right? When the Chi-com took Okinawa and Kagoshima.”
“Heard about it, did you?” Digger asked, her words dripping with sarcasm. “Payne and I were there,” she said evenly. “Both of us were on the Shulin line when the offensive started. We held out for a good week…lost mates. Then the American 8th Division on our Corps’ right flank broke and ran. You know what happened next, Roy?”
The question was loaded with poison, but Roy answered anyway. “I wasn’t there…but a typhoon was coming in that had all the close air-support assets on the other coast in Yilan grounded. The Chinese made a push with their Dragon Armor and broke through the 8th Division. Then the entire front collapsed.”
“Dragon and a couple hundred thousand infantry came through the breach,” Digger said. “Command and control turned into a dog’s dinner. It was a rout. The last thing we got from Corps HQ was…you remember it, Payne?”
“‘All personnel evacuate to Yilan. Stop and you die,’” Payne said.
“We got that word just as the typhoon hit,” Digger said. “There are mountains between Taipei and Yilan. Bloody big-arse ones. Payne and me got in a cargo truck we nicked from a local, loaded it up with everyone we could, and started driving. Got about a kilometer before we had to give that up because Dragon were in the hills. They shot up any vehicle that was moving. See, weather treats everyone the same. The Chi-com infantry were sucking just as hard as we were in the wind and rainstorms. We’re all in Armor now. We know just how easy it was for the Dragon to run around and fuck shit up as they liked. Those cunts.”
“We…we hit back,” Payne said.
“One shot from an antitank missile convinced the Dragons to back off. Course, it was our only shot. What was the name of the shooter? Good bloke.”
“Ma,” Payne said.
“Fair dinkum. Ma…his parents were born in China, but he was just as Aussie as any of us. We kept joking with him that he should’ve just stripped down to his skivvies, borrowed some clothes, and run off into the countryside. He would’ve fit right in.”
“’Cept he didn’t speak a word of Chinese,” Payne said.
“Ha! That’s right. Kept whining about how his mum was right and he should’ve gone back to work the family farm when he was a kid and learned the language…good bloke. Where’d we lose him?”
“Drowned at the river. Yeah?”
“Yeah…took us all night to get to the Beishi River. Engineers had a pontoon bridge set up…didn’t look like much in that storm, but it was a way across. The Americans had control over it. They made sure their people crossed first.”
“There was an inquest,” Sigmund said. “The Pentagon picked apart every detail of the Fall of Taipei, and the order of march across the Beishi River was done as best as could be expected in that mess. The engineers didn’t care what uniform anyone was wearing.”
“Look who decided to chime in. The Americans cleared themselves. How nice,” Digger said. “I was there. Almost came to blows before one of the Yank commanders volunteered to set up a cordon around the bridgehead…let us Aussies finally get across.”
“Didn’t…didn’t the Chi-com blow the dam?” Roy asked.
“They did…” Digger trailed off. “We heard the explosion after we crossed the bridge…thought it was thunder from the typhoon, which isn’t how those storms work. Should’ve been a warning. Then the water started rising. Thought it was just a surge from all the rain, then this wall comes in…like a wave at Bells Beach. Took out the bridge while it was chockful of soldiers. Ma was on it. Flood swept up the banks and nearly took me away, but Payne had ahold of me.”
“No one else got across,” Payne said.
“That’s right,” Digger continued. “Most of the Expeditionary Corps was on the wrong side of the river. They had to fight in place against Dragons until…well, there wasn’t any ‘until.’ Storm was in full force by then. Those that got across kept moving. Stop and you die, eh, Payne?
“It was another forty kilometers on foot. Thought we caught a break when the eye of the storm passed over. Tried to make up time, but that’s when the Dragons caught up to us. They must’ve had a battalion of Armor across the river before they blew the bridge. Not like the mountains were much of an obstacle to them.”
“Get to the port,” Payne said, detached. “Get them to the ship.”
“I took a hit just outside the city,” Digger said. “Shot through the flank. Bleeding like a stuck pig. Payne patched me up and carried me the whole rest of the way.”
“I left mates behind,” Payne said.
“You did more than anyone could ask, mate,” she said. “He’d taken some shrapnel along the way. The scars on his back look like a cracked windshield. I blacked out on the way. Came to on a fishing boat trying to steer out of the harbor during the tail end of the typhoon. Only a couple boats made it…how many, Payne?”
“One thousand ninety-four,” he said.
“Out of a corps of fifty thousand that fought in Taiwan…that’s how many made it home,” she said.
“The Americans lost similar numbers,” Sigmund said.
“Piss off,” Digger snapped. “Shouldn’t have been any Australians dying on Taiwan. Wasn’t our fight. We got dragged into another war our ‘allies’ needed us to die in.”
“Don’t…mate,” Payne said. “Don’t say that about our history. We’ve fought hard and won since the days of ANZAC. And we were never fighting for the Yanks, or for the Taiwanese. We fought for each other. For our mates. Always been that way for us.”
“And it’s that sort of thinking that…no, you’re right, Payne.” Digger’s icon changed as she opened a closed channel to the other Light Horse soldier. The two icons pulsed as they spoke. As the lance commander, Sigmund could have monitored or cut in if needed, but his icon remained still. Silent.
“Sorry,” Digger said. “Had to set myself right with Payne. Aussie business. Where was I? The Chi-com…they made sure we paid for getting in the way of their new empire. I got put on convalescent leave back home to Darwin. Some shrapnel worked its way into my spine and I had to learn to walk again, kept me off my feet for a month. Payne did a stint in the hospital for combat fatigue.
“I was almost set to return to active duty when the Chi-com hit Darwin. They captured the city in less than two days. I…couldn’t put up much of a fight, not when I could barely hobble around my parents’ house. Had to keep me being in the armed forces a secret, as anyone the Chi-com could identify as being current or former military got a trip to a slit trench and a free bullet.”
“I can’t imagine,” Roy said. “They took Honolulu and Anchorage around the same time…which the Commies came to regret.”
“They held those cities for less than a month,” Digger said. “Then you Yanks finally remembered how to fight a real war. Wasn’t like clearing out daesh from Europe. Took you long enough to get them out of Nome, didn’t it? I was in Darwin for over a year. Didn’t play nice. Didn’t accept my role as a proletariat finally free of the yoke of capitalism blah blah bullshit. Got this brand for ‘illegal market activity.’ Traded potatoes out of the family garden for a kilo of salt. Got sent to a reeducation camp out in the Northern Territory where they were going to work me to death or just let me starve in the desert.”
“How’d you get out?” Roy asked.
“Payne found me,” she said. “He volunteered for the Armor Corps after he got out of the hospital, had just the right neurological profile to take the plugs, and was just wrong enough in the head to think plugging himself into a tin can was a great way to fight a war. Corps was desperate for anyone it could get, but the procedure…made him a bit off.”
“Everyone has to come home,” Payne said. “Everyone.”
“He’s alright when he’s plugged, most of the time. Anyway, Chi-com pushed on Alice Springs and got their shit mixed. Payne and what was left of our 2nd Armored Brigade tore through their supply lines and found my work party. He didn’t leave any Chi-com alive. The commissars back in Darwin never knew what happened to me or the rest of us di qia.”
“Then why—”
“Because they may be Commies, but they’re still Chinese Commies. Their politburo likes to style themselves off the old emperors, and collective punishment is a very Chinese tradition. Used to be that if someone committed a bad enough crime, they’d kill him and his family. Went out of fashion in the early twentieth century, but Beijing brought it back after they realized how much manpower it would take to quell the rebellions in their occupied territory.”
“Wasn’t that the reason they gave for carpet-bombing Hong Kong? ‘Zoo zoo’ or something? So many people in Hong Kong revolted that they declared the whole city guilty,” Roy said.
“Six million dead in a day. They toned down the policy for non-Chinese,” Digger said. “Now if they find out one of their ‘properly indoctrinated subjects’ is fighting against them, they’ll make their family pay.”
“Your family’s still in Darwin…”
“That’s right. Australian government doesn’t keep digital records on soldiers from the occupied territory,” she said. “My true name’s on a roll in a vault somewhere that’s set to burn up if the Commies take Canberra. They won’t take me alive again. Maybe they’ll cut my corpse out of this suit…and then they’ll see who was inside and know Australia won’t go easy like Vietnam or Korea.”
“And that’s why you’re ‘Digger,’” Roy said.
“All of us who’ve escaped the line and fight are Diggers. Payne knows my true name. I’m not worried about him slipping up. But you two…the Rupert’s already come close to getting nabbed. Commies love getting their hands on Armor. How do you think they reverse-engineered the plugs?” Digger asked.
“Rupert?” Roy asked.
“FNG,” Payne said. “The cherry.”
“OK. I get it now,” Roy said, wishing the Australians could see his eyes roll.
“Wouldn’t do to go back to the front as another supply clerk. Payne got me a shot at plugs and I took it,” Digger said. “Worked out for him as his mind started to do a walkabout soon after he found me.”
“I’m here, Digger,” he said. “Always here.”
“Good on ya, mate,” she said. “Stay frosty.”
An alert pinged on Roy’s HUD and he opened and closed his hands within the pod, feeling a rush through his blood as Sigmund brought their Armor base systems online.
“Got it,” Sigmund said. “Seventeen degrees off our nose, down elevation two hundred meters…pretty sure that’s the Damocles.”
“‘Pretty sure’?” Digger asked.
“Its screens are still up.” Sigmund shared camera footage from the cargo ship to their HUDs. They were miles above the surface, the curve of the Earth obvious, the surface washed out by layers of clouds. A spinning diamond icon hung in the distance. “But Ibarra’s tracker locked on to that spot, and the resonance frequency matches.”
“Could the Chi-com have a decoy out front?” Roy asked. “Maybe an advance scout feeding intel back to the weapon platform?”
“Decoys should be obvious, not stealthed,” Sigmund said. “That’s the target. Prep for drop.”
“We’re going to drop on an invisible target?” Digger asked.
Payne began a prayer to Saint George.
“We get close enough, the two fields’ harmonics will cancel each other out. Least that’s what Ibarra’s people told me,” said Sigmund. “Otherwise…yeah. Hope will become a method when we drop. Fix your Q-11 packs during the fall. Worst-case scenario…dry land. Anyplace dry. Armor don’t swim.”
“I can think of a lot worse case than that,” Digger said. “Just get us close enough, you pom. This suit can’t swim.”
Roy felt the cargo ship angle down and accelerate. He accessed the manual release commands. A single mental tap of a button would override the clamps fixing his Armor to the ship’s internal locks and activate hydraulics that would shoot him out the forward doors. Ibarra’s techs had removed a number of safety features to jury-rig the Telemark’s ejection…which hadn’t been tested in the real world. The technicians had been very confident in their computer models, however.
“Kind of wish I’d gone to Airborne school,” Roy said. “Not sure if I’ll still be a dirty nasty leg after this.”
“Who calls you that?” Digger asked.
“No one since I got my plugs,” Roy said and then quickly prayed as the icon grew larger in the video feed. Within the diamond, a haze appeared over the clouds beneath, wavering like air over a campfire.
The haze ripped away, revealing an off-white dome bigger than any stadium on Earth, a giant red star trimmed in gold at the center, with blue, glowing bands running down the sides. The anti-grav impellers warped the air around them as twin massive metal arms unfolded from beneath and slewed up to aim at the Telemark’s ship.
The Damocles had unsheathed its main weapon: a rail gun the size of an apartment building.
“Think they know we’re here,” Payne said.
“We’re within defilade of the main gun,” Sigmund said. “Worry more about the anti-air emplacements coming up out of the dome top.”
A band of lightning ran down the twin vanes of the rail gun, and Roy felt an icicle of fear slip into his chest.
“You want to get moving?” Digger asked.
Tapping into a camera mounted below the ship, Roy saw nothing but a long drop beneath them. If they ejected now and managed to reconfigure and then get their Q-11s mounted and…he dismissed the thought. God might deliver one miracle, not several in sequence.
“We’ve almost cleared the edge,” Sigmund said. “Stand by for—”
Lightning crackled down the rail gun and a shell shot out. It hit the thin upper atmosphere so hard, the air ignited, as if the round had come from an old-fashioned cannon. The hypervelocity shell missed the Telemark’s ship, but that didn’t matter. The turmoil following in its wake slapped the cargo gondola aside like a boat hit by a rogue wave.
Alarms blared across his HUD and in his ears as the ship rolled over and over.
“I’ve lost all control,” Sigmund said. “Eject. Eject!”
As the centripetal force of the rolls sloshed him around the womb, Roy keyed the emergency release and a new force slammed into his Armor. The camera feeds cut out and he had a brief sensation of weightlessness.
He sent an impulse to transform his Armor out of the boxed-up configuration, and his arms snapped off his chest and came away from his helm. His optics activated and he could see…see that he’d come out a bit short of the Damocles. He was falling with some forward momentum, but his brick-like aerodynamics weren’t going to let him glide much farther. He reached down and grabbed the jet pack locked to the bottom of his sabatons and flipped it over his head and onto his back.
Magnets activated and snapped it into place. His Armor hummed as the pack screwed into mounts on his back and a meter popped onto his HUD as it powered up.
A line of tracers snapped out from the dome edge. So not only was he in a free fall, but the point defense systems were drawing a bead on him.
“Workworkworkworkwork!” Roy banged an elbow against the jet pack and “Q-11 ONLINE” flashed across his HUD. He kicked his legs down and twin columns of flame sprouted out of the pack and sent him hurtling forward.
Roy’s arms pinwheeled in a manner undignified to the Armor Corps and he flew through converging paths of anti-aircraft fire. He felt a hit against his chest and the blow sent him spinning.
He cut the power to the jet pack and got a good look at a tip of the star painted on the dome just before he crashed into it. He hit shoulder-first and the impact rattled him inside his armor. His HUD fizzled as his system compensated for the shock.
He made out the off-white surface of the dome and saw rivets in the metal passing his vision. He was slipping down the side.
Roy punched metal digits into the dome and the surface deformed as his hands bit into the material, the camo screen malfunctioning from the damage, passing on errors to the surrounding material like a finger pressed against a flat screen.
His fall stopped and Roy swung one shoulder back to look around. The air defense guns were still shooting, the tracers lowering with each burst. Payne was nearby, clinging to the dome like a cat on a screen door, his jet pack still spurting.
“You OK?” Roy asked.
“How do you turn this fucking thing off?” Payne shouted through his speakers, foregoing the IR connection between their Armor.
“Open your external command port,” Roy said, tapping his helm and opening a connection to Payne’s suit. He sent a shut-down signal to Payne’s jet pack and the rockets cut out.
“Payne…where’s the bomb?” Roy looked the other Armor up and down. “Weren’t you supposed to bring it?”
“Nah, yeah…think it got left behind on that tub,” he said.
“If the enemy hits it, then—”
Explosives, particularly high explosives like the mining charges on the cargo ship, were shock-sensitive. A hard-enough hit would set them off, and the bullets from the Damocles’ air defense guns were more than up to the task.
As if his thoughts had made it so, the cargo ship erupted in a bright flash of light and the shockwave—a gentle tap compared to the force of the rail cannon—slammed Roy against the dome. Hunks of debris peppered Roy, careening off his Armor. A flaming hunk of what remained of an impeller arced toward the Damocles, then twisted toward the lit rings running down the sides. The impeller hit the anti-gravity field and tore apart in the sheer of force, keeping the weapon platform airborne.
A shudder ran through the hull.
“Uh oh,” Payne said.
The Damocles listed to one side, then back again. Roy looked down and the distortion field from the anti-grav roiled like a choppy day on the ocean. There was a low groan…and the platform stabilized.
“That good or bad?” Roy asked.
“Bad…as we came here to wreck this bloody thing,” Payne said. “Good…as we’re still alive to do it ourselves.”
“Payne, Roy, where are you?” Sigmund asked through the IR link.
“Hanging on for dear life,” Payne said. “You?”
“Digger’s up here with me. Move.”
“There’s an idea,” Payne said as he reached up and tore a handhold out of the hull. He paused, then swung his arm-mounted cannon down and blew up the air defense platforms. “Arseholes.”
Roy lifted a foot and kicked it into the hull, then tested his new foothold. He made his way up the steep slope of the dome edge, smashing out rungs of an ersatz ladder. He and Payne cleared the upper edge and found Sigmund and Digger standing back to back a few dozen yards away, arm cannons raised and ready.
“Mind your step.” Digger motioned to an Armor-foot-sized hole in the dome near her. “The surface isn’t as sturdy as it looks.”
“Spot of bad news,” Payne said. “That fuck-all explosion was me bomb.”
“We gathered,” Sigmund said. “They know we’re here…if they reengage the camo screens, we can shoot the dome up to wreck their stealth. So the Union should have picked up where this damn thing is from satellites…”
Roy walked up the dome, finding a spar beneath the screens that would take his weight and that led directly to his lance commander.
“No good,” Digger said. “The Union’s not going to risk all-out war by breaking the Treaty of Pretoria. Ain’t going to use nukes to take this thing out…no fighter can operate this high up, and if they could, there’s no way they could get close enough to hit this bastard with a cruise missile or something big enough to scratch the paint.”
“Our Armor on the ground will get the Damocles’ location…soon as that disseminates down through the satellites and a couple layers of command authority,” Sigmund said.
“So if we have rail guns well north of Brisbane and if they get the right targeting info before this shit pot blows them or a city with millions of civilians in it…this might work out?” Digger asked.
Roy looked around. The thin air muted any sound his audio receptors could pick up. Bands of Earth’s atmosphere stretched out over the pronounced curve of the horizon, and he realized he had a bird’s-eye view from almost three times the height of Mount Everest.
“We’ve got about half an hour before the Damocles is in range of civilian targets,” Sigmund said. “Less to our forces on the Brisbane front.”
“Plenty of time,” Payne said. “Let’s find something to break.”
“The impeller rings are delicate,” Roy said. “Some debris from our ride over nearly disrupted the field keeping this thing up.”
“Like that time Smitty did a body breach through the razor wire at Taipei,” Payne said.
“We are Armor, not wooden shoes,” Sigmund said. “We’re not going to throw ourselves into the works just yet.”
“Then we find an anchor point.” Digger stomped a heel against the dome. “Point-blank rail shot can do the job.”
“That’s suicide,” Roy said.
“That’s our brothers and sisters out on the front lines.” Digger pointed south. “A city full of children. Doesn’t have to be all of us. You can jump clear of the anti-grav field with these bollocks rocket packs and—”  
“And burn off all our fuel in the process, leaving us nothing to slow our fall when it comes time to make an ‘air-ground interface,’ as the pilots say,” Sigmund said, tapping his Q-11. “We were supposed to set the bomb and leave us enough time to—”
“That’s enough talking.” Payne bent over and tapped a fist against the dome. He reached both arms back as far as his pack would let him, then drove his metal digits into the screen. There was a shower of sparks and he gripped something beneath the dome. He stood, ripping out a holo emitter almost the size of his torso.
“Payne, wait!” Sigmund held up a hand. “We need to think this—”
“Mullygrubber or up’n’under?” Payne kicked the emitter and it went sailing over the edge, breaking apart into a thousand pieces before it disappeared.
