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            -Welcome to Sentinel-

          

        

      

    

    
      Dear Reader,

      

      This book has been a long while in the making, and I’m excited to finally share it with you.

      I’ve always liked stories with reluctant heroes pushed to the brink of destruction. I like to explore what happens when people are faced with impossible choices and the odds seem stacked against them.

      Science fiction is a perfect vehicle for these kinds of stories.

      Ever since I was a kid, I especially loved a specific breed of sci-fi: Godzilla movies.

      The helplessness of us tiny humans facing giant monsters always intrigued me. It’s kind of frightening how an enormous monster can bring human civilization to its knees in one ill-fated attack.

      But then there are books and movies like Pacific Rim, Starship Troopers, and Old Man’s War, where humans develop technology to combat frightening creatures, aliens, and other almost unfathomable dangers. Because like the deepest depths of the ocean where Godzilla lurks, ominous threats to mankind might also be found in alternate universes or between the glimmering stars, waiting to unleash their fury on us.

      This book might feature space marines and mech operators waging war across the galaxy. But I promise it’s not your typical book about piloting giant armored suits. I wanted to put my own twist on the genre, and I’m thrilled with how it turned out. I truly hope you enjoy reading it as much I enjoyed writing it.

      Thanks for reading!

      

      Best,

      Anthony

      

      P.S. If you like these types of stories, you can sign up for my mailing list here: http://bit.ly/ajmlist

      I won’t spam you, and I only email my readers when I’ve got something new out or some special deal. For signing up, you’ll also receive a couple of free books to give you a taste of some other worlds in my series.
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      First and foremost, to my agent, David Fugate. He brainstormed so many cool elements of the story with me. Sentinel wouldn’t be what it is today without him. I’m forever thankful for his help and for championing this book.

      Another big “thanks” to Erin Elizabeth Long. She helped tweak the writing and characters to keep the story tight and, I hope, compelling. Aaron Sikes was one of the first to lay eyes on the story and offer suggestions that brought out the “military” in this military science fiction book. Therin Knite and Sabrina Jean also offered their keen eyes to polish the manuscript.
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        To the end of space,

        To the end of time,

        To the end of our lives,

        We fight.

      

      

      

      
        
        —The NWR Farspace Legion Operator’s Motto

      

      

      

      I was supposed to die ugly, scratching at my skin, digging out the worms I thought were crawling under my flesh.

      I was supposed to bleed out. Darkness pouring from my body in pools until my eyes shut and the light faded.

      Or maybe I was supposed to punch my ticket to the afterlife when I went down the abandoned mines, searching for a path to riches that didn’t exist. Buried under the planet’s surface by a cave-in or hopelessly lost, scraping at the walls until my nails tore off and I collapsed, licking the stone for that last droplet of water trickling between the rocks.

      Man, the shit we did to survive on Xenia.

      Anything to get rid of the sour taste of starvation, the grit between your teeth. The relentless dry heat of the planet that turned your skin into leather long before death did.

      But the New World Republic Farspace Legion came at the right time. They needed new fodder for the front lines, and I needed a ride off my home planet.

      I signed up, and now I was piloting this machine, this monstrous machine. The goddamn thing that had saved me and doomed me at once. The most important relationship in my whole damn life.

      My Armored Support and Heavy Weapons mechanized unit. ASH-W. Or Asher, as we liked to say. Ten meters tall and eleven tons of alloy and electronics, vaguely humanoid but so much more. Powered by a miniature fusion reactor. Weapons designed to bring down an army. A machine honed for intergalactic conquest.

      Except instead I was now using that machine to babysit a sci ops team in the frozen wilderness of Ferrous.

      Ahead, a forest of towering, spindly rocks pushed out of marbled stone. Steam rose from their tops, revealing a hint of the intense geothermic reactions taking place just beneath the frigid crust of Ferrous. Lichens, mosses, and ferns covered those rocks in mottled reds and greens and yellows. Splashes of color on an otherwise bleached world covered with shifting snowdrifts and frozen seas.

      I stood at the edge of the steam-vent forest, my team nearby. Each in an Asher like mine. Gunnery Sergeant Aya Tanaka and Staff Sergeant Roman Kross on either side. Staff Sergeant Luca Ricci and Sergeant Jeremy Langer bringing up the rear. Between us stood the smaller two-legged storks with their big glass domes that the sci ops team used.

      Steam rolled toward us from the rocky vents, a hungry cloud of fog. Heat radiated into my suit as we drew closer.

      “Banshee, contacts?” I asked.

      “Nothing,” Kross said. The others confirmed his assessment.

      “Good.” I opened the channel to Dr. Lena Bussert, head xenobiologist and royal pain in my ass. It was my duty to make sure Dr. Bussert and her team didn’t get themselves killed, but they didn’t make it easy. “You sure we’re at the right place?”

      “Fireteam Anvil caught five Helot-class Sentinels here four days ago,” she snapped. “They spent the next three days making sure the area was clear. We’re at the right place.”

      “Five Hels,” Kross said over the team’s channel. “That’s a lot.”

      “We’ve never faced more than four at a time, except in sims,” Langer said.

      “Plus two Grendel class,” Bussert added.

      “Grendels too?” Kid’s voice nearly cracked. I didn’t fault him for his fear. Two or three Sentinels, even only the lowly Helot class, could tear apart an Asher. Five at one time…

      “Master Sergeant Garcia says Anvil cleared the place,” I said.

      “An uneventful day on Ferrous is the best kind of day,” Tanaka said.

      Boring as these routine walks with the scientists were, we preferred that to being impaled by a claw or tusk or whatever the flavor-of-the-day Sentinel decided to stab you with.

      One of the storks took a couple strides closer to the vents. Dr. Carl McKinley, the base’s archaeologist and leader of sci ops, getting antsy.

      “Banshee, how long before we go in?” McKinley asked.

      “Long as it takes to double-check that there aren’t any Sentinels here,” I said.

      “Anvil gave the clear.” McKinley’s stork took another step. “Five Sentinels is a good sign. They might have been guarding a Progenitor archaeological site. The sooner we find it, the sooner we figure out why the Progenitors were on Ferrous thousands of years ago.”

      Why was anyone on Ferrous? I always wondered who would want to live on a planet that froze your eyes in their sockets the moment you stepped outside, either now or a few millennia ago. But if the doc thought that the Progs had been here, then she was probably right.

      “We’ll get you your finds,” I said. “Let’s just make sure a Sentinel doesn’t find you, okay?”

      “This may be our first real break,” McKinley said. “The Imperial Alliance will want whatever’s hidden out here. It’s best for all our interests that we find it first.”

      “I know, I know,” I said. “Then they can’t use it against us. You might be surprised to know I’m familiar with our mission, too.”

      That was the Mission, with a capital “M.” Exterminate the Sentinels. Find some ruins. Let the scientists dig through ’em until they give up and move on to the next site. Rinse and repeat, planet after planet.

      “I don’t mean to presume anything,” McKinley said. “But I can’t help my excitement. The Progs left those Sentinels to guard something.”

      “You say that,” Tanaka said, “but most of the time, all we find is more Sentinels.”

      “Maybe this time is