“You never were much for the rugby pitch,” Digger said as the Damocles listed slightly. “Let’s break something bigger and throw it overboard.”
“Sir?” Roy asked as the two Australians began ripping up spars and crossbeams beneath the screen material.
“Do it…do it until I think of something better,” Sigmund said. “Finding an anchor point for a rail shot is our last option.”
“Roger,” Roy said, then a spot of movement caught his eye to one side of Sigmund, back and farther up the dome. He zoomed in, and the lance commander caught what he was doing.
Sigmund turned around as the head and shoulders of a Dragon Armor popped up out of the dome and fired. Bullets hit Sigmund’s chest, exploding into brief fireballs as they shattered against the Armor.
“Contact!” Rushing forward as Sigmund fell to one side, Roy opened up with his forearm cannon, spraying the Dragon and ripping out long gashes in the screens around the hole the Dragon ducked back into.
“I’m hit…it’s not bad.” Sigmund pushed himself up onto all fours, then reared up, displaying deep divots in his chest.
“How many access points does this dome have?” Roy asked as he shot off another two rounds at the Dragon’s helm that peeked up from the same hole.
“They didn’t send us the schematics,” Digger snapped. “Just keep their heads down until—”
Roy’s knees went out as heavy-caliber rounds struck his shins and ankles, knocking him off-balance and pitching him forward. He landed on the dome and it depressed, like he’d fallen into a hammock. All he saw was a swirl of color as the screens malfunctioned, going an ugly brown as they tore away. He fell a solid yard before hitting a metal panel beneath the brown blanket of ripped screens, the ground humming beneath him.
“What the heck?” Roy pushed against the ground, and one hand slipped down. He fell into a widening gap and plunged headfirst, the ripped screen engulfing him like a failed parachute.
He fell a good deal farther this time, his optics picking up nothing but the screens over his helm. He landed hard against something metal and irregular, then bounced against a floor. All around him were shouts in Mandarin as he ripped away the screen.
He was in a lift. A pair of Dragons, both carrying halberds, stared right at him, caught flat-footed by his arrival. A third Dragon struggled beneath the screen, pinned down by Roy’s mass. Overhead, an elevator shaft extended up to the dome’s surface, the hatch he’d fallen through opening fully with a snap.
Roy raised his cannon arm up as a Dragon chopped down with his halberd, then he ducked to one side, his aim on the striking Dragon as his cannon fired. He hit the enemy three times center mass before the halberd struck his cannon and embedded in the breach, wrecking it.
The stricken Dragon pitched forward and the other one swung a punch at Roy’s helm. The metal fist glanced off the side and Roy tried to get his arms up to guard, but the halberd held on fast.
With the lift still moving, he ducked and drove his shoulder into the Dragon, pinning it against the lift wall, which ground against the back of the Dragon, sending off a horrible shriek of tearing metal and sparks. Alarms blared and the lift came to a sudden stop.
The Dragon beat an elbow against Roy’s jet pack and Roy pulled back, afraid his only escape from the Damocles was about to be destroyed. The Dragon kicked out and caught him just above one knee servo, thrusting the leg out and dropping Roy to the ground, one arm propped up awkwardly by the halberd.
The Dragon raised a boot to stomp Roy’s helm, but Roy rolled hard against the lift wall, jettisoning his broken cannon and the halberd with it. The heel slammed down and the Dragon’s anchor spike pierced the metal like it was made of paper.
Roy slammed his elbow into the Dragon’s knee servo, snapping it with a spray of hydraulic fluid, then he got to one knee and rose with an uppercut to the Dragon’s helm, knocking its chin skyward. The Dragon swung back and its leg severed at the damaged knee.
Roy picked up the halberd and rammed the spiked end at the Dragon’s chest. His foe deflected the strike with a forearm, but the tip bit into the edge and sank home. Roy yanked back and the chest piece fractured, taking a hunk off as the weapon pulled free and leaving the pod within the Dragon’s torso exposed.
There was a tug at Roy’s feet as something pulled at a screen he’d fallen through. Beneath the first enemy he’d killed, a third Dragon pushed the dead Armor aside and sat up, still shrouded by the screen as its cannon arm snapped up.
Roy ducked as the Dragon opened fire, punching an arc of holes through the lift shaft and hitting the other Dragon in the shoulder.
The screen fell away and the enemy lunged at Roy, who thrust the haft of the halberd forward and caught the Dragon at the base of its neck servos. The hit stopped its forward momentum, but the Dragon grabbed hold of the weapon and struggled for control with Roy.
Roy’s and the Dragon’s helms locked optics as their shoulder servos whined with power.
“All of you,” the Dragon said in heavily accented English, “we will destroy all of you. We finish off the Australian dogs, then we march from sea to shining sea.”
Roy heard the damaged Armor struggling to get back up.
“Let me tell you—” Roy snapped his helm back and slammed the metal plate on the forehead into the Dragon’s optics. The stylized bronze exterior crumbled and Roy knew the man in the other suit was going through hell as his system struggled with the damage.
Roy wrested the weapon away and swung it back to one hip. With both arms, he rammed the blade into the Dragon’s chest and lifted it up off its feet. The Dragon gripped at the haft as it slid farther and farther down the blade, then collapsed against the guard.
There was a yell from behind and a cannon opened fire. Rounds struck the back of Roy’s shoulder and he spun around, punching blind. His fist arced down and struck the damaged Dragon’s exposed pod, cracking the shell.
His arm sank down to the elbow as amniosis spurted up and splashed across his helm, leaving a film over his optics. Roy froze, staring at the bloodstained fluid oozing out of the Dragon’s pod.
Alarm klaxons grew louder—or he’d finally noticed the noise, he wasn’t sure. Snapping his helm to one side, he saw Chinese characters pulsing on a control screen as the lift buckled against his feet. To one side, the hydraulics attached to shaft rails broke apart and one half of the lift tilted.
Roy grabbed on to the rail as the other side failed and the lift collapsed down the shaft. Dead Dragons fell against each other and the broken lift in a racket of banging metal as they all plunged into darkness. One of Roy’s hands refused to gain purchase and he braced his feet against the rail until he slowed to a stop.
Ugly red viscera dribbled down from the hand he’d punched into the Dragon’s pod. It pattered against his helm and chest as he looked up the shaft. He could feel the hot blood against his flesh in the pod. A trick of his mind, he knew, but for the rest of his life, he’d swear it was really there.
“Roy!” Sigmund looked over the edge and shouted down as tracer rounds snapped over the lance commander. “Roy, we’re coming to you!”
Sigmund grabbed the top of the guide rail with one hand and swung into the shaft. He slid down with one hand gripping the rail, a trail of sparks behind him. Digger and Payne came down the other side.
“There’s not…” Roy said, looking past his feet to the darkness below. “I can’t exactly say where we are.”
“Those Dragons must have come from somewhere,” Sigmund said as he slowed his descent, “and I bet this shaft has a couple stops along the way.”
“No friends up there,” Digger said as she fired up at a Dragon that glanced over the edge.
“Moving.” Roy loosened his grip and slid down to a set of double metal doors marked with Chinese writing in big yellow stencils, which he ran through a translation program. “Think this is…some kind of storage? The symbols aren’t standard and—”
Bullets snapped past him.
“Roy!” Sigmund roared.
“Any port in a storm,” Roy said and kicked the doors’ centerline. They popped off the runners, then fell down the shaft. Inside was a passageway not tall enough for Roy or the other Armor to stand up in.
He swung his feet into the passageway and rose to a crouch. The rest of his lance joined him, and more and more bullets blasted down the shaft as they escaped the shooting.
Digger’s arms and shoulders were a mess of impacts, the top of her helm pitted and bashed. One of Payne’s arms hung loose from a damaged servo. Sigmund’s chest looked like the surface of the moon with its irregular craters.
“Roy, status?” Sigmund asked.
Roy looked at his cannon-free arm, then the other hand covered in blood and thick fluid. He glanced at his shoulder where his rotary cannon should have been and saw a broken mount.
“Down to fists and harsh language,” he said. “Jet pack still functional.”
“Tough buggers,” Payne said. “Ibarra makes our armor plates out of the cheap stuff.”
“Try not to get your Q-11s shot,” Sigmund said. “Long way down. Keep moving forward. They’ll catch up to us sooner than later.”
Roy pressed to one side as Sigmund—and his still-functioning cannon—took point. The lance made its way down the passageway toward the heart of the Damocles, sirens blaring and a single phrase repeating over the PA system.
“What’re they saying?” Roy asked.
“‘Action stations’ or something,” Digger said. “Doubt they have a canned ‘We’ve been boarded by Armor’ button. Who’d be nuts enough to try this, right?”
“Us?” Payne said.
A door opened next to Roy and a Chinese soldier in coveralls and a clear helmet connected to an air tank stepped into the passageway. She looked right at Roy, his battered and bloodstained Armor, then the American flag painted on his right shoulder.
“Bu hao yi shi.” She smiled and backed into the room, then tapped a control panel as fast as she could, still smiling and repeating the same words. The door slid shut with a hiss of hydraulics.
“Well, it’s not like we’re sneaking around,” Roy said.
“Armor is never subtle,” Sigmund said. “Keep moving. Big doors at the end of this hallway look promising.”
“Good,” Digger said as the lance moved at a crouch through the passageway, “because we’re not going to blend in with the crew.”
To their rear, Payne’s cannons opened fire, smoke rising from his barrel, aimed behind them.
“They’re not happy we’re here,” he said. “Can we get a move on?”
“Breaching,” Sigmund said as he reached back and punched a door. It flew away, flipping end over end as it arced down and into a gigantic space. The door fell past the twin vanes of the Damocles’ main gun—the rail cannon—to the cloud layer far below.
The rail gun was mounted at the top of a frame shaped like an inverted volcano. Massive power cables snaked into the breach and a magazine with shells the size of cars extended up to the roof.
Sigmund planted a hand on the deck and swung his feet out. He stood up on a reinforced catwalk that stretched around the inner dome.
“Move right,” he said.
Roy followed, feeling like a glorified target as he followed behind Sigmund, the other two behind him. Air whipped around the Armor as they put their backs to the wall, weapons trained on an open bay to one side of the weapon chamber.
“Look at the size of that thing.” Payne stared at the massive rail gun then touched the twin points of his own, smaller weapon, sticking up from his shoulder mount. “They’re overcompensating.”
The Damocles shuddered and a wave of vertigo swept over Roy within his pod.
“The hell was that?” Digger asked.
“We’re rising.” Sigmund leaned slightly, the sensor arms on his helm moving up and down. “Higher elevation…longer range. The projectile velocity makes it into a line-of-sight weapon, so they—”
“They’re about to fire.” Digger aimed her arm-mounted cannon at the power cables, each as thick as her suit. “The rest of you…jump. I’ve got enough shells. I’ll hit something vital in short order.”
“Maybe, maybe not,” Sigmund said. “We need to find the battery stacks. Take enough of those out and we can take out the whole thing. There—the mounts on those cables are clad in rubber. Follow me.” He pointed to the ceiling and took off at a trot to another set of bay doors nearby.
Across the way, there was a rumble of hydraulics and the big doors opened with a rumble. Crew armed with rifles stormed out and opened fire. The shots might have been a threat to regular infantry, but they barely scratched the Armor’s paint.
Digger’s rotary gun snapped up and mowed down the crew.
“They’re desperate and stupid,” she said.
“Doesn’t sound like the Chi-com,” Roy said. “Where’s all that Armor you fought on top of—”
The bay doors behind him cracked open and a Dragon arm shot through the gap, bending its cannon toward his helm. Roy grabbed it by the wrist and thrust it up as the weapon fired, the fireball of the propellant singeing the face of his helm.
The doors flew open and the Dragon he was holding lunged at him. Roy stepped a hip into the other suit and twisted the arm, using the foe’s forward momentum to leverage a throw as the cannon kept shooting.
Roy kicked his hip up under the Dragon, lifted the other off the deck, and twisted hard to put more force into the throw. The Dragon hit the edge of the catwalk and crashed through the safety fence with a yell of fright as he fell…fell without the jet pack the Union and Australian Armor bore.
Roy whirled around as a brawl erupted between two more Dragons and Roy’s lance.
Digger caught a halberd strike by the haft and slammed chest-first into the enemy. Payne slammed a fist into the Dragon’s back, the metal on metal clanging like a church bell, and the Chi-com tottered back, the soldier within rocked by the blow.
Digger wrenched the weapon away and swung the blade through the neck servos, severing the helm and popping it into the air with a flash of broken power lines. The headless Dragon went to all fours, still functional but disabled. Digger flipped the halberd in her hands then tossed it to Payne.
Payne kicked the Dragon prone, then stabbed the blade through its back, pinning the suit to the floor. Amniosis spurted up through the wound and pooled beneath the suit as the clang of blows sounded behind him. Roy turned and saw Sigmund pummeling his opponent’s breastplate over and over again.
Electricity crackled down the massive rail cannon.
Sigmund kicked the Dragon to the ground and put his heel to its chest. The diamond spike of his anchor snapped out, the killing blow holding over a few inches in the air. Sigmund looked at the rail cannon, then back to the Dragon at his feet.
He lifted his heel, then stomped the spike into the waist servo, twisting his foot and ripping apart the lower “spine” on the Dragon. He kicked forward and separated the suit into upper and lower halves.
“Get ready to jump,” Sigmund said.
“Wait. What? Jump to where?” Roy asked.
“Digger, Payne, fire on the power cables,” Sigmund said. The two Australians complied, landing precision hits up and down the thick black conduits. Short bolts of lightning struck out like short-lived branches of dead trees.
Sigmund slapped his hands against the helm of the stricken Dragon and pressed. The helmet deformed with a sickening crunch, and Sigmund ripped the helm clean off while the Dragon slapped feebly at the Armor.
“Shh…it’ll be over soon,” he said. “Thank you for this.”
Sigmund gripped the Dragon’s headless torso and heaved it at the Damocles’ rail cannon. The Dragon flipped like a coin and hit one of the vanes. Energy arced down the weapon and flashed against the Dragon.
Roy turned his helm away from the searing light, reflexively covering his optics with one hand. The stadium-sized aerial fortress listed to one side as blue light flashed below the edge of the opening. The cannon snapped at the base and tumbled to Earth.
“Ready your packs,” Sigmund said as he crouched slightly and his two rocket nozzles glowed to life.
Roy activated his Q-11 and was genuinely shocked when it came online without any issues.
“Payne?” Digger asked.
“She’ll be right.” Payne whacked an elbow against his pack and it flared up.
A flaming metal spar hit the catwalk between Roy and Sigmund and the view out the bottom of the Damocles tilted. There was a snap in the air and another wave of vertigo passed through Roy.
“Rings are out,” Sigmund said, beating a fist to his chest twice. “Jump!”
Roy ran through the guard rail and plunged down helm-first, the world going quiet as he fell. The blanket of clouds beneath grew closer and closer as gravity accelerated him to terminal velocity within a dozen seconds.
He rolled over and looked up at the Damocles. Fire exploded out the anti-grav rings and it began a long, slow descent that became steeper and steeper as the seconds ticked by. It left a trail of smoke and flame, like a long-tailed comet burning through the atmosphere. Escape pods blossomed out of the airship, but only a few.
As clouds engulfed him, Roy got a glimpse of the other three Armor. A priority message from Sigmund hit his IR channel and a landing zone popped up on his HUD. Moisture beaded on his optics and the gray abyss grew darker and darker.
Roy could feel his suit rolling in the cloud, though the view of rain clouds never changed. A dashed line appeared on his HUD, guiding him to a beach on a small island that appeared as a wire-frame outline beneath him.
Thunder rolled through the clouds, and Roy realized he was an exceptional lighting rod. He contemplated activating his pack sooner, but if God—or Odin or Zeus—was about to strike him down, there wasn’t much he could do about it.
Red light diffused through the clouds on his right—one of the others activating their pack.
“Here we go,” Roy said as he braced his arms against the side of his jet pack like he’d done in simulations. “Just let it do all the work…just like training.”
A red timer popped up on his HUD, counting down far too quickly for his liking.
“Just like training.” He swung his feet down and lifted his knees slightly, orienting the nozzles toward Earth and activating the pack for the second time in his short life.
The Q-11 fired, jerking him back hard enough that he smacked against the inside of his pod, whacking his head and sending a flash of light across his eyes.
Shaking off the disorientation, he checked his HUD. He had another four seconds of burn left to cut his speed and turn his landing into something other than a crash.
The timer went to two seconds and his jet pack shut off.
“Wait…” Roy went into free fall, high over ocean waves pounding a beach. He activated the Q-11’s controls but got no response as it malfunctioned and went off-line. Roy let out an undignified yell as he fell toward the ocean and was smacked by a twenty-foot wave.
He felt his limbs flailing around him in the water and his jet pack tore loose. The water carried him forward and he came to a sudden stop against a sand bar as another wave rushed over him, pressing his helm into mud. He lay facedown, in no rush to get up as he didn’t fear drowning since the passage of waves overhead hinted that he wasn’t in water too deep.
Something kicked him in the side and he looked up.
Digger stood over him, waves crossing against her knees. “If you can walk away, call it a decent landing,” she said.
“I’m all right.” Roy’s hands sank into the sand until they hit bedrock, and he got up drunkenly, fighting for balance in the mud and the slap of storm-driven waves. Palm trees swayed past the beach and twin peaks on the other end of the island drifted in and out of view as the rain came down in sheets.
“Where the hell are we?” he asked.
“Long Island,” Digger said, heading to the beach, her legs sloshing through the surf.
“Long Island? How…how high up was that thing?” Roy looked over his shoulder to the sky. “Can’t be New York. There’s no way we—”
“Long Island in Papua New Guinea,” Digger said. “Bismarck Sea. Christ, you’re dense. They not teaching bean heads to read a frigging map at Knox?”
“Oh…” Roy panned through overlays on his HUD. “Now I see. This place is uninhabited. Why’d we land here?”
“Sigmund didn’t tell you?” Digger asked. “Hope he’s got something in mind. I didn’t make any plans for after the Damocles.”
They marched up the beach, and Payne waved them over to a stand of palm trees.
“We did it…saved Brisbane,” Roy said.
“Saved it from getting blown to bits by rail cannon, yeah,” she said. “City’s still under siege. Plenty of Chi-com in Australia. We’ll see if Beijing wants to take this to the hilt after they lost their shiny new toy. War goes nuclear, this uncharted desert isle might be the place to be.”
She leveled a finger at him. “You don’t have a chance with me. Last man on Earth or not.”
“What’re we talking about right now?” Roy stumbled onto the beach and joined Payne and Sigmund in a small copse of trees.
Sigmund was on one knee, his anchor heel pressed to the ground. Roy felt pulses through his feet as the anchor thumped out a message through the bedrock.
“What’s going on?” Roy asked.
“Shai-hulud,” Payne said. “He’s summoning a sea worm to take us home.”
Digger whacked Payne on the shoulder.
Roy felt faint vibrations, which couldn’t have come from Sigmund’s anchor so close to him.
“Good news,” Sigmund said. “At least one thing’s gone right today. Follow me.” 




Chapter 13

Rain pattered against the Armor as they made their way through palm trees and thick underbrush that came up past their knees. They filed one after the other so their tracks would mask their numbers. Lightning cracked across the darkening sky as a storm rolled in.
“Something was dragged through here.” Digger motioned to their right. “Big. Cargo pod maybe. Temperature variance in the soil…plants don’t sway right in the wind either.”
Sigmund stopped a dozen yards from the base of a steep incline. “This is the place,” he said. “Now we hurry up and wait.”
“How long we going to play ‘I have a secret’?” Digger asked. “Roy. Cut the bull and tell us what this is.”
“I don’t know either.” He tilted his helm up as fat drops of rain pelted against his optics. “Must be above my paygrade.”
“It was above my paygrade until we took off in that damn box,” Sigmund said. “The locals may be skittish.”
“Locals? No one lives on this rock but colorful birds and lizards,” Digger said. “I didn’t plan on surviving the Damocles, but if we’re going to get Lord of the Flies out here, we might as well—”
Tink tink
Digger looked down at her feet and to a man in camouflaged power armor. The suit was bulky across the shoulders, thick plates of graphenium armor molded over the layer of pseudo muscles that augmented the wearer’s strength to nearly superhuman levels. Anti-armor grenades were mag-locked to the man’s chest, and he held a gauss rifle in one hand, pointed toward the ground. A dark visor looked up at Digger and the man gave her a little wave.
“Friendly,” he called up.
“Fuck me running! How did you sneak up like that?” Digger’s hands curled into fists.
“Lieutenant Ken Hale, Atlantic Union Strike Marines.” The man pointed to the mountainside. “Love to chat, but Captain Acera sent me out to make positive ID—can’t be too careful out here—and get you inside before Chi-com can pick you up. Let’s go, yeah?”
The Marine shouldered his rifle and hurried through the brush.
“Hale,” Roy said as the Armor followed. “Small world.”
“I know that voice.” Hale did a double take over his shoulder. “Hey…you made it. Got your plugs. I got my globe and anchor. All’s right with the world.”
“Old home week can wait,” Sigmund said.
There was a rumble through the ground and a section of the rock wall pressed back from the face and slid to one side, revealing a dark tunnel.
“You’re kidding me,” Digger said.
“You Yanks built a secret base…in a volcano,” Payne said.
“Dead volcano,” Hale said, raising a finger. “Important to note. You might have to duck a bit to get to the dock, but you’ll manage.”
“Dock?” Roy was the last through the entrance.
Hale punched keys and the door slid back into place.
“Good thing the hydraulics are working. Real bitch to move back into place without them, even with my suit,” Hale said and slid the visor of his helmet up to the top of his head. He was young, barely into his twenties, and with mixed Asian features. “Welcome to Omen Base. Don’t get a lot of visitors here. Especially not ones of your…stature.”
The Armor had to stoop to follow the Marine as he led them around a corner, and Roy stuttered to a stop as he came out of the tunnel and into a massive cavern. Floodlights dotted the dome-shaped ceiling, lighting a pool that took up much of the ground area, a pier of corrugated metal waiting for whatever would rise from the deep water at the far side of the cavern. Open cargo containers were spaced out across one side of the space. Marines in power armor and others in utility uniforms came out of rooms cut into the volcano rock and stared at the Armor.
“What in the hell…” Digger said.
An older man, in Marine fatigue pants and a sweat-soaked undershirt, jogged over to the Armor. One eye was covered by a patch—a dark spot in the middle of burn scars over one side of his face.
“Captain Acera.” He saluted and Sigmund beat a fist against his chest in return. “Welcome to Omen—if Hale hasn’t done the honors. Lieutenant, get your team over here and bring the package.”
“Sir,” Hale said and left.
“Who’s Australian?” Acera put his hands to his hips.
“What’s it to you?” Digger asked. “And you don’t have anything like this in my Oz, do you?”
“Omen is a top-secret facility,” Acera said. “Made at great expense and risk by the Atlantic Union. If exposed, the Union will suffer exceptionally grave damage—”
“Our lips are sealed, crunchy,” Payne said.
“Much appreciated,” Acera said. “My Strike Marines base out of here for clandestine ops behind Chi-com lines and maintain taps on their fiber-optics lines running from Hainan to Darwin. Blow cargo ships sitting in South Pacific ports. Search and rescue. All kinds of fun.”
“How’s hunting?” Sigmund asked.
“Op tempo’s been high.” Acera smiled. “We’ve managed to put a dent in their logistics lines, but not enough to stop everything from getting through to Australia. Chi-com’s net’s gone crazy since you downed the Damocles. Not bad. Wish my Marines had a crack at that mission.”
“Please,” Digger said, shaking her helm.
“Your hindsight is impressive,” Sigmund said, “but we are Armor. We need to get back to the real fight.”
Acera reared back slightly, then jerked a thumb to the empty dock.
“There’s an unmanned sub coming for you,” the Marine said. “Not due for hours. Getting you all inside will be a bit…problematic. But the Ibarra Corporation thought things through.”
Four Strike Marines in power armor carried over a cargo pod with Ibarra’s logo emblazoned on four sides. They set it down and a panel swung open. Inside were metal bars, sealed pallets, and four rifles almost as large as the Marines.
“Mounting frames for the sub,” Acera said. “You all are rated for deep ocean pressure, right? Chi-com ships haven’t had the best of luck finding our subs, but you never know. The Damocles going down might light a fire under their Commie asses.”
“You’re going to strap us to the side of a submarine…” Payne said. “Not the strangest way we’ve got around today. What then? Shoot us at the Chi-com like…Strategic Human Insertion Torpedoes. No. Can’t call it that. Don’t give Ibarra any other ideas.”
“Brass wants you back in the land Down Under,” Acera said. “Not exactly sure where yet. We’ve got a couple hours to work that out.”
“You’ve comms back to Colonel Carius?” Sigmund asked.
Acera nodded and pointed to the oversized rifles. “And those are for you, naturally. Prototypes, according to the shipping manifest,” he said.
Sigmund pulled a rifle out of the pod and held it up for the other Armor to see. Mag coils ran down the barrel. Twin-magazine wells made up the stock—one for ammo, the other for a battery stack.
“Gauss rifle,” Sigmund said. “Tesla strength up to—”
“It’s an Armor killer.” Digger took the weapon from Sigmund and tried to aim down nonexistent sights. “Heard rumors about these…Ibarra stop them from exploding after the third shot?”
“We run our gauss at eighty percent of max field strength,” Acera said. “We can hotshot them to defeat Dragon armor. That gets risky for us. You tanks can probably handle it if those pop off.”
“What did he call us?” Roy asked, and all four Armor looked down at Acera.
“This bad boy,” Acera said as he turned and slapped the top of the pod, “can fit so many gauss shells and power mags in it. Ibarra either has enormous confidence in you four or he wants field data under combat conditions.”
“We just killed the Damocles.” Sigmund took another gauss rifle out and tossed it to Payne.
“Probably both,” Acera said. “Also got amni…amni-otis juice and field repair packs.”
“Dismount,” Sigmund said. “We’ve got to do our own maintenance. Acera, we’ll need a few warm bodies to help us out.”
“Let Payne stay linked,” Digger said. “May need him inside to—”
“We can remote-control a suit for any heavy lifting,” he snapped. “Can’t do effective repairs from inside. Dismount.”
Digger looked at Payne, and he nodded.
“This is an all-hands-on-deck event. But manpower has to go to building these cages.” Acera pointed to the bars. “Ibarra sent instructions that are supposedly ‘Marine proof.’ Doubt he’s met many Marines. Let’s get you four back in the fight.”
“Take care of your gear and it’ll take care of you,” Sigmund said. “To work.”




Chapter 14

Roy, clad in his skin suit and a pair of borrowed, ill-fitting steel-toed boots, twisted a wrench inside the forearm housing where his cannons had once been. The suit knelt on one knee, fist planted against the deck. A long dent ran down the length of the lower arm.
Roy wiped sweat from his brow and handed the tool back to Hale, now wearing simple fatigues.
“Hydrospanner,” he said.
“Not the torque adjuster?” the Marine asked.
“Hydrospanner,” Roy repeated, an edge of impatience in his tone.
“If you say so. You’re the one with the plugs.” Hale hefted a silver tool from an oversized metal box. “I’m the one that washed out of Knox. Not you, right? How’d the rest of the platoon do?”
“Morris rejected his implant.” Roy tapped the back of his head. “Danfield…what happened to her? Think she cracked during the last long dark.”
Hale turned his gaze up to Roy’s Armor and his face fell. Roy bit his bottom lip, remembering that Hale had failed out of selection during the same phase. When a cadet cracked inside the sensory-deprivation chamber, word got around fast.
“How about Elias?” Hale asked, running a knuckle down the side of his jaw. “God, that guy could take a beating. Dish one out too.”
“Yeah, I think he knocked everyone out during combatives. He made it. Saw him and Kallen and Bodel in country,” Roy said.
“Kallen…” Hale shook his head. “Don’t tell my asshole brother a quadriplegic made it through and I couldn’t.”
“You doubted she’d get her plugs?” Roy stuck the end of the hydrospanner into the open compartment of the forearm housing and spun the tip against a bolt. “She lives for her Armor. And the rest of her lance.”
“They still called the Iron Hearts?”
“That’s what they’ll always be.” Roy grimaced and glanced into the housing. “Something’s jammed into the gears. You got a—”
“Gerber,” Hale said and handed him a multi-tool, the metal pincers out and ready for use.
Roy reached it inside and gripped something he couldn’t see. He felt liquid seep down his hand and twisted whatever was caught up in the works.
“Please don’t be a busted hydraulic line,” Roy said. “Don’t have time to do a full breakdown of—got it.” He pulled his hand out slowly and stopped when he saw blood running down past his wrist. He worked his hand against the Gerber but didn’t feel any pain.
As he brought the rest of his hand out, more blood followed. Gripped between the pincers was part of a human jaw, teeth, and flesh glistening in the light.
Roy dropped the tool like it was on fire and bumped into Hale. He wiped his hand against his skin suit, pointing to the remains on the deck as he jabbered and beat his bloody hand against his thigh, his mind racing.
“Jesus, is that…you OK, Roy?” Hale grabbed him by the shoulders and twisted him away from the bit of jaw.
“I…I did that,” Roy said. “I punched through the pod and I-I-I—”
“Mine.” Payne appeared out of nowhere, put an arm around Roy’s shoulders, and led him away. He put a hand over Roy’s plugs and kept his head down. “Look at your feet and just breathe, mate.”
Roy’s vision narrowed as he shuffled forward, sensations of the battle aboard the Damocles overwhelming him. The feeling of his fist breaking the pod and pulverizing the man within crept up and down his arm like a phantom pain.
He went down against a tile wall and rain fell against his head and shoulders. His mind felt like it detached from his body as he let the water pound against him for a time. Finally, Roy returned to himself and looked up. He was in a shower stall, the head dribbling on him. Payne leaned against the entrance, arms crossed.
“Back?” Payne asked.
“Yeah.” Roy nodded quickly. Water flecked off his face and Payne turned the shower off. “God I…I’m a killer now. No getting away from it.” He raised one hand and wiped the last smear of blood off his wrist.
“Good.” Payne sniffed hard. “Good. Be that…it helps.”
“How do you…how do you make yourself OK with it?” Roy asked. “I knew—always knew—what Armor’s meant to do on the battlefield. Don’t carry the guns for show. Saw the aftermath of the fights in Alaska and…I know what war is. I just never thought it would…why do I feel like this?”
Payne rubbed the side of his nose.
“Killing other men isn’t normal,” Payne said. “Takes time to process. You having a reaction…means you’re right in the head. Or you were. Got to accept what you are now and keep killing because that’s what war is. Some can’t hack it and fold. If you’re going to fold and give up, do it now. Do it now so the rest of the lance isn’t trying to keep you alive in the next fight when you freeze up and can’t pull the trigger.”
“That would be worse.” Roy wiped the top of his head and ran fingertips over his plugs. “I can’t take back what I’ve done. If I fold, then I’m a killer and a weakling. How could I ever live with that?”
“Most don’t for long,” Payne said. “Who you gonna be, mate?”
Roy pressed a palm against the metal that was part of his skull. An image of his brother, wasting away on a hospital bed with his mind burned out by the war, came to him.
“Here I am.” Roy looked up Payne. “I am Armor.”
“Then be Armor.” The Australian reached a hand to him and helped Roy to his feet. “And how do I deal with it? Easy. I’m not killing men. I’m slaying dragons with Saint George and Saint Michael the Archangel beside me.”
“I guess we can all remain saints,” Roy said and stepped out of the shower.
“He good now?” Digger said from behind. She was on a bench, one towel wrapped around her waist, another drying out her hair. She was topless and didn’t seem to care that Roy was gawking at her.
Roy whirled around, nearly slipping.
“What’s wrong, seppo?” she asked. “Never seen these before?”
“I’m…I’m from Utah,” he said.
“Girls not have tits in Utah?” she asked.
“They do,” he said, nodding quickly.
“Prude,” she said and got into her skin suit. “Atlantic Union has their pay system tied to biometrics, yeah?”
“What?” Roy glanced back at her.
“You found a contact?” Payne asked.
“I did. And he won’t take an IOU.” Digger rolled her eyes. “Need a favor from you, kid. We’ll pay you back. Scout’s honor.”
“I have no idea what you’re talking about,” Roy said.
“Just play along and act casual,” she said.
****
Roy, Payne, and Digger walked down a dimly lit hallway, one wall raw rock, the other sheet metal. Digger rapped at a door and it cracked open.
“How many?” came from inside.
“Three,” Digger said, sighing heavily. “For shit’s sake, we’re in a volcano and you think—”
The door swung open and a rail-thin man with sandy hair and a weak chin waved them in. “Your accent is your passport,” he said and the Armor went into a small storeroom, Payne pushing Roy over the threshold.
The man wore a Marine utility uniform, his name tape conspicuously missing.
“Who’s this?” He leveled a finger at Roy. “His mother know he’s here? How do we know he’s cool?”
Payne turned Roy around and showed off his plugs.
“I am so lost right now,” Roy said.
“Another of the august and richly compensated Armor Corps.” The Marine leaned against a case and crossed his arms over his chest. “I take it he’s the one paying.”
“Paying for what?” Roy asked.
“We’ll get you back once we’re home,” Digger said to him. “Mouth. Shut.”
“What’ve you got?” Payne asked.
“You’ve got the money, I’ve got the goods.” The Marine flipped up a case lid. “Welcome to Standish Liquors, best selection this side of the International Date Line.” He reached inside and held up two bottles of clear liquid, the labels covered in Chinese symbols. “Got Maotai standard—ignore the Chi-com ration trackers. The Commies aren’t looking for these bottles anymore. Wanjiu Wang…I’m pretty sure the snake’s plastic. Changyu special fine brandy.”
“We don’t drink that,” Digger said. “What else?”
“Wait…” Roy’s brows furrowed. “Is that—”
Digger stepped on his foot.
“Brem!” Standish picked up a tear-shaped bottle of amber booze and brushed dust off it. “Indonesia’s finest spirit. Truly delicious stuff, my personal favorite. Found in the remains of a resort on Bali. Don’t ask what I was doing there. I could tell you, but then I’d have to…you know. Two for the price of one to get you started. How many you want?”
“Brem is rice wine,” Digger said. “Sake. Shit sake at that. What’re you trying to pull over on us? What else you got?”
“Picky, picky.” Standish put the bottle back and shook his head. “No Fosters. Sorry. Can’t keep that stuff cold out here.”
“Australians don’t drink that garbage,” Payne said.
“But I thought it was Australian for…” Standish shrugged and rubbed his hands together. “I can dip into my special reserve, but it comes at a premium.”
“Show me,” Digger said.
Standish put a thumb to a reader on another case and Roy frowned as it popped open with a hiss. That sort of security measure wasn’t used on Atlantic Union logistics.
Standish held up a small bottle the size of his hand.
“From the green hills of Tennessee,” he said. “Endorsed by the patron saint of Las Vegas, Frank Sinatra. I have eight ounces of whiskey for—”
“We’ll take it,” Digger said. “How much?”
Standish smiled and pulled a small tablet from a pocket and tapped on the screen, then flashed a number to the three of them.
“Holy…” Roy’s jaw dropped. “That’s more than I make in—” Payne put a hand over his mouth.
“In the spirit of our new alliance,” Digger said, sounding like the words tasted bitter in her mouth, “give us mate’s rates.”
“What now?” Standish raised an eyebrow.
Roy pulled his face free of Payne and said, “Welcome to my world.”
“Can you do a bit better?” Digger rubbed the tattoo on her face.
“Tell you what…” Standish reached into a pocket and pulled out a small blister pack of pills. “Chasers. But you Down Under types call them So-bies. Guaranteed to clear your bloodstream of any alcohol in two minutes flat. Minor side effects. Great for getting back on duty lickety-split and avoiding court martials. I’ll throw those in for free.”
“Fine. Roy, pay the man.” Digger clapped her hands.
Payne grabbed the American by the elbow and stuck his hand out. Standish slapped the tablet against his palm and it dinged.
“Money routes through a number of shells I have set up,” Standish said. “You’ll see a number of small charges adding up to the total, all with ‘S-L’ in the company name. Don’t try and dispute the charges. The companies cycle in and out of business every little while, so you’ll never get it back.”
“But how do I know you won’t—” Roy snatched his hand back from the screen as Digger stepped on his foot again. “Ow! Quit it.”
“Every good business runs on word of mouth and repeat customers.” Standish handed over the whisky to Digger. “Just be smart about who you share it with. If I have to dump my stock because there’s heat on me, it’ll get more expensive for everyone down the line. Get me?”
“No.” Roy shook his head.
“Much appreciated, we’ll be leaving now.” Digger opened the top of her skin suit to slip the bottle inside but accepted a small canvas ammo pouch from Standish instead.
“Enjoy!” Standish waved as they left the illicit establishment.
****
“And I said…” Digger paused to take a swig from the bottle before passing it to Payne where they sat against the legs of his Armor. “‘…you’re lucky. If you were in Sydney, you’d have to pay for it.’”
Payne choked mid-sip and spewed whiskey onto his sleeve.
“Hey!” Roy said, raising his hands in protest from where he leaned against the next suit.
“I thought you didn’t want any.” Payne stretched the bottle out to him, one eye squinting hard.
“I don’t drink,” Roy said, “but I did pay for it and don’t want to see it wasted. Standards.”
“Suit yourself. More for us.” Payne kicked the bottle back and slouched against his suit. “Ah…I missed this stuff.”
Digger took the bottle and held it up to the light, examining the remaining third.
“How many Chi-com you think were on the Damocles?” she asked. “Couple hundred? Thousand?”
“Enough for a good start,” Payne said. “You care?”
“I want the scales tipped heavy,” she said. “I want them to know what one di xia did to them. Know how much I made them bleed.”
“Hatred,” Roy said, looking up at his Armor. “Good a reason as any.”
“Keeps me warm at night.” She took another drink and winced. “This’ll work for right now.”
Sigmund came around the side of a suit and cleared his throat. Roy snapped to attention and looked around, as if needing an escape route. Payne didn’t react. Digger worked her jaw from side to side then offered the new arrival the bottle.
Sigmund raised an eyebrow at Roy.
“No, sir. I didn’t, but they did. No. I mean, I bought it, but I didn’t want to and—”
“Keep a hand on that rod of iron,” Sigmund said, taking the whiskey. “I’d only be disappointed if you wavered. Skol.” He took a deep drink.
Digger laughed and wobbled ever so slightly. “That stick up his arse doesn’t go all the way to his plugs,” she said.
Sigmund squeezed his eyes shut and swallowed hard.
“Not bad,” he said. “Chasers?”
Payne jiggled the pill sheet.
“What’s the word?” Digger asked.
“It’s ugly,” Sigmund said. “Chi-com high command in Beijing are…erratic. First orders they sent after the Damocles was destroyed were to pull back from the battle around Brisbane and Derby. An hour later, they ordered a general advance. Full attack in all sectors. Launched bombers out of Ho Chi Minh City and Singapore. Even sent a wing to hit Anchorage.”
“If they bomb US soil again,” Roy started, “then—”
Sigmund held up a hand. “Most of the bombers have been destroyed,” he said. “Ground-to-air missiles—some planted on the seabed by our Navy, some on islands along the route by our Strike Marines—hit them en route.”
“Seabed?” Digger asked.
“We call them cork mines,” Sigmund said. “Drop them in the ocean. They sink deeper than the Chi-com can find them. We send a low-frequency signal through the ocean to activate them and they float to the surface and the missiles activate.”
“That…wasn’t done recently,” she said.
“The Union’s been prepping for this battle for years,” he said. “Still…a lot can go wrong. The Chi-com ground assault in Australia took us by surprise. Casualties are heavy. Brisbane area command thinks they can last another two days before the city is untenable.”
“Big word for saying the front breaks and the city gets destroyed,” Digger said. “What about the space fight? Nukes?”
“The Treaty of Pretoria is holding,” Sigmund said. “Intel thinks there’s some sort of power struggle going on in Beijing. The Damocles going down in a fireball embarrassed some senior party figures. Lose enough ‘face’ in that culture and you lose control.”
“So the world won’t end in nuclear fire just yet,” Digger said.
“That…remains to be seen,” Sigmund said. “The Chinese people are tired of war. Tired of bleeding to hold so much new territory. Just how many more will be ordered to die depends on how this palace coup plays out. Some factions are worse than others. Same as it ever was.”
“Same as it ever was,” Digger echoed and took a sip.
“How many casualties?” Roy asked.
“In the tens of thousands,” Sigmund said. “That’s just Brisbane sector.”
“Good God,” Roy said.
“Better to fight to be free than to have surrendered to the Damocles,” Digger said. “How do we get back to the fight and where we going?”
“Sub will be here soon,” Sigmund said. “Carius wants us back in Brisbane. ASAP.”
“And what about the incorporation agreement?” Digger asked. “Or whatever Canberra’s calling it. Australia part of the ‘Atlantic’ Union. Heh. Atlantic.” She nudged Payne.
“Vote’s on hold until the front stabilizes,” Sigmund said. “Doesn’t change the Union’s part in the fight.”
“Wow…a little consistency from the Union, what a change of heart.” Digger tapped the empty bottle against her foot. “Sorry. Old habits die hard. You two—at least—have been quality.”
“Was that a compliment?” Roy asked. “Is that what being drunk does to her? Makes her pleasant to be around?”
“You…” she said, flipping a finger at him and swallowing hard. “…you paid for this stuff so I’ll forgive you. For now.”
“Carius passed on some other news.” Sigmund’s face darkened. “Roy, I need to speak to you. In private.”
“Sir,” Roy said, looking around, “this place isn’t that big. Doubt anyone can keep anything secret if they want to.”
“It’s of a personal nature for you,” Sigmund said.
Blood drained from Roy’s face and he pressed his hands against his legs. “It’s my brother, isn’t it?” he asked.
“He passed,” Sigmund said. “Happened late last night. Your parents have been notified.”
Payne reached over and touched Roy’s shoulder.
“He…he’d been fading,” Roy said. “Redlines don’t last long. Last time I saw him, he was…God, he was so thin.”
“I’m sorry,” Sigmund said. “He was a good soldier, an honor to the Armor Corps. Carius—this is regulation, you understand? Union policy—we have to ask you, no matter the circumstances. But as per the Sullivans Act of 2059, after the death of an immediate blood relative from combat conditions, you may opt out of hazardous duty until such time as you feel—”
“No.” Roy shook his head. “Josiah died the minute he redlined. His body’s finally caught up to his spirit. I’m…I’m fine.”
“—until such time as you feel mentally and emotionally ready to return to your previous duty.” Sigmund shook his head. “The option for an other-than-honorable discharge is—”
“No!” Roy sprang to his feet and turned to his Armor. He put his arms up against the leg and covered his face.
“What would he do?” Digger asked. “Sit around here with the jarheads, polishing his suit?”
“Red tape.” Sigmund rolled his eyes. “No one takes a Sullivan off the battlefield, but the offer must be made.”
Roy’s chest heaved with a sob.
Payne got up, unsteady from the drink, and put an arm over Roy’s shoulders. “Tell us about your brother,” Payne said. “Tell us a good story. That always helps us feel better when someone’s time’s up too soon.”
Roy turned and hugged Payne, his face buried against the taller man’s shoulder.
“I’ll tell you about Josiah Roy,” Sigmund said. “He was in the Brave Rifles, American Lance. In my same company during the last offensive in Alaska. It was winter, so cold, I thought I was back home in Norway—not that it mattered while in Armor, but the times we had to dismount were miserable. We were on the attack, through some no-named town whose only claim to fame was a gas station and the house of an early-century sci-fi writer, when the Chi-com brought in a flight of Dagger close-air-support fighters through a gap in the weather. Very risky, almost reckless on the part of the commander, but it worked. Caught my whole company by surprise.
“We were in a forest and had just spooked a herd of elk when the Daggers made their first pass. Killed Chief Lomis before she could react. Fernandez took direct hits from a rocket pod…we didn’t find much of him. And Lieutenant Lachance, she…she took a golden BB. Single bullet from a Dagger hit her Armor.” Sigmund touched his collarbone. “Round went through a seam and ripped apart the cybernetics attached to her pod. The feedback killed her instantly.
“She just stood there, weapons raised to the sky…frozen like the winter had finally got to her. Gone in an instant. That was the end of her and the rest of the Telemark Lance. My suit was damaged and I…was not acting as Armor should.
“But then Josiah arrived with the Brave Rifles and set up a perimeter. Shot down two of the Daggers and drove off the rest until a blizzard rolled in and put a stop to our worries from the sky. Do you know what he said to me? Said to me as I was there grieving, about to dump my suit so I could crawl through the snow and find what was left of Fernandez?”
“‘This where you’re gonna quit?’” Roy said.
“Yes.” Sigmund smiled. “Someone told you this?”
“He’s my brother,” Roy huffed. “We were on the same football team in high school, but he was a few years ahead of me. I wasn’t the biggest or strongest…or fastest. And I wasn’t as prepared as I should’ve been before I went out for varsity, so I got my clock cleaned more than once. Every time I was about to give up…he’d know when to trot by and ask, ‘This where you’re gonna quit?’ Even when he was the one that just knocked me flat.”
Sigmund nodded. “‘This where you’re gonna quit’ and I looked around at my dead lance, the frigid nowhere that is Alaska, and it dawned on me how useless it was. There was no time to feel sorry for myself. Armor…has no time for remorse. Not there, at least, and certainly not then.”
“And then?” Digger asked.
“And then Josiah took a leg off Lachance’s suit and swapped it with my wrecked limb. Dangerous to do in the field; redline risk is too high. He got me back on my feet and then the Dragons found us,” Sigmund said. “Came out of the blizzard guns blazing.”
Sigmund took the bottle from Digger and drank deep.
“It was like fighting ghosts. Josiah and I got separated almost immediately. Then it was this nightmare of stumbling upon someone in the whiteout and figuring out if they were a friend to help or an enemy to kill before the other Armor could do the same. Stray rounds coming from all over. Take a shot and who knows what you’d hit. But weather is the great equalizer. It hurt the enemy just as much as it did us. It came down to individual fights in the storm, and we won. Most of them.”
Sigmund swished the last bit of the alcohol around the bottom of the bottle.
“I found Josiah when the storm cleared. Dead Dragons all around him. His suit was badly damaged, lying facedown in the snow, but he was still alive. Redlined, but alive. He must have taken too many hits, fouled his cybernetics. But he was in a fight and he pushed himself past the line to win. To keep the rest of us alive. This war takes the best of us. Takes them to Valhalla where they wait for the rest of us to prove we’re worthy enough to join them.”
“I didn’t know you were there,” Roy said.
“I’m not proud of how that battle ended. Even if we did drive the last of the Chi-com into the sea at Nome a month later,” Sigmund said. “I will…need your parents’ address.”
“Of course, sir,” Roy said.
Red warning lights came on and swirled around. A shadow grew next to the dock and water rose and spilled over the edge of the pier as a smooth submarine with a slight mound for conn appeared.
Digger snatched the bottle away from Sigmund and proffered it to Roy, who shook his head. She killed the bottle and tossed it into the water.
“Fun’s over.” Payne popped a pill and gave the sheet to Digger.
Roy stepped back from his Armor and looked up at the gauss rifle locked to the suit’s back.
“Back into the fire,” he said.
“Don’t worry,” Digger said, her shoulders shaking as the pill went to work, purging the alcohol from her system. “A robot’s giving us a ride to the fight. What could go wrong?”
“You’re ready?” Sigmund asked Roy. “There’s no shame in—”
“There’s nothing but shame in ducking out of a fight,” Roy said. “I am Armor. Let me fight the bastards that killed my brother.”
“Good.” Sigmund slapped him on the back. “Good.”




Chapter 15

Major Liu of the People’s Liberation Army bumped against the inside of his armored personnel carrier as it screeched to a halt. He looked up from a board over his lap, then to a leaky seam in the roof where water dripped down onto the overlay sheet he had over a map of eastern Australia. He looked across the cramped compartment to his radio operator, who had handsets to each ear.
The radio man shook his head quickly.
“Driver?” Liu called out over the idling engine.
“Lead vehicle’s stopped, sir,” came back.
Grumbling, Liu leaned over and tapped the legs of the turret gunner. Rainwater dribbled down in a sheet as the turret slewed around.
“Can’t see a damn thing in this storm,” the gunner said. “I think the bridge ahead might be out.”
“What?” Liu looked at his map and frowned, then took a tablet off a wall mount next to his head and double-tapped the screen. A terrain overlay came up, still showing the bridge in place…along with a notification box that the system hadn’t updated with the Corps’ data link for several hours.
“All I need…” Liu lit a cigarette and took a long drag, ignoring the coughs of the other men in the troop compartment. “Ten hours in this shit box and now I’ve got to get wet. I hate this miserable country. We should’ve been happy with Indonesia as a client state…but no. You know we’re all supposed to be back home on leave?”
“I know,” the radioman said. “My girlfriend in Shanghai thinks I’m shacked up with some slut in Hanoi.”
“I thought your girl lived in Chengdu,” the major said, taking another long puff.
“That one thinks I’m a good boy.” The radioman shrugged.
“Get the radio tower set up,” Liu said. “The bridge is out and we’ll have to break radio silence to send a report back.”
“If we transmit, the dogs will slam us,” the radioman said, using a more affectionate term the PLA had for Australian and Union forces.
“They can’t get a missile through this, and we’ve got EMP emitters through the convoy. They’ll fry anything they send, so stop being a pussy and get the fucking mast set up.” Liu kicked the radioman in the leg and opened the rear hatch. Thunder rolled in as he swung his feet out the small hatchway and stepped into a torrential downpour.
The smell of idling diesel engines mixed with the wet soil from the forest to one side of the highway. On the other was a guardrail and a steep drop to the Pacific Ocean. Liu hunched over, protecting the lit end of his cigarette by keeping his head angled down and the lip of his helmet sticking out. He worked the butt to one corner of his mouth and breathed deep, trying to bring the “cherry” in closer to his mouth.
Good cigarettes were hard to find while on maneuvers. Damned if he’d lose one to the weather.
It was night, and hours until morning. He had no doubt the view over the water would’ve been spectacular under moonlight, but the storm cut visibility down to a few tens of yards.
He walked past his APC and counted steps to the next one ahead. He cursed and banged a fist against the driver’s compartment. The forward hatch popped up, and the fresh face of a young driver gawked at him.
“Sir?”
“Your interval is too close.” He gestured to the next vehicle, a main battle tank a few yards away. “Too good of a target. You thought because the weather is so piss you can screw around? Fix yourself next time we move—” he paused to peer into the hatch at the driver’s uniform as it got soaked from the rain “—soon-to-be Private Ma.”
Liu kept smoking as he ran up the line of vehicles, past a company of main battle tanks. His boots stomped through puddles as he hurried past the EMP generator. The Party assured its soldiers that the radiation from the generator was harmless, but a rumor that the equipment operators only ever sired daughters had been around for years, and he didn’t want to test it out for himself.
He made out a loose gaggle of soldiers standing in front of a tank and he slowed to a walk as he closed. It wouldn’t do for a field-grade officer to seem rushed. He recognized one man, tall for a tank commander and forgoing a rain slicker in the weather.
Chang, ever the hard-ass.
“Captain,” Liu said as he came up to a half-collapsed bridge over a short gap in the coastline. The near side hung to the cliff by bent spars as the waves crashed up through the open segments.
“A meter we can’t drive over might as well be an ocean,” Chang said. He lifted a pair of binoculars to his eyes, then handed them to the major. “Lucky the division engineer assets were ahead of us. They’ve got a modular bridge on the way. They say ten minutes until it’s on-site.”
“Which means three hours.” Liu flicked through the optic settings and used the night vision to see a pair of Chinese tanks at the far end of the broken bridge. A vehicle-long section of the guardrail was missing about halfway across the bridge.
“Sabotage?” Liu asked.
“Fatigue,” Chang sneered. “My bet is the driver fell asleep and slid off the cliff. Hard to know for sure as the tank is under who-knows-how-much seawater right now. No crew survived. This road march has been going on for over twenty-four hours. Factor in the days-long scramble to deploy out of Saigon and—”
“I’m tired and pissed off too.” Liu sucked smoke in through his nose. “We’ve got amphetamine pills in the medical truck. I can issue those at my discretion.”
“You think there’s any left?” Chang huffed. “The medics are the worst addicts in the battalion. Plus, we get the soldiers wired up on those now, they might crash right as we get to the front.”
“Then we just give them more pills.” Liu took one last, long drag, then flicked the butt into a hole in the bridge. The lit end spun over and over, then landed on what looked like a slight outcropping against the cliff, light from the cigarette shining off what looked like rain-slick metal. “Huh…that’s funny.”
Liu looked down through the binoculars and focused them in close.
An Armor clinging to the cliff face looked up at him, the butt rolling down the front of its helm.
Liu backpedaled, slipping in a puddle and coming down hard on his backside.
“Scared of heights?” Chang asked.
The crack of breaking rock sounded over the rain, and a massive metal arm shot up through the hole in the bridge and clamped down on Chang’s head. The officer was yanked through the gap, limbs breaking against the edges, and vanished.
The assembled group of Chi-com looked at each other in surprise, taking a second to process what just happened.
“Run!” Liu rolled over and tried to move, but his feet slipped out from under him and he slapped against the wet road.
The bridge heaved up as the Armor’s helm and shoulders rose through the gap, metal squealing as the metal giant crawled up over the edge. A Chi-com soldier opened fire with an assault rifle, the bullets pinging and sparking against the Armor, doing little more than gaining the suit’s attention.
The Armor backhanded the shooter, slapping the soldier into the front edge of a tank and snapping his spine as he folded backwards.
A growl rose from the suit’s speakers and heavily accented Mandarin blasted out, louder than thunder.
“Sha xi ni!”
I will kill you.
The Armor opened fire with the rotary cannon on its shoulder, mowing down Chi-com soldiers as they scrambled away. Stomping forward, it slammed hands to either side of a tank turret, heaved up, and ripped the turret off, the legs of a crewman dangling from the bottom. The Armor tossed the turret over the guardrail and down the cliff.
Liu got up to a crouch and ran, waving one hand over his head and screaming for his men to open fire. Machine guns mounted on personnel carriers and built into tank turrets rattled, sending green tracers zipping overhead. He ducked behind a tank and opened a box with a handset inside.
“Shoot! Shoot with the main gun! What are you waiting for?”
An explosion flashed ahead, casting shadows past the tank and briefly illuminating the convoy.
“Gunner, load sabot!” a panicked soldier shouted. Liu wasn’t sure if the crew was responding to his command or reacting to contact as they’d been trained. The tank’s engine revved and smoke belched all over him. The turret turned with a hydraulic whine and Liu peeked over the back of the tank, hands over his ears.
The Armor ran straight for him, burning vehicles in its wake. Flames formed a backdrop like it was a hell-forged demon sent to take his soul. The Armor slammed both fists against the forward edge of the tank and the back kicked up, sending Liu flying.
Liu hit hard, losing his breath to the impact against the asphalt. He crawled toward the EMP generator truck, its engine cranking as the driver tried to get it moving. The Armor’s rotary cannon opened up, stitching through the dome of the EMP equipment, some rounds ricocheting off the front.
Liu slunk between the treads, the reek of oil mixing with water all over him. He heard the Armor’s footfalls behind him, and his initial adrenaline dump wore off just a bit…and fear filled his chest.
There was a boom of a tank’s main gun and the whoosh of a passing round. The Armor was tough, but even they couldn’t take a sabot round.
He knew the sabot missed when the EMP vehicle rocked violently back and forth, then tipped over, slamming to its side. The Armor towered over Liu, using the EMP truck as cover while fire blossomed from the spinning barrels of its rotary weapon.
Liu squawked and bolted away. He ran past a tank as it rolled backwards, desperately trying to put space between it and the Union Armor. A pair of electric snaps sounded behind him and the tank blew up. The blast wave pitched Liu forward and he rolled down the highway.
Liu’s vision swam as he put one hand to the side of his head. His nose was almost touching a black rectangle and the grumble of an engine grew in his hearing as the ring from the explosion subsided.
He was right in front of tank treads.
Liu rolled to one side as the tank lurched forward, almost crushing him into paste.
Ahead…he saw the antenna mast of his command and control APC. A radio. Help.
Liu laughed wildly, got up to run, and promptly fell forward. He looked at his feet and saw one boot mangled and bloody from shrapnel thrown off by an explosion somewhere behind him.
He did his best to hop forward, grateful that his body was in full flight mode and that a new wave of adrenaline was blocking the pain. Bursts from the rotary cannon snapped overhead, but he kept his focus on the antenna and the chance at salvation.
A new sound came through the storm. The whomp whomp whomp of helicopter blades.
“Ha! Let’s see how you like this, you son of a bitch!” Liu shouted over one shoulder. The Armor had punched a fist through the driver’s hatch of a tank and had its helm angled up to the sky.
Liu collapsed against the side of his command vehicle…and saw a line of bullet holes down the center.
An attack helicopter swung around a hillside, its floodlights blinding Liu for a second. He heard the whoosh of rockets overhead, and another slap of a concussion wave slammed him to the road, sending him hydroplaning past the vehicle.
Liu looked up to the dead face of his radioman lying next to him. The soldier’s skin had gone pale, bled out from bullets that ripped through his abdomen. Liu slapped the ground and pushed his shoulders up. The rear hatch was still open, a radio handset dangling out from its twisted cord.
The Armor appeared, spots of flame clinging to its legs and arms. The iron giant ripped the gun turret off Liu’s vehicle and leaned back, the turret gripped in one hand. The Armor hurled the improvised missile to the sky.
It clipped the attack helicopter’s main blade and the aircraft spun out of control. It floundered like a fish on a line as it fell below the highway and crashed into the sea.
Liu cursed and crawled to the radio handset. He grabbed the lip of the hatch and pulled himself up next to the vehicle, then snatched the handset. It was slick with blood and rain, but a hiss from the earpiece told him it was still functional.
He heard a garbled transmission but stopped himself from putting it to his ear when the Armor took a step forward, its massive foot close enough to kick.
Liu looked up at the Armor, its surface pitted with bullet strikes, steam rising from servos. The rotary cannon twisted toward Liu and locked with a click. Even though he was so close to a walking death machine…a sense of peace came over him.
Liu felt at his chest for his cigarettes, but they were lost. Liu spit at the Armor and raised the handset.
A single shot rang out.
****
Rain pelted against Roy’s Armor as he stood next to the shot-up command vehicle, his optics locked on the dead Chi-com officer at his feet.
Sigmund marched up from the other side of the vehicle, gauss cannon barrel smoking.
“Not bad,” Sigmund said.
Roy bent his cannon-less arm at the elbow. “I was short a weapon,” he said. “The rotary shells can pierce the top armor of their tanks, but I had to almost be right on top of them to do it…default aggressive.”
“Default aggressive. Violence of action. Carries the day,” Sigmund said. “Why didn’t you use the heavy gauss rifle mag-locked on your back?”
Roy’s helm snapped up. “I…was saving it for the Dragons,” he said.
“You didn’t forget it was there?” Sigmund turned slightly and motioned for Digger and Payne to catch up.
“Saving it for the Dragons,” Roy repeated.
“What in the hell just happened?” Digger asked. “One minute the sub’s stopped and then—correct me if I’m wrong—the Chi-com drop a tank on us and we’re trying to swim when the emergency protocols activate. Then we climb up that bastard of a cliff and the Rupert proceeds to rip them to pieces. Good job on that, kiddo, proud of you.”
“I did see a tank under the water,” Sigmund said. “Looks like it fell off the bridge and hit the battery swap station the robot sub was using.”
“Why…would you put a swap station right there?” Payne motioned toward the ocean. “You’ve got the entire Pacific. And you seppos put it right where a tank could roll off a bridge and crush it.”
“It charged off hydroelectric power,” Sigmund said. “The cliffs made—you know what? It doesn’t really matter now, does it? We could ask the Chi-com if they did drop a tank on us on purpose,” he said, kicking the command and control vehicle, “but none are available for questioning. We’re here…and I’m not exactly sure where we are. No satellite connection…no GPS.”
“This is the A1 highway,” Digger said. “I made this drive when I was a kid…brother was a surfer and we didn’t have the money to fly to all his competitions. Think we’re north of Rockhampton.”
“How far to the front at Brisbane?” Sigmund asked.
“Maybe…nine hundred kilometers.”
“Shit.” Sigmund looked out to the ocean, then back up the highway to the carnage. “Wait a second.”
When he lifted a foot, the anchor spike shot out. He ripped the tip through the side of the command vehicle and diesel spilled out from the ruptured fuel tank. The puddle spread past Liu’s boots and stopped.
“They’re running low on gas,” Roy said.
“And I didn’t see any tankers on the way down here,” Sigmund said. “We are Armor, and we must not think like crunchies. Our batteries can keep us in the fight for days. A full tank of diesel can get the Chi-com only so far…They must have been on their way to a logistics base.”
“Rockhampton,” Digger said, pointing south. “Most likely spot. There’s infrastructure for a loggy site. Back at Omen, your people said the Chi-com had ordered a full advance. Logistics tails don’t just get up and move too. We’re on their supply line that runs from the Brisbane front clear back to China.”
“This storm…add in the fog of war…we’ve got an opportunity while we’re in the enemy’s backyard,” Sigmund said.
“In the absence of orders—attack,” Digger said. “Isn’t that something the Americans say?”
“That traces back to Erwin Rommel, I do believe,” Sigmund said. “But close enough. Let’s get to Rockhampton and…” Sigmund pointed to the wrecked bridge, then drew his hand back.
“Just follow me,” Digger said.




Chapter 16

Roy leaned against a mountainside, the last of the storm whipping around him, pelting him with pebbles and rain as dawn broke to the east. If he was dismounted, the gusts and weather would have cast him down, but he was Armor. One hand had cracked the rock to secure purchase, and both feet were dug in. He would move when he was ready. Mother Nature had no power over him.
In one hand, he held the new gauss rifle, his secondary weapon in case Sigmund’s original plan fell through.
“Don’t give your silhouette away again,” he told himself. “Don’t screw up again.”
A countdown timer appeared on his HUD and he looked up to the ridgeline just a few yards away. He primed the energy coils in his back and bent slightly at the knee servos.
The timer hit zero and he jumped up. His free hand caught the edge of a boulder and he swung his feet up and over the ridge. He slid down, knocking away loose rocks but thankfully little dust as the rain had tamped down the dirt. Spotting a slight outcrop, he slid onto it.
“In position.” Payne sent over the IR.
Roy snapped his anchor spike out and drove it into the rock. It drilled down and he looked out at the small city spread across a valley. His targeting systems picked up a fuel depot, dozens of blisters connected by pipes and feeding into long lines of vehicles waiting to gas up.
Airships with cargo pods the size of small ships were docked on a massive concrete pad. Lifters moved around like ants deconstructing a loaf of bread dropped in the jungle. Warehouses. Foundries…a target-rich environment if he’d ever seen one.
The anchor drilled lower…and the rock split beneath his foot and tumbled down the mountainside.
“Fouled point,” Roy sent through the IR. He spotted another flat area farther down the slope. “Relocating.”
“Don’t make yourself a target,” Sigmund said. “Use your secondary—”
“Anchoring!” Roy hit the spot hard and drove the anchor into the rock. It bit down and felt more secure than his last spot. He extended the twin vanes of his rail gun up and out of the housing and leveled them toward the logistics base.
“Lance is in position,” Sigmund said. “Sending targets. Fire in sequence.”
The fuel park highlighted in Roy’s HUD and he adjusted his aim. He didn’t have to hit an exact spot, but he aimed for a diesel blister dug into the earth and surrounded by a wall of sandbags.
His anchor slowed, working hard to dig through the rock.
“Come on, come on,” he said to himself.
As Digger’s rail gun fired, thunder erupted—not from the storm, but from the mountain itself. A line of fire appeared, connecting the mountain to the airship dock. A blast wave radiated out from the point of impact, kicking the airships aside and ripping them apart, scattering the lifters like pebbles beneath a sudden tide.
Sigmund fired and warehouses shredded into aluminum confetti.
Roy’s anchor finally hit home and an amber warning flashed across his vision. His point was marginally secure. If he fired, he ran the risk of the force from the shot going through his Armor instead of into the mountain.
Payne’s rail gun annihilated an ammo depot and a fireball rose up in a mushroom cloud, obscuring Roy’s target, but he still had his firing data.
“Good Lord, I…need you now,” Roy prayed. Keeping his eyes open, he fired.
Lightning cracked between the vanes as the electromagnetic coils built to full power. The round shattered the air as it split down the vanes and the backblast tried to rip his anchored leg from his body.
The tip of a line of burning oxygen hung in the air, the ends of his vanes glowing with St. Elmo’s fire. He marveled at the awful beauty of the moment.
Then the ground gave way beneath his feet.
Roy flipped around and smashed his metal hands into a boulder. He retracted the vanes as a small avalanche clawed soil away from beneath his torso and legs.
“Roy! Status!” Sigmund called out through the IR.
“Fine,” Roy said, looking down the mountainside as his firing point tumbled away, growing the rock fall into rolling thunder. His hold remained true, and he pulled himself up to the ridgeline. “Everything’s fine over here. Target destroyed.” He glanced back at the Chi-com base and saw the fuel depot had erupted into a conflagration. “Definitely destroyed. How’re you?”
“Get to the rally point,” Sigmund ordered.
****
Roy slid down the last of the mountainside and carried the momentum forward into a run. The point on his HUD to link up with the rest of the lance was just ahead in a clump of trees. He found Digger and Payne, weapons ready, standing on either side of Sigmund, who was bent to one knee.
“Sir?” Roy slowed to a jog. “I’m not sure this is the time to—”
“Stop. Moving,” Sigmund said.
Roy slid to a stop.
“Rail-gun impacts have a seismic effect,” the lance commander said. “If Colonel Carius is monitoring for that, then he’ll know we—or any other Armor out here, but who else is there?—just engaged…and if he picks that up, then he can…there.”
“Using your anchor to communicate again,” Digger said. “Did you get the idea from elephants?”
“We did, actually,” Sigmund said. “Good for limited messages, but they can be traced back to the source if you’re not careful, which is why I’m not answering this…message. I need to run it through other decryption protocols. It doesn’t make sense.”
“What is it?” Roy asked.
“Banana,” Sigmund deadpanned.
“You’re right…that doesn’t make any sense,” Roy said.
“Banana?” Digger looked at Sigmund. “Are you sure?”
“I put the code through other protocols and it’s gibberish,” Sigmund said. “The Chi-com may have figured out what we’re doing and are jamming us with white noise that—”
“I know where that is,” Digger said. “It’s a town southeast of here.”
“‘Banana’ is a…place?” Roy asked. “Someone named their home...‘banana’?”
“Welcome to ’Straya, where we do what we want and it can get a little weird sometimes,” she said. “Banana’s out in the woop woop. Now, we want to sit out here until the Chi-com get their act together and come looking for us, or do we go to where that Carius of yours suggests? Because after that rail shot, my batteries are in the red.”
“We stay off the roads,” Sigmund said. “Nothing but Chi-com between here and Brisbane and we’re low on ammo and power. Let’s go.”




Chapter 17

Roy ran, his heavy gauss rifle held low and swinging from side to side to match his stride. Moving on treads would’ve been faster and would’ve saved battery power, but the brutal summer sun had already dried out the soil. Rolling on track would’ve kicked up a dust cloud that would’ve become a giant indicator for any Chi-com forces in the area that something worth shooting was nearby.
They’d encountered a few wrecked vehicles, some more recently destroyed than others, but no drones or enemy troops.
“Sniper,” Sigmund called out from the lead spot in their diamond formation. An icon appeared on Roy’s HUD, a few hundred yards away in a treetop.
“Friendly,” Digger said and an enhanced pic of a Home Guard soldier with a slouch sitting on a tree bough, long rifle held over his chest, flashed up.
“Must be the right place.” Sigmund veered to one side and they passed over a road. A decayed sign with faded paint sat behind a corroding statue of what looked like a giant bull, yellow flecks still visible in the seams.
They made their way past more Home Guard fighting positions. Roy scanned them, looking for Bailey or any of the others that had rescued him, but he didn’t see any familiar faces.
“Hot-swap point,” Sigmund said, leading them to a single-story building, the remains of a gas station. Behind it was a line of flat-tracked vehicles, where men and women in Atlantic Union field uniforms waved them over.
“Roy!” yelled a woman standing on top of one of the vehicles as she pointed at his cannon-less arm and then to the ground next to her. He walked up to her, turned around, and held his arms out in a T-pose. She hopped down and the top of the vehicle swung up. Robot arms bent out and began pecking at his Armor.
Down the line, the rest of his lance got a similar exam.
“You’re lucky we’ve got a spare arm mount,” the tech said as she looked at a tablet with a wire diagram of his suit. “Actually…it was sort of lucky. We were in Brisbane and one of the Ibarra Corp reps made sure we got a new cannon for you. How’d they know?”
“Does anything about Marc Ibarra surprise you?” Roy asked.
His suit went to emergency power as the maintenance track removed his battery pack. A fully charged pack locked in and his systems spooled back up. He felt whirrs through his pod as the tech installed an arm cannon and ran a new ammo line to the magazines on his back.
“What’s with all the saltwater corrosion in your servos?” the tech asked.
“We went swimming,” Roy said.
“Fine, keep your secrets,” she said, shrugging. A robot arm tipped with an air nozzle blew around his shoulders and waist. “You’re maxed out on cannon and rotary ammo. I don’t have anything for that monster of a rifle you’re carrying. I won’t ask where you got that, but I’ll guess Ibarra. And how the hell did you manage to get stress cracks in your anchor?”
A tall shadow fell across the repair yard and Colonel Carius, in Armor, approached. A black Templar cross was emblazoned on his breastplate and one shoulder, his helm restyled to echo a medieval knight’s. Behind him, three Armor followed, each with an iron-gray heart painted on their chests.
“Telemark,” Carius said, “you’ve been busy. Well done.”
“Pat us on the back later,” Digger said. “What’s happening at the front?”
Carius looked at her for a moment, and Roy worried that the notoriously hard-assed Carius was about to discipline her.
“The situation is fluid,” the colonel said. “Chi-com forces broke through the lines north of Brisbane, but stalled. The destruction of the logistics base at Rockhampton has changed the operational picture for the enemy, and we will seize the—”
“English, mate,” Payne said.
“Yes,” Carius said, “I’ve been speaking to too many fobbits back at the Pentagon. The Chi-com Corps attacking Brisbane has three days of supply on hand…and that is all. The loss of Rockhampton, combined with interdiction efforts all through the South Pacific, have cut off everything east of Darwin. The enemy commander, who we’ve learned is Marshal Shimin, the leader of the Chinese Dragon Armor, is no fool and no coward. He knows his supply lines will not return, and the longer he stays in the fight in Brisbane, the sooner he’ll run out of food, fuel, and ammo. In a few days, his forces will be nothing but scared, starving boys holding empty rifles. So…he’s retreating.”
“Then what the hell are you doing in the outback?” Digger asked. “Why aren’t you at the front running those bastards down?”
“Because we need to let them retreat,” Carius said.
“You what, mate?” Digger pulled away from the repair arms, ripping several from their housings.
“The Australian forces defending Brisbane are bloodied and exhausted,” Carius said. “Every road and highway north of the city is either already damaged or will be destroyed by the retreating Chi-com. If they try and pursue, the effort will be futile. Lives wasted to accomplish nothing. Shimin knows this. I know this. As such, we will give our enemy the cruelest gift of all: hope.”
“You’re luring them into a kill box, aren’t you?” Sigmund said.
“Ah, I see sending you to command and general staff school wasn’t a mistake,” Carius said. “We let the Chi-com run. They have enough fuel on hand to get the bulk of their valuable equipment and better trained soldiers back to the port at Cairns for evacuation, or even to Darwin if we can’t shut down Cairns. And as they run, they’ll be vulnerable.”
“Vulnerable to what? Humidity?” Digger asked.
“The Chi-com maintain effective EMP and anti-air defenses as they move. They’ve learned that lesson the hard way during the course of the war,” Carius said. “But they’re protected only from smart munitions. If we send our close air support in a direct attack, friendly losses will be severe—a lesson we’ve learned. However, the Atlantic Union has developed an…offset attack maneuver.”
“Keep going,” Digger said.
“Semiautonomous munitions. Glide bombs. They’re launched from aircraft well outside the Chi-com’s engagement envelope. The bombs act as cruise missiles initially, then set themselves on a vector to the engagement area and the computer guidance systems eject. A time fuse releases cluster munitions over the targets,” Carius said.
“There’s no way to make sure those munitions hit the enemy,” Sigmund said. “You’d have to know exactly when and where the targets will be, backwards-plan the launch and the flight time, and then…saturate the area.”
“Yes,” Carius nodded, “that’s exactly what we’re doing. When precision effects aren’t available, carpet-bombing will have to do. Five wings of B-99 bombers are in Auckland right now, waiting for orders to launch.”
“That’s why you’ve let the enemy run,” Digger said. “You have to catch them in the open. I don’t care how good your math is, dumb bombs will stray off course. The collateral damage will be incredible.”
“Would be incredible if we used them in a populated area,” Carius said. “Which is why I have every Armor in the Brisbane front with me. We’re going to Miriam Vale. There we will halt the enemy’s retreat, force them into the kill zone, and hold them long enough for the bombing to do most of the work for us. As Armor, we are a natural anvil. The fly-boys will be the hammer. Let them have a bit of glory. They’ll claim all the credit anyway.”
“That…” Digger said, picking up a fallen robot arm and setting it on the track. “…is a decent plan.”
“Glad you agree,” Carius said. “The Home Guard claims to have a number of local guides that can get us into position with minimal chance of being observed.”
“Murphy’s Law,” Sigmund said. “What if the bombers can’t deliver?”
“Then the enemy will fight through us.” Carius beat a fist to his breastplate. “We march in one hour.” He turned and left, the Iron Hearts behind him.
Roy looked down at the tech. “I’m gonna need some more bullets.”




Chapter 18

Roy ran, his Armor stomping into the footprints of a column of Armor stretching out in front of him and disappearing into the sparse trees and brush ahead. Running in the suit was effortless—the machinery did the work—but muscle memory of physical training at Fort Knox in the heat and humidity there elevated his heart rate within the pod.
Unit runs were a staple of the Atlantic Union’s militaries, but an anachronism for Armor. Despite this, some habits died hard in the military.
“In 1934 we took a little trip,” an Armor soldier named Martel, further up the line of suits, sang out in time with the cadence of their steps, the words carried up and down Carius’ force through IR.
The nearly forty Armor soldiers linked together repeated the words.
“Me and Patton headed down to Mississipp.”
Roy kept up with the running cadence, wondering just how crazy the few Australian Armor must have thought the Union forces were to be engaged in such a hymn before battle.
“We shot our main guns ’til the barrels melted down. Then we grabbed a couple crunchies and went a couple rounds.”
Roy scanned to the column’s right flank, looking for any sign the Chi-com were on the nearly overgrown road running parallel to the main highway where they’d spring the ambush. A length of mountains ran between them and where they intended to bring the battle to the retreating enemy. He felt a twinge of sympathy for the Home Guard scouts that were with the Armor; all were carried on other suits’ shoulders to direct them through the terrain.
The Australians kept calling it “riding Speckie,” which made perfect sense to them.
“Cause we’re mentally able and we’re physically fit.”
Roy smiled as the next line was sent with maximum volume and in full unison.
“And if you ain’t Armor, you ain’t shit!”
“You blokes can be crazy,” Payne said from behind Roy. “Stay in ’Straya long enough and you’ll fit in.”
“Don’t know about that,” Roy said. “I’m afraid to dismount. This suit protects me from the drop bears.”
“Not the big ones out in New South Wales,” Payne said.
“That’s enough enjoyment for one deployment,” Carius sent from the head of the column. “Telemark, Iron Hearts, Uhlans, with me to the forward blocking position. Secondary element stage on the reverse slope. Smoking Snakes have release authority. We are here to make the enemy bleed. To die. Do not forget this.”
Roy kept running as the lance ahead of him broke to the right and made for the mountain slope. The plan was for a classic L-shaped ambush. He and the other units Carius called to his side would take up a position on a hill close to the enemy’s escape route. The rest of the force would come over the mountains and attack from the flank, trapping the Chi-com in a cross fire.
A Home Guard pointed down a ravine and waved Roy forward. Roy stepped into a creek, splashing the soldier and spattering him with mud. He didn’t have time to apologize. His vision tunneled when he saw the hill, and his heart pounded as anticipation tinged with fear grew stronger.
He ran around a decrepit campsite, a ring of rusted-out RVs surrounding a water pump and a small building with a collapsed roof. To the south was a miles-wide valley, flanked by two mountain ranges. Roy was first to the base of a small hill where Carius stood, surrounded by the Iron Hearts on three sides.
“Up,” Carius said, tilting his head to the hill. “Stay low. Stay out of sight.”
“Sir.” Roy nodded, sprinted up the hill, then ducked into a tree-dotted cut toward the top. The rest of the lance filled in behind him, then spread out, putting several yards between them.
“Now what?” Roy asked.
“We hurried up,” Sigmund said. “Now we wait.”
The noon sun heated Roy’s Armor, and he definitely felt for the Levies as mosquitos began swarming out of the underbrush.
“Town’s down that highway,” Digger said. “Should be empty—should be. You saw those RVs? Most Aussies managed to flee the Chi-com when they rolled south from Cairns. Campsites became way stations for refugees. Our Army held the Commies off as long as they could. Good men died to buy civilians time to get away. Not all of them could get out, though.”
“Standard Chi-com tactics to clear out any civilians along their supply lines,” Sigmund said. “Cuts down on spies reporting movement.”
“And what do they do with those people?” Digger asked.
“You know,” Sigmund said, shaking his heavy gauss rifle as bits of mud fell free.
“Levies have been poking around down there since the fight picked up,” Payne said. “They say it’s clear.”
“Now what?” Digger asked. “We sit here long enough, a drone will pick us up. We cleared to engage those?”
“Carius wants weapons on hold unless in self-defense, until he can signal back for the bombers to launch,” Sigmund said.
“There’s no sat link.” Digger tapped the side of her helmet. “How’s he going to do that? Hundreds of Chi-com vehicles should be rolling toward us right now. Think the anchor thumps will get through?”
“Anchor thumps, no,” Sigmund said. “Something less subtle. The Smoking Snakes lance will wait until the main body’s in the kill zone, then use rail guns to hit the forward elements. Sensors in Brisbane will pick up the tremors and send the launch signal to the bombers, who’re all flying circles somewhere over the ocean between Australia and New Zealand right now.”
“Then we have to hope the dumb bombs don’t fall a little north and blow us to hell with the Commies,” Payne said.
“Hope is not a method,” Sigmund said.
“You have a better plan?” Payne asked.
“Pull back.” The lance commander pointed down the hill and then to the mountain range to the west. “Pull back ten minutes after the Snakes rail ’em. That’s when the bombs should land.”
“It’ll all go perfectly,” Digger deadpanned. “I’m sure.”
“There’s no stopping the bombing,” Sigmund said. “The munitions are dumb fire after the first two minutes of flight.”
“So we’re out here as very conspicuous forward observers,” Digger said. “Artillery is the king of battle. Airborne or otherwise.”
“I’m offended by that,” Sigmund said.
“Struth,” she said. “Like it or not.”
“Contact,” an Iron Heart sent through the IR. A pic of a wheeled scout vehicle on the highway beamed to each Telemark, and more pics followed as engineer assets—big trucks with mine-clearing equipment—followed more scout vehicles.
“Scouts,” Sigmund said. “Hold fire. We’re better off letting them pass and baiting in the rest of the force.”
“Listen.” Payne tapped the side of his helm. “Turn up your microphones.”
Roy complied, and a low rumble added to the buzz of insects.
“Engines,” Payne said. “Lots of them.”
“They’re on the way,” Sigmund said. “Priority targets are Dragons.” He tapped the side of his rifle. “Keep them confused and stationary until the Air Force can do most of the work. They gun it, they’ll blow through the kill zone.”
“So we’re forward observers and speed bumps?” Roy asked. “But we remain Armor.”
“Your recruiter lie to you too?” Digger asked.
“Hold,” Sigmund said. A picture of a stopped scout vehicle with tiny helicopters rising from an open hatch popped up on his HUD. “Drones. Go silent.”
Roy shut off his IR and looked up. IR would dissipate in water vapor and had a significantly shortened range in a humid environment, but transmissions could be picked up if a sensor was close enough.
He considered pulling a fallen tree over his Armor, but the movement would be easier to spot from a distance. With the forest around them, remaining still would be their best chance of evading detection.
We’re not meant to hide, Roy thought. We’re meant to destroy, but this is real war. Training days at Knox are over.
A high-pitched whine of a drone rose through the forest. Birds flew away in fear, and a mob of kangaroos bounded past him. A drone lowered through a gap in the trees, hovered, and spun around.
The controller would be looking through a soda straw of a camera feed, Roy knew. He was tempted to swat the machine out of the sky, but would the scout realize what had happened or chalk the loss up to banging into an unseen branch?
The drone floated away and toward Payne. It lowered slightly, then froze. The camera dome on the bottom panned over the Armor several times, then the drone shot up into the air.
Payne snatched the drone and smashed it against the ground.
“Problem,” he sent out over the IR. “Think we’re compromised.”
“They’re supposed to be in a panic and on the run,” Digger said. “Not cautious and intelligent.”
“Marshal Shimin is no idiot,” Sigmund said. “On your feet. Element of surprise is lost.”
“Good. I was tired of sneaking around,” Digger said. “Undignified.”
“Contact,” Carius broadcast. “Dragons to the south.”
Roy powered up the coils in his gauss rifle. “I’m starting to think Shimin may have anticipated our ambush.”
“You can second-guess Colonel Carius to his face later,” Sigmund said. “Move down the slope and clear a firing position.”
The lance made their way through the trees and over the hilltop. Through the leaves, Roy saw the scout vehicles racing down the highway, the engineer trucks struggling to keep up.
“They were told to gun it,” Roy said. The roar of engines grew louder, and he saw the heat shimmer off the massive convoy to the south.
“Dragons spotted,” Sigmund said, “one hundred twenty degrees, nine hundred meters, houses.”
Roy kicked a tree down and raised the gauss weapon to his shoulder. His optics tapped into the weapon’s barrel and he zoomed in on a small town. Dragons moved between the buildings, never staying in the open for more than a few seconds.
“How many are there?” he asked.
“Enough to shoot,” Digger said and her rifle fired with a zap-crack of electricity. A building exploded, the roof sent flying straight up. “Oh, I like these.”
Roy spotted a scout vehicle, half-hidden by a wall, and he saw a turret ball aiming right at him. A warning popped onto his HUD.
LASER. LASER.
“Spotter. Spotter!” Roy fired his gauss rifle and it kicked like a mule against his shoulder. The impact rattled him in his pod, and he took a second to recover. The scout vehicle was a smoking wreck. Flaming tires rolled down the highway.
“Another problem,” Payne said and pointed south. White lines of smoke traced up, while the forward tip arced down.
“Incoming!” Digger shouted. “Hit the deck!”
Roy dove forward, breaking through a tree trunk as something popped overhead. A red, smoking ball fell toward him, like a tiny comet. It burst apart midair and a red fog fell around him.
Tremors rumbled through the ground as artillery rounds struck nearby, kicking up plumes of black soil, thickening the red air with dust.
Roy shoved his rifle beneath his body then covered his helm with his arms as shrapnel pinged against his suit. He felt prickles against his skin from the superficial damage, but being in a steel rain still unnerved him. The thumps of artillery shells were…surprisingly low. The enemy was using air-burst shells, not ground-detonation fuses that had a chance to inflict massive damage on him or the other Armor.
“They’re trying to pin us down,” Roy said, raising his helm. A hunk of shrapnel whacked against the plating over his optics. A hellscape of red sky and blasted earth surrounded him. He opened a radio channel.
“Up!” he yelled, lurching forward, ignoring the slap of a near miss. “Get up before they—”
He didn’t hear the rail-gun shell before it hit. The hypervelocity round moved far faster than sound, but he had a brief moment of insight to the enemy’s reaction to spotting his lance. The smoke and artillery kept them stationary just long enough to bring the Dragons’ rail guns into the fight.
A mass of soil, burning trees and shattered rock enveloped Roy, ejecting him off the hillside and into a scrum of its remains. His HUD cut off as fail-safes engaged to keep the flood of sensations from overwhelming his neural system. Roy rattled against the inside of his pod…and the world went still.
Pale-red light lit up around him, and he could see his arms floating in the amniosis.
No no no…if I’m alive, I’m in this fight.
He touched the umbilical line attached to his skull plugs and squeezed a breaker switch. His mouth opened to gasp as his suit reconnected with a flash of data. He saw cracks of light, and his limbs were sluggish to respond to movement.
Roy shifted around, struggling like a swaddled baby, and dirt fell away from his helm. He was half-buried in detritus, bits of smoking shrapnel embedded in his arms like quills. He pulled himself out with one hand. The other still had an iron-clad grip on the rail rifle, a feat only Armor could have achieved.
Everything around him was grayed out in a dirt fog, the sky red as blood.
“Anyone?” Roy turned around, lost in the abyss. “Anyone out here?”
A shadow appeared to one side. Roy snapped his rifle up, but the figure raised a hand.
“Easy, mate,” Payne said as he neared. His Armor was stained with dirt, and his cannon arm hung loose to one side, the elbow and shoulder servos crushed. “Bad enough getting our shit mixed like that, worse to take a bullet from a friendly.”
“Where…where is everyone else?”
“Hell if I—look alive!” Payne pointed behind Roy and a rumble carried through the ground.
In the distance, he heard a single voice cry, “Yazi!” The word thundered back from many more warriors.
“Found ’em.” Payne lifted the barrel of his gauss rifle with his good hand. “Let’s see if these work as advertised. Mind your targets.”
Roy shook dirt loose from his weapon and went down to one knee.
“Faithful servant of God, invincible martyr,” Payne said, slapping a round into the rifle. “Saint George supported by God with the gift of faith and—”
Dragons charged through the fog, halberds held high.
Roy fired and the gauss shell struck the lead suit in the chest, the hit punching the Dragon backwards and into the arms of another just behind him. Roy and Payne opened up, exploding helms and blasting limbs from the ten Dragons that had found them.
The initial shock of running face-first into a new weapon didn’t last long, as the surviving Dragons fired back with their arm-mounted cannons.
Rolling to one side, Roy went prone, firing the last of his magazine into a Dragon shouting at the others, then he yanked the empty mag out and reached for a fresh one locked to his breastplate.
The weapon emitted a series of beeps, electricity crackling from the battery pack. The beeps grew faster and faster as a painful heat carried up his arm.
“Crap.” Roy flung the weapon at a Dragon, who caught it in surprise. The gauss rifle exploded, taking the Dragon’s helm and arms with it. Roy charged forward and kicked the wobbling Dragon in the chest, knocking another off-balance.
He swept up a halberd and twisted around, letting the haft slide through his hand until the pommel caught against his fingers. He put his other hand to the haft just as the blade hit the staggered Dragon in the breastplate. The metal slashed the Dragon from shoulder to hip, tearing through Armor and the pod beneath.
Roy shoulder-checked the dying Dragon off its feet and raised his weapon up to block a downward strike from another foe. Hafts struck and the impact sank Roy’s feet several inches into the loose dirt.
Roy twisted one end over and angled his arm cannon down at the Dragon’s torso. He fired almost point-blank and the round hit hard, cracking the plate. He fired again and again, punching the Dragon back as the last round punctured the inner pod and killed the man within.
Payne’s gauss rifle snapped as he advanced to Roy. The two went back to back, firing on any shadow that moved.
A Dragon reared up from the ground and wrestled the gauss rifle away. Payne raised a foot and his anchor spike snapped out. He impaled the Dragon through the chest, pinning it to the ground.
A shell hit Roy in the shoulder and spun him halfway around. He didn’t see the Dragon that tackled him, but he felt the impact and looked straight into the enemy’s optics. The Dragon pinned Roy’s cannon arm to the ground and fought to bring its own to bear on Roy, but he blocked it with his other arm.
“Hold on,” Payne said as he yanked at the spike through the dead Armor beneath his foot, then looked up. A Dragon at the outer edge of the fight shot him in the helm, blowing half of it away. Payne took another hit to the arm holding the gauss rifle and his wrist exploded, dropping the weapon. Two more shells exploded against his chest, each impact kicking him hard. They would’ve sent him flying back if he weren’t anchored to the ground.
Payne groaned and fell to one knee.
Roy yelled and pushed harder against the Dragon he was wrestling. The enemy’s cannon muzzle swept slowly past his helm and toward his chest for a kill shot.
Payne lifted the arm missing a hand and pressed it against the dead limb with the cannon. He pushed the barrel up and shot the Dragon on top of Roy. The round hit the enemy in the side and Roy kicked his hips up and rolled the two of them over. Punching his cannon arm into the Dragon’s chest, he fired three times, each hit sending a convulsion through the enemy.
“Payne?” Roy swung his cannon arm up as the Dragon that shot Payne emerged. The Dragon fired a round that glanced off the back of Roy’s shoulder and severed the ammo line running into his back.
Roy fired the last round in his cannon’s chamber and struck the Dragon between the optics. He picked up a halberd and threw it, hitting center mass and burying the blade up to the Dragon motif at the pommel.
The Dragon leaned forward, propped up by the hilt as it sank into the ground.
“Payne?” Roy went to his friend who’d gone down to one knee, his hand-less arm bent over his thigh, his cannon arm planted in the ground.
Fluid poured down two craters in Payne’s chest, rivulets of blood flowing from the wounds.
“She’ll be right, mate,” Payne said. “There’s still…still fighting. I can hear it. Don’t let them…don’t let them take me out of my Armor. This is…all I am. You go. I’ll catch up…no worries.”
Roy looked over a shoulder at the crack of another heavy gauss rifle in the distance. With no other enemy in sight, he put a hand to Payne’s wrecked helm and connected to the Australian’s suit. Data streamed onto Roy’s HUD and he saw just how hurt Payne really was.
“It’s not that bad. You’ll be—”
“Don’t,” Payne said. “I’m done here. I’ll go…go and know if the Saint will have me by his side. You…finish this.”
“Why isn’t your Armor stabilizing you? Payne?” Roy gave him a gentle shake. “Payne?”
A flat line played across Roy’s HUD. He pulled back and the data feed fizzled out. Roy beat a fist to his chest in salute.
“None more worthy than you, Payne.” Roy picked up the fallen Armor’s gauss rifle. He listened for the sound of gunfire and ran toward it.
****
Sigmund slammed his hands against the side of a Dragon’s helm, ripping it clean off the suit’s shoulders, then he kicked his anchor spike through the torso and pulled his leg out, the length covered in blood and amniosis.
Digger wrenched the back of a dead Dragon open and yanked an ammo magazine from the housing. She tossed it to Sigmund as he dropped the helm and he swapped the new mag out for an empty one on Digger’s back.
“Helps we use the same caliber,” she said.
“Action front,” Sigmund said, pushing her to one side and punching his arm cannon out at a figure emerging from the fog. He bent his arm up when he recognized Roy.
“Hell of a day,” Sigmund said. “Never thought I’d live to tell what it’s like to survive a rail strike, but here we are. Good to see you.”
“Sir, any sign of Carius?” Roy asked.
“Your guess is as good as mine.” Sigmund toed a burnt-out gauss rifle at his feet. “Slow rate of fire, unless you want to lose fingers.”
“Payne?” Digger asked.
Roy stopped and lowered his rifle.
“Payne. Did you find him?”
“He’s back there,” Roy said.
“What?” Digger froze for a moment. “What do you mean?”
“He…fell.”
“Bullshit. Bullshit. There’s no way he’d go down now. Not when this is almost over.” She ran past Roy, but he caught her by the arm, pulled her back, and looked her straight in the optics.
“He is gone and this fight isn’t over,” Roy said, dragging her back.
“Hands off me, you bastard.” She twisted free and got a step away before stopping and staring out into the abyss. “I…how can I even find him now?”
“Carius,” Sigmund said, tapping his helm. “He activated a beacon for lance commanders. He needs us.”
“After,” Roy said. “We’ll find Payne after this. We need to do what we can for the others, Digger.”
“Fucking hell.” She turned around. “Which way to Carius?”
“Follow.” Sigmund took off running, his lance behind him.
They came up to a field of boulders and shattered trees. Roy ducked around a rock bigger than he was and came face-to-face with a dirt-caked figure. He swung his gauss rifle up but the muzzle was slapped aside.
“Friendly,” a gruff voice said.
“Elias, that you under all that mess?” Roy said.
“Carius needs us. But help me first.” Elias put his shoulder to the boulder and pushed. Roy added his strength and the rock canted to one side.
“Hold it.” Elias reached down and pulled two suits out from under where the rock had been. Bodel and Kallen, their helms and chest plates slightly warped, got up.
“Loose soil, helpful,” Bodel said.
“Move it!” Sigmund yelled. “You want to be last to this fight?”
Elias whacked Roy’s chest in thanks and the four Armor ran after Sigmund. The two lances came out of the field together and broke into a sprint.
A loose ring of Dragons had formed around two dueling suits: Carius and Marshal Shimin, his red armor decorated with a dragon made up of painted gold.
The Telemark and Iron Hearts charged through the haze and crashed into the enemy Armor.
Roy fired his gauss rifle point-blank into a Dragon, blasting its torso apart and leaving its legs and waist still standing. He caught a halberd out of the corner of his eye and twisted the rifle around to meet the blow. The blade pierced the battery pack and stuck through the back of the weapon. Roy let the weapon go as the Dragon pulled back then ducked as it exploded, taking the right half of the Dragon with it.
Roy tackled a Dragon struggling with Digger and pinned its arms back as the Australian rained blows against the Dragon’s head and torso. Digger reached back with a punch and slammed her fist through the Dragon’s chest hard enough for Roy to feel the impact through his pod.
He rolled away and saw the Iron Hearts battling five Dragons. Elias held two halberds and flailed them both at the enemy while Bodel and Kallen shot through the melee, striking the enemy as Elias distracted them with wide swipes of the blades.
With his cannon arm, Sigmund shot down the enemy as they tried to regroup.
At the center of the ring, Carius hit Marshal Shimin with an uppercut that snapped the Dragon’s helm back, breaking neck servos.
“Fool!” Carius struck him in the torso hard enough to lift the Dragon’s feet off the ground. Carius slipped his leg behind Shimin’s ankles and sent him horizontal with a sweep of his leg.
Shimin hit hard and flat and Carius stomped down on the marshal’s cannon arm, breaking the weapon. Carius stepped onto the other arm, holding Shimin in place.
“Arrogant, stupid fool,” Carius said as he reached down and gripped the sides of the Dragon’s breastplate, his fingers digging into metal until he ripped it away with a snap. He tossed the exquisitely crafted plate aside and looked down at the exposed pod.
“I’ll have you look upon your doom with your own eyes.” Carius stabbed fingers into the seam of Shimin’s pod and pried it open. He reached inside and lifted out the man within, sputtering as the umbilical to the back of his head snapped away. With both hands holding Shimin like a doll, Carius brought him level to his optics.
“Pathetic.” Carius squeezed hard and broke Shimin like an egg. He tossed the body aside, then picked up the breastplate.
“He thought he could beat me one-on-one,” Carius said. “I let him try, kept him and his forces right where I needed them.” He looked to the red sky. “Speaking of, it’s time to leave.”
“The signal for the bombers was a rail-gun strike,” Sigmund said. “But the Dragons sent it for us…and too soon.”
“And too far north.” Carius’ legs hinged at the hip servos and tracks folded out from the leg housings. “We are at ground zero, and I suspect there may be more work for us to do after the strike. Can’t accomplish that if we’re dead. Roll out.”
Roy transformed into his travel configuration, but Digger didn’t, her gaze out to the distance.
“No, Payne’s out there somewhere,” she said.
“There’s nothing we can do now.” Sigmund stepped in front of her. “You think he wants you to die now? For nothing? Come with us!”
Digger turned away, then folded out her tracks.
“Problem,” Kallen said, beating at one leg, the tracks half out. “Took some damage and I—”
“Hop on.” Roy whacked his treads and Kallen jumped onto him. Roy drove forward, following Carius’ trail of dust. He was slower than the other Armor, but Elias and Bodel kept pace with him.
“Go!” Kallen waved to the other Iron Hearts.
“We’re in this together,” Elias said.
Behind them, the first of the bombs struck. The force sent Roy’s tracks rattling against the ground.
“You’re just trying to make us jealous.” Bodel raised a finger.
The whoosh of incoming bombs wasn’t enough warning. The impact slapped them in the back like the hand of an angry giant and they went tumbling across the ground.
A rush of dirt and branches swept over Roy as he stared to the sky. His Armor didn’t respond, and his HUD was a single blinking cursor. Another bomb hit flopped him up and he slammed back down. His world went quiet, and Roy thought he was redlining, the damage and strain too much for his mind to handle.
A suit appeared out of the fog and leaned over him. It was pristine, unblemished by damage or dirt. The Armor bore an American flag on one shoulder and a unit symbol of a fleur-de-lis on its chest.
“Brother?” Roy asked.
“Not yet, champ,” he heard. “Not yet.”
His brother’s Armor vanished and he felt his heels bouncing against the ground as he was dragged away.




Chapter 19

Roy looked over the remains of the Battle of Miriam Vale. The hill they’d first taken position on was gone, blown out like a volcano crown from the Chi-com rail strikes. Smoke rose to the south where hundreds of enemy vehicles had been obliterated.
It had been twelve hours since the battle ended with the saturation bombing. He’d been dragged out of the kill zone by both Sigmund and Digger, taken through a ravine and behind a line of hills that protected Carius’ force from the bombardment. He’d needed time to recover and for repairs to his suit, but he was back on his feet now. What he’d seen after the first bomb, though, gnawed at him.
He was glad his Armor had survived the fight to be mostly functional, but he imagined the smell of so many scorched bodies would haunt his dreams.
“Nothing here,” Sigmund said from a few dozen yards away as he kicked over a loose rock.
“The beacon was here,” Digger said. “Keep looking.”
Roy looked from side to side, tapping at the ground for anything firm. He touched something and brushed dirt away…just a tree trunk. He opened a private IR channel to Sigmund.
“Sir, are you aware of any sort of…issues with the neural interface?”
“You seeing that too? A data bleed. I can’t tell where it’s going. Have the techs look at it once we get to an operational pause, not that we’ll get one anytime soon. That what you asking about?” Sigmund asked.
“Yes.” Roy swiped through data layers and found the same error. He decided the apparition of his brother must have been a figment of his imagination or the cumulative effects of stress. “Yes, that’s what I was asking about. Maybe an error from all the impacts. What’s the final tally on the enemy?” he asked, changing the subject.
“Up to fifteen thousand prisoners,” Sigmund said. “Bombs took out most of the retreating Corps. Smart ones cut and ran south soon as the first ones hit. Carius hasn’t encountered any organized resistance since he drove north. He should make it to Mackay by nightfall. Cairns by morning.”
“You want to be with him, don’t you?” Roy asked.
“This first. I was his lance commander. This is my duty,” Sigmund said. “We’ll jump on the next cargo plane north. Even Carius needs supplies.”
“Here,” Digger said and Roy cut the channel to Sigmund.
Digger went to her knees and brushed dirt away from Payne’s mangled helm. She swept her hands down, uncovering his chest and the damage beneath.
“He’s why I’m alive.” Her shoulders dropped and her palms turned up on her knees. “I got hit bad on Taiwan. He took care of me. Carried me through everything after I got hit. Put me on the ship and almost strangled a nurse to get me looked at. Whole time…whole time he kept telling me we had to make it home. Back to ’Straya where we belonged. Said we should be too proud and too tough to die anywhere else.”
She looked over to the curtain of smoke in the distance.
“I lost the chance to be with him at the end. He never let me die and when I should’ve been with him to return the favor…I wasn’t there. What now, mate?” she asked Payne. “What am I supposed to do without you?”
“He saved me,” Roy said. “He was hit and dying…I realize it now. He was hit and his suit was about to lock him out, but he overrode the system so he could keep functioning. He got off one last shot…that kept me alive.”
Digger brushed more soil off Payne’s breastplate. Her helm shook from side to side.
“He was done for and he knew it. If he broke the protocols…then he didn’t go fast. He felt it all,” Digger said.
“There is no more worthy death,” Sigmund said. “His blood strengthens the soil of his homeland. May we all find such a fate.”
“I want my mate back,” Digger said. “Not a memorial. Not another reason to tear up on Remembrance Day. I want this—” she tapped her fist to Payne’s chest “—I want this pig-headed, half-crazy son of a bitch back.”
“And he wanted you to live,” Roy said. “And if he was here now, I’d bet he’d be on Carius’ heels, running down the last of the occupiers. That duty falls to us now. For his memory. To honor him.”
“That’s right, mate,” she said. “That’s right.”
Sigmund went to one knee and put a hand to Payne’s chest.
“Til Valhalla, warrior. Til Valhalla, where we may meet again.”




Chapter 20

Roy’s legs sloshed through a bog. Eucalyptus trees clung to raised ground, cutting his line of sight down to a few tens of yards in any direction. Overhead, Union Eagle fighters twisted in the sky as a dogfight with Chi-com Arrows raged on.
“Digger, there’s no road out here,” he sent through the IR.
“It is there,” she said. “It’s right where I told you it is. Just use your blasted expensive optics to find it.”
“How do you know where anything is in this swamp—” A military cargo truck with a heavy machine gun rumbled in the distance. “Oh, there it is. Contact.”
Roy’s rotary gun spun up and a quick burst shredded the cab. The truck veered off the road and tipped over, spilling dozens of Chi-com infantry into the swamp. He moved toward the wreck, mud and water swelling up with each step.
“Told you. This is Northern Territory. My backyard,” Digger said.
“Never took you for a swamp rat,” Roy said as he looked to one side and saw her through the trees.
“We’re almost home,” she said. “So close to Darwin, I can almost see the lights.”
“Can you see the three Chi-com divisions dug in around the city?” Sigmund sent from their flank. “Because that’s what the intelligence types say they’ve got defending the place.”
“Don’t care what’s there,” she said. “Do care about finishing off the brigade we just crushed in Pine Creek. Better to kill the stragglers now than let them get back to Darwin.”
Roy walked up onto the road where the truck was on fire. Dead soldiers lay crumpled on the pavement and in the swamp just down the shoulder. Three survivors shouted in fear and swam away from him. Roy turned his rotary gun on them, but Digger held up a hand in front of the barrels.
“Don’t. Save the ammo,” she said.
“What happened to ‘kill the stragglers now’?” he asked.
“Watch.” Digger waved a finger at the three enemy soldiers.
Roy zoomed in on them and saw a bit of driftwood next to them. Driftwood that was moving rather fast.
A crocodile burst out of the water and chomped down on one man’s shoulder. The predator dragged him under the murky water, limbs splashing in and out of the surface, as the animal went into a death spin.
“Crocs are hungry,” Digger said.
A second soldier cried out in pain, arms raised for help, then vanished beneath the surface.
The last made it to solid ground and looked back at the two Armor, then at the two pools of blood in the water.
Digger spun her rotary gun and the last Chi-com turned and ran. He made it to a patch of bushes and started screaming. The cries cut out with a splash.
“Those come from a land Down Under, fuckers,” she said.
“I’m starting to miss the emus,” Roy said.
“Observers report troops massing to the east,” Sigmund said as he arrived on the same road. “Carius wants eyes on before he authorizes an artillery strike.”
“Now he’s cautious?” Digger asked. “He’s been out for Chi-com blood since Miriam Vale. The lack of sleep catching up to him?”
“Has anyone managed to sleep this last week?” Roy asked. “Has it been a week? I’m getting a bit fuzzy.”
“We’ve got the Chi-com on the run,” Digger said. “Slaughtered them all the way from the Vale to here. No time to stop. Come on, let’s tell the artillery where there’s troops in the open.”
“You know another shortcut?” Roy asked as Digger ran past him. “Or just charge in face-first. Whatever.”
He and Sigmund followed, their heavy footfalls thumping against the pavement. He’d taken a long, bloody tour through the Northern Territories. He would’ve appreciated the natural beauty if it hadn’t passed in a haze of blood and dead soldiers. The Armor force commanded by Carius had been bolstered with Atlantic Union air power. Troops from the Australian Army had mopped up behind the Armor—now joined by more Australian lances flown in from the front north of Perth.
“Adelaide River’s just ahead,” Digger said. “Think they’ll blow the bridge? Or do they know by now it won’t stop us?”
“Don’t know. Don’t care. I’ve gotten used to walking through swamps,” Roy said.
Digger slowed, her cannon arm raised. “What…what is this?” she asked.
Roy zoomed in on where she aimed. On a bridge crossing a swollen river were hundreds of people. Civilians. Each with a tattoo on their face. Chi-com soldiers raised a crossbeam and fired rifles into the air, kicking at the people, herding them forward.
“Sons of bitches.” Digger raced forward, her cannon leveled, but she held her fire as the civilians swarmed forward. The road leading to the bridge from across the river was choked with people. A line that snaked back into the swamp.
“Back,” Sigmund ordered. “Pull back. We’re a target and we put the civilians at risk.”
“If they wanted to kill them, they would have.” Digger’s helm snapped from side to side. “Don’t see any other enemy.”
The first of the civilians, a young woman holding a baby and carrying a single bag over her shoulder, reached Digger.
“It’s true,” she said. “We heard, but we didn’t believe it. The Union came for us.” She turned her child’s face up to Digger.
Digger went to one knee and touched the Australian flag on her chest. “I had to drag them kicking and screaming this far, miss,” Digger said. “What’s happening? Why are there so many—”
“They ordered us all out,” said a rail-thin man. “Commies put us all on the road. Anyone still in the city in the next couple hours will get executed.”
“Moving,” Sigmund said, waving the crowd past them. “Everyone keep moving.”
Roy and Sigmund stood on either side of Digger as more and more people filed past.
“There’s a quarter million people in Darwin,” Digger said. “They just turned them all out. They can’t…they’ll die out here. There’s no food, fresh water. We need to take the city back!”
Digger was about to get up, but she was surrounded by a throng of people.
“Carius says to hold our position,” Sigmund said. “He’s consulting with higher.”
“‘Consulting,’” Digger said with disgust. “Look at this. These people are in danger and if we don’t—”
“Look at them,” Roy said.
People were crying as they passed, shouting out thanks and struggling to get close and touch the Armor.
“They’re free,” Roy said. “Free and alive.”
“For now,” Digger said. “But if we don’t—Mr. Dimitriou!” Digger shouted, pointing to a man with thinning hair and a bad comb-over leading a family of five. “Mr. Dimitriou, it’s me, Matty Walker in this suit.”
The man squinted hard at Digger, then shuffled over, clearing the way for his wife and children and an elderly woman behind him.
“Matty?” he asked.
“Blueberry pancakes and vegemite every Sunday after church, you remember?” Digger tapped her chest. “At your restaurant?”
“Matty…we thought you were dead,” he said. “When you didn’t come back after they took you…”
“Me mum and da, where are they?”
“Somewhere,” Dimitriou said. “They’re out here somewhere. Your mum’s sick. Very sick. I don’t know if she can make it through. The Bartons were helping him.”
“Keep moving, sir,” Sigmund said. “You’re slowing everyone behind you.”
Dimitriou raised a hand at him.
“Where’ve you been, you dirty pom!”
“Go, go,” Digger said, gesturing him forward. “Sigmund, I’m going to find my parents. They’re out there and they need me.”
“No, we’re to hold right here. Carius’ orders,” he said.
“I’m not asking you!” Digger stood and raised a knee, her heel just off the ground. “What…what did you do to my Armor? Let me go!”
A ghostly image of a man appeared over the crowd. Roy tried to raise his cannon arm, but it wouldn’t obey. His speakers cut out and an IR channel linked the lance together.
Marc Ibarra, in hues of blue and white, resolved over the passing civilians. None reacted to his presence.
“This thing on?” Ibarra asked to one side. “They can see me now? You’re sure?”
“What the hell is this?” Digger asked.
“It did work. I mean—of course it did. I designed it,” Ibarra said. “Armor types.” He squinted at them. “Telemark again. Why am I not surprised? Your suits have a number of fail-safes built into them, part of the license agreement between the Ibarra Corporation and your home countries. Your HUD shows me as something of a ghost, yes? What a horrible way to live. All very under the table and not for public knowledge, you understand?”
“Let me go!” Digger shouted.
“I can’t do that, my dear,” Ibarra said, “because I’ve brokered a very tenuous cease-fire between the current powers that be in Beijing and the Atlantic Union and Australia. The Chinese commander in Darwin flushed out the civilians to slow you all down, and it sure has worked, hasn’t it? The bastard was also about to let fly with his rocket artillery and try and repeat the Miriam Vale massacre.”
“No…no, they wouldn’t,” Digger said, and for the first time, Roy heard fear in her voice.
“He would have, but darned if their fire-control computers stopped working thanks to me…I mean, an off-site consultant. Anyway, the grand poohbahs in Beijing promise that bastard has a date with a bullet as he nearly wrecked the talks.”
“What talks, Ibarra?” Sigmund asked.
“Miriam Vale was quite a shock,” Ibarra said. “One that could be blamed on the last cabal in power, thankfully. The new blood know they can’t hold Australia, so they’ve agreed to a cease-fire. One that goes into effect in the next two hours.”
“They need to surrender,” Digger said. “Give us the city back so we can—”
“They’ll keep Darwin,” Ibarra said flatly.
“What?” Digger asked.
“Mian zi,” Ibarra said. “‘Face.’ Reputation. The new leadership has to hold on to some glory to stay in charge. If they fold on every front, there will be a military coup and I don’t have the connections to see that it plays out to our advantage.”
“There are people out here, Ibarra,” Roy said. “Women, children, and the elderly. What about them?”
Ibarra looked down past his floating feet. “I’ve got airships en route. They’ll be flown out to Alice Springs then to wherever the Australians want to send them,” Ibarra said. “Trust me on this logistics matter, kids. I’m putting together a colony to Saturn. Moving a quarter million people out of the boonies on no notice is child’s play.”
“Ibarra, that’s my home!” Digger shouted. “My family!”
“Your family is still on the roles as being alive,” Ibarra said. “They’ll make it. You’re a hardy people. And what would you do now, eh? Go rampaging down that highway full of people who are a hell of a lot more delicate than you, and for what? To go back to your crap house and play in the same park you remember from being a little girl? Boo goddamn hoo! Sorry to be a bit harsh, but this is as close to winning as I can get us. The people are free. Everyone that wants to leave will leave, make new homes somewhere else in your gigantic country. No more di qia. The Chinese will keep Darwin and a couple coastal cities on the northwest coast. Their party bosses will have white sandy beaches to visit and plenty of crocodiles to pet. Want to go back to war for that? Be my guest. Just do it after my Saturn colony is on the way. You have no idea what a pain in the ass war is to my planning.”
“You’re not Australian. You don’t know what you’re asking us to give up,” Digger said.
“I’m American but Basque by extraction,” Ibarra said, wagging a finger. “I’ve heard it all from my grandmother. Now…if I let you all go, you promise you’ll behave?”
“What do you want us to do?” Sigmund asked.
Ibarra turned around and put a hand over his eyes.
“So many…be statues, yes?” He turned back to them. “Symbols. Everyone that passes you today will know that’s the moment they became free from tyranny. Do that for me?”
“If there’s any attack on the civilians, I don’t care if you lock my suit again,” Digger said, “I’ll get out of my Armor and kill every last one of them with my bare hands.”
“I like you,” Ibarra said. “I like the way you think. But if there’s no more violence, you’ll stay there?”
“Fine,” Digger snapped.
“Good.” Ibarra raised a hand. “Shannon, let’s cut this off and—one last thing.” He looked at the Armor. “This never happened. Understand?”
“What never happened?” Roy asked.
“Smart man. Shannon?”
Ibarra vanished and Roy’s suit returned to his control.
“I hate that bastard,” Digger said.
“He has a point,” Sigmund said. “This situation is—”
“I hate him because he’s right and I was too ready to wreck all this,” Digger said. “Don’t tell him I said that.”
“Said what?” Roy extended a hand to one side as a boy riding on his father’s shoulders reached out. The boy brushed Roy’s fingers.
“Daddy! He’s real! I told you!”
“Digger,” Sigmund said. “What do your parents look like?”
A photo of a younger Digger in a high school graduation cap and gown, no tattoo, flanked by what had to be her parents came up on Roy’s HUD. Roy zoomed in on the diploma she held.
“Matilda?” he asked.
“Digger. I’m staying Digger, thanks,” she said.
“Carius has airships on the way to Pine Creek,” Sigmund said. “Helicopters en route with med teams. We’ll get everyone out.”
“We will be the last to leave,” Digger said.
“Agreed,” Roy said.
“Agreed.” Sigmund beat a fist to his chest.
The three stood there for hours as the people of Darwin filed past.
****
Roy and Sigmund stood at the edge of a clearing, a patch of swamp bulldozed and paved over with quick-crete to create a landing pad for helicopters and airships. A circle of blimps hung over the area, all waiting for space to descend and evacuate the mass of civilians lining the road back to Darwin.
Not far away, Digger’s Armor was open. She’d dismounted and was next to a stretcher where her mother lay. The woman was dehydrated and suffering from near kidney failure, but medics had her stabilized. Digger’s father stood next to her, one arm around her shoulders as they both spoke to the ill woman.
“I should be happier right now,” Roy said, “but we’re vulnerable. A giant target the Chi-com couldn’t miss. I heard some of the Australians talking about mass graves and—”
“What will we do if the enemy slaughters civilians right now?” Sigmund asked.
“Retribution. Total war. To hell with Ibarra’s cute little deals.”
“And that is why we’re safe here.” Sigmund pointed out to the surrounding swamp. “But keep your head on a swivel all the same.”
Carius approached, following the edge of the landing pad, his Armor scarred and pitted from bullet strikes, a sheen of dark red up to his knees and elbows. Roy wasn’t sure if it was blood or mud or both.
“Telemark.” Carius beat a fist to his chest. “Digger…she found her family?”
“That she did, sir,” Sigmund said.
Carius looked over Sigmund’s shoulder to the reunion. “There are good days and bad,” the colonel said. “No battle is without loss, without the tithe of blood and souls that victory demands. I have waged war on…four continents now. There are few moments I can remember as being worthy of the suffering. But today…today is a jewel. Yes? A jewel beyond price.”
“What of tomorrow?” Sigmund asked.
“Tomorrow is another opportunity,” Carius said, “but we won’t be here. There will be a significant demilitarized zone around Darwin and the last sliver of Chinese territory. Naturally, we’re seeding the place with as many sensors as possible while we still have the time. If the Chi-com ‘get lost’ in the outback, I imagine the Home Guard will cause them hell. Or the crocodiles.”
“Or the drop bears,” Roy said.
“There are bears?” Carius looked out to the treetops.
“Yes…sir. Vicious…creatures,” Roy said with instant regret. “Where will we go next?”
“Canberra. We’re guests of honor at the official Union ceremony,” Carius said. “You’re aware the treaty passed, correct? There’s some posturing and final bureaucratic nonsense in Geneva, but Australia is now part of the Atlantic Union.”
“We’ll have to change the name,” Sigmund said. “Maybe…Oceania? Wait. No. No, don’t give anyone that idea.”
“Above our paygrade,” Carius said. “Now that the bulk of the fighting is over, for now, the werbezirkus begins in earnest.”
Roy looked at Sigmund.
“Dog and pony show,” Sigmund said.
“I misspoke.” Carius’ helm canted to one side. “A new change just hit my inbox. What are the Strike Marines always saying? ‘Semper Gumby’? The three of you are needed in Brisbane. I’ll detail a cargo aircraft to you.”
A schedule streamed down Roy’s HUD.
“We’ll do our part, sir,” Sigmund said.




Chapter 21

The funeral procession moved slowly through Brisbane. The Telemark led the long line of the dead, towering over the Australian soldiers with their dead. Roy and Digger carried the head of a flag-draped casket bearing Payne in his Armor on their shoulders, arms wrapped over each other in a gesture of closeness Roy had never encountered at military funerals back home. Sigmund bore the front, Payne’s feet, by himself.
The city was used to war, windows long gone from explosions, the outer neighborhoods reduced to rubble in the last battle, yet the boulevard to the cemetery was pristine, lined with people. Every building bore Australian flags hung from windows.
Bagpipes played “Amazing Grace” as the Telemark continued into the cemetery. A field of simple white gravestones all in seemingly endless rows radiated out from a slight hill in the center where Payne’s grave was prepared. Black-clad men and women were already seated nearby. Roy recognized President Baron and Prime Minister Jacobson, leaders of the Atlantic Union as a whole and Australia.
The Telemark set Payne down next to the grave and stood at the head.
Roy didn’t care to listen to the speeches. That the politicians felt they needed to intrude on this moment kindled an anger in his heart. For all the times he’d heard Baron—or any other leader detached from the battlefield—they never took responsibility for the ultimate price of their decisions. Young men and women lost their lives, while elderly politicians lamented the sacrifice.
We don’t fight for you…tall poppies, Roy thought. Only decent thing you’ve done is agree to let Payne be buried in his Armor like he wanted. We fight for the soldier next to us. To protect the innocents at home. Why don’t you just shut up already?
He was glad for his Armor, masking his emotions. There was another funeral he had to attend for his brother, and the fact that these solemn events would be a regular fixture of his Army career was a painful fact he wanted to ignore. 
“My turn?” Digger asked through her speakers as President Baron returned to his seat. “Right, then. I’m no orator. No public speaker. I’m just a digger. Another daughter of ’Straya that joined up to do her duty. Don’t hold me to some great expectation for a speech.
“Corporal Jessie Payne was me mate. The best there could be. There was never…never a moment when I had to wonder if Payne would be there for me. Shot and bleeding? Payne pulled me out of the fire and bound my wounds. Ordered to leave me to die? He carried me out of hell. When I was lost in the darkness, a slave too used up and starved? Guess who found me, brought me back to the light.
“You don’t lose a mate like that. You stick with them. Get a spike in your head and a suit of armor to fight by their side. And a true mate will never leave your side…then they’ll never leave your heart when they can’t be with you. They live on. And it’s up to us to be that same mate for them, even when they’re gone.
“Payne’s…someplace better. He’s waiting for me, watching. Making sure I live up to the mate he fought and died for. Maybe it’s heaven. Maybe it’s Valhalla. Don’t care. Payne’s there and he’s probably raising as much hell as he did down here. I just need him to save me a spot at the bar, because I’ll have stories to tell.
“He was me mate. No, he’ll always be me mate. Good on ya, Payne. Till we meet again.”
She beat a fist to her heart.
Soldiers removed the flag and folded it into a triangle.
General Calhoon stood to attention.
“Honor guard, ready!”
The Telemark cocked their cannon arms at the elbow.
“Aim!”
They extended the weapons up at an angle.
“Fire!”
Shots sounded over the graveyard.
Calhoon repeated the sequence twice more and the Telemark lowered their weapons. They didn’t move as the VIPs and the rest filed away.
“That’s it, then,” Digger said through the lance channel. “War’s over for the most part, and Payne’s not here to see it.”
“This fight’s over, at least,” Sigmund said, “but war will never end.”
“Don’t know what I’ll do with myself without this suit,” she said. “Lots of talk of a ‘peace dividend’ and releasing soldiers back to civilian life. Not a word about that in the Armor Corps, though.”
“Australia is part of the Union now,” Sigmund said. “Member states’ Armor and Strike Marines are integrated. Your assignment—and Roy’s—to this lance was temporary, but we can make it permanent.”
“Telemark for good? Fair enough,” Digger said. “You all can take me to Utah, show me what wild times they have out there.”
“We have excellent potato recipes, green Jell-O with carrots in it, and fry sauce,” Roy said. “The fun you may be after’s out the main gate of Fort Knox.”
“I’m going to get you to live a little, mate,” she said.
“Australia wasn’t enough of an experience?” he asked. “And yes, sir, I’ll be Telemark. To honor my brother’s memory at the very least.”
“Then it’s settled,” Sigmund said. “We’re on the next flight back to Knox for refit.”
“Not too soon, I hope,” Digger said. “No bar in town will charge a soldier in uniform tonight.”
“Think I’ll—” Roy started.
“You’re coming,” Digger said. “Stand there and make sure we don’t get into too much trouble. Enjoying yourself proper’s optional.”
“Oh…OK, then.”
Sigmund knelt and scooped up a handful of dirt and rubbed it against his hands. He spread the dirt down his face and soil fell onto Payne’s casket.
Roy beat his chest in salute.
Digger put a hand over her heart. “Farewell, mate.”  




Epilogue

Roy gripped a metal handle the size of a two-by-four hanging from the ceiling of the heavy transport craft, a big plane called a Destrier. He shifted his Armor’s shoulders against the jet pack bolted to his back.
“You seppos were keeping this girl hidden from us,” Digger said as turbulence rattled the cargo bay.
“You’re one of us now.” Sigmund leveled a finger at the Atlantic Union crest on her chest. “And stop pretending ‘seppo’ is a term of endearment. Destriers need air superiority to operate. This would have never made the flight to the Damocles. We’re not boxed up like sardines, so stop complaining.”
“We’re riding to the fight in style,” Roy said. “Now we get to visit Kenya and help out the revolt against the Chi-com–controlled government. Fun times.”
“I hated the thought of Aussies mucking about in other nations’ troubles…now I’m loaded for bear and about to join in a fight that’s not obviously mine,” Digger said.
“You’re OK with it now?” Roy asked.
“People suffer in Nairobi the same as they suffered in Darwin. Fight to bring peace to people…that’s something I can get behind now. Speaking to my parents and old friends that got out, I wish I could’ve been there sooner. Now I’m Armor with the Union. No reason to sit on my duff and think about making the world better. I can do it with my mates,” she said.
“Good enough for me,” Sigmund said. 
“Prepare to drop!” a crew chief shouted from the back of the cargo bay. He slapped a button and air rushed in as the ramp lowered. A city burned beneath them.
“Easy mission,” Sigmund said. “Roy, set?”
“Ready.”
“Digger.”
“Green across the board.”
“Then follow me.” Sigmund ran down the ramp and dropped. The Telemark followed, their jet packs activated, and shot angel wings of fire behind them.
“Til Valhalla!’”
THE END
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Chapter 1
THE NEAR FUTURE
Humanity’s only hope of survival entered the solar system at nearly the speed of light. The probe slowed as the sun’s heliosphere disrupted the graviton wave it rode in on from the abyss of deep space. Awakened by the sudden deceleration, the probe absorbed the electromagnetic spectrum utilized by its target species and assessed the technological sophistication of the sole sentient species on Earth.
The probe adjusted its course to take it into the system’s star. If the humans couldn’t survive—with its help—what was to come, then the probe would annihilate itself. There would be no trace of it for the enemy, and no chance of humanity’s existence beyond the time it had until the enemy arrived. The probe analyzed filed patents, military expenditures, birth rates, mathematical advancement and space exploration.
The first assessment fell within the margin of error of survival and extinction for humanity. The probe’s programming allowed for limited autonomous decision making (choice being a rare luxury for the probe’s class of artificial intelligence). The probe found itself in a position to choose between ending its mission in the sun’s fire and a mathematically improbable defense of humanity—and the potential compromise of its much larger mission.
Given the rare opportunity to make its own decision, the probe opted to dither. In the week it took to pass into Jupiter’s orbit, the probe took in more data. It scoured the Internet for factors to add to the assessment, but the assessment remained the same: unlikely, but possible. By the time it shot past Mars, the probe still hadn’t made a decision.
As the time to adjust course for Earth or continue into the sun approached, the probe conducted a final scan of cloud storage servers for any new information…and found something interesting.
While the new information made only a negligible impact on the assessment, the probe adjusted course to Earth. It hadn’t traveled all this way for nothing.
In the desert south of Phoenix, Arizona, it landed with no more fanfare than a slight thump and a few startled cows. Then it broke into the local cell network and made a call.
****
Marc Ibarra awoke to his phone ringing at max volume, playing a pop ditty that he hated with vehemence. He rolled off the mattress that lay on the floor and crawled on his hands and knees to where his cell was recharging. His roommate, who paid the majority of their rent and got to sleep on an actual bed, grumbled and let off a slew of slurred insults.
Marc reached his cell and slapped at it until the offending music ended. He blinked sleep from his eyes and tried to focus on the caller’s name on the screen. The only people who’d call at this ungodly hour were his family in Basque country…or maybe Jessica in his applied robotics course wanted a late-night study break.
The name on the screen was “ANSWER ME”.
He closed an eye and reread the name. It was way too early—or too late, depending on one’s point of view—for this nonsense. He turned the ringer off and went back to bed. Sleep was about to claim him when the phone rang again, just as loudly as last time but now with a disco anthem.
“Seriously?” his roommate slurred.
Marc declined the call and powered the phone off. He flopped back on his bed and curled into his blanket. To hell with my first class, he thought. Arizona State University had a lax attendance policy, one which he’d abuse for nights like this.
The cell erupted with big-band music. Marc took his head out from beneath the covers and looked at his phone like it was a thing possessed. The phone vibrated so hard that it practically danced a jig on the floor and the screen flashed “ANSWER ME” over and over again as music blared.
“Dude?” said his roommate, now sitting up in his bed.
Marc swiped the phone off the charging cord and the music stopped. The caller’s name undulated with a rainbow of colors and an arrow appeared on the screen pointing to the button he had to press to answer the call. When did I get this app? he thought.
Marc sighed and left the bedroom, meandering into the hallway bathroom with the grace of a zombie. The battered mattress he slept on played hell with his back and left him stiff every morning. Dropping his boxers, he took a seat on the toilet and answered the call, determined to return this caller’s civility with some interesting background noise.
“What?” he murmured.
“Marc Ibarra. I need to see you.” The voice was mechanical, asexual in its monotone.
“Do you have any frigging idea what time it is? Wait, who the hell is this?”
“You must come to me immediately. We must discuss the mathematical proof you have stored in document title ‘thiscantberight.doc.’”
Marc shot to his feet. The boxers around his ankles tripped him up and he stumbled out of the bathroom and fell against the wall. His elbow punched a hole in the drywall and the cell clattered to the floor.
He scooped the phone back up and struggled to breathe as a sudden asthma attack came over him.
“How…how…?” He couldn’t finish his question until he found his inhaler in the kitchen, mere steps away in the tiny apartment. He took a deep breath from the inhaler and felt the tightness leave his lungs.
That someone knew of his proof was impossible. He’d finished it earlier that night and had encrypted it several times before loading it into a cloud file that shouldn’t have been linked to him in any way.
“How do you know about that?” he asked.
“You must come to me immediately. There is little time. Look at your screen,” the robotic voice said. His screen changed to a map program, displaying a pin in an open field just off the highway connecting Phoenix to the suburb of Maricopa.
“Come. Now.”
Marc grabbed his keys.
****
An hour later, his jeans ripped from scaling a barbed-wire fence, Marc was surrounded by desert scrub. The blue of the morning rose behind him, where his beat-up Honda waited on the side of the highway.
With his cell to his ear, Marc stopped and looked around before deciding how to continue. Spiked ocotillo plants looked a lot like benign mesquite trees in the darkness. A Native American casino in the distance served as his North Star, helping him keep his bearings.
“You’re not out here, are you? I’m being punked, aren’t I?” he asked the mysterious caller.
“You are nine point two six meters to my east south east. Punk: decayed wood, used as tinder. Are you on fire?” the caller said.
Marc rolled his eyes. This wasn’t the first time the caller had used the nonstandard meanings of words during what passed as conversation between the two. Marc had tried to get the caller to explain how he knew about his theorem and why they had to meet in the middle of the desert. The caller had refused to say anything. He would only reiterate that Marc had to come quickly to see him, chiding him every time Marc deviated from the provided driving directions.
“If you’re so close, why can’t I see you?” he asked. He took a few steps in what he thought was a northwesterly direction and squished into a cow patty.
“Continue,” the caller said.
Marc shook his foot loose and tried to kick the cow leavings from his sneakers.
“You know what this is? This is exactly what’s all over my shoes, you monotone bastard. Forget it!” Marc shoved his phone into his back pocket and limped back toward his car, his right foot squishing with each step.
The route back to his car was comparatively easy; he just had to walk toward his headlights. That was the plan, anyway, until the lights on his car shut off.
“Marc, this is important.” The muffled words came from his pocketed cell.
“How are you doing this?” Marc shouted into the night.
“Turn around, please.”
Marc did as asked and a silver light like the snap of a reflection from a fish twisting just beneath the water flared on the ground ahead of him. No one was there a moment ago and Marc hadn’t heard any movement.
“I swear if I get my kidneys cut out I will be so pissed about this,” Marc said as he made his way to where he saw the light. He stood for a moment, then flopped his arms against his sides. “I’m here.”
“You’re standing on me.” The voice came from beneath Marc’s feet.
Marc skipped aside like he’d just heard a rattlesnake’s warning.
“Holy—did someone bury you? Why didn’t you tell me to bring a shovel?” Marc went to his knees and poked at the ground, which felt solid. “How deep are you? Do you have enough air?” Marc asked, using both hands to shove earth aside.
“Two inches ahead and three down.”
Marc’s face contorted in confusion as he kept digging. He moved a mound of gray dirt and pebbles aside and a silver light washed over his face.
A silver needle no more than three inches long rested in the dirt. Tiny filaments of lambent energy crept from the needle and undulated through the air like a snake in the ocean. Marc was frozen in place, his jaw slack as the filaments extended away from the needle, shades of white swimming in and around it.
“We don’t have much time.” The words came from the needle in the same mechanical voice as his mysterious caller. A point of light appeared in the air above the needle, sparked, and then lit into a flame no bigger than he’d seen on a match head. The white flame, which gave off no heat, rose and grew in size. A flame the size of Marc’s head came to a stop a few feet in the air.
Marc, transfixed by the flame until now, got to his feet. The filaments from the needle had extended past him and formed a perimeter ten yards in diameter. Tendrils of energy writhed against each other and against an invisible boundary. His heart pounded in his ears and his innate fight-or-flight instinct made a decision.
“This is a different experience for you. Let me—”
Marc turned and ran away. He got to where the tendrils had stopped and ran into what felt like a wall of water. Air thickened around him as he tried to push through and find purchase on the ground ahead. It felt like he was moving through clay.
“Marc, you’re being ridiculous.” The air hardened and spat him back toward the flame. Marc tripped over his own feet and tumbled to the ground. He snapped back to his feet and looked for a way, anyway, to put some distance between him and the flame.
The flame, white on silver or silver on white—Marc couldn’t tell as it morphed in the air—floated toward him slowly.
Marc made the sign of the cross with two fingers and looked away. He heard a sigh.
“Look at me.” The flame, again.
Marc opened an eye. The flame was a few inches from his hands but he still felt no heat.
“I’m not here to hurt you. I’m here to help you. Understand?” The flame bobbed in the air gently until Marc nodded. “I am an emissary from an alien intelligence sent to save your species from extinction and I need your help to do it.”
Marc pointed a finger at the flame and tried to touch it. His fingertip passed into the flame’s surface without sensation.
“I thought unsolicited physical contact was against your species’ norms,” said the flame, the tendrils rustling with the words.
Marc snapped his hand back.
“Did you say something about…extinction?” The flame bobbed in the air. “How? Why?”
“An armada is coming.” The flame morphed into an oblong shape with a half dozen tendrils sticking from it, like a misshapen spider. “They are the Xaros and they will annihilate your species with ease. Unless you and I work together, your extinction is assured,” the flame said, floating closer to Marc, who stood dumbfounded. The flame came so close that he could see his reflection on it. Deep blue motes of light sprang from the flame and evaporated in the air.
“Why me? What am I supposed to do about an alien armada? I’m a B-minus grad student with a mountain of student loans, not some…some world leader!”
The probe returned to flames and a hologram of a white paper popped into the air next to it. Pages flipped open from the book, the mathematical proof he’d finished the night before.
“We expected that your species would have progressed to the edge of your solar system by now. To see such potential squandered on wars and Internet cat videos was disheartening, but this is well beyond what you should be capable of. The advancements you discovered in material science and energy storage are a springboard to technological advancement that will give you a 27 percent chance of survival, provided everything goes as planned. We can start here.” The proof stopped with the picture of a lattice of carbon atoms. The last page had the words “No way!!!!” scrawled next to the diagram.
“I don’t understand,” Marc said.
“You will, but we need to get started right away.”
“How much time do we have?”
“Sixty years.”
++++
Read the rest now!
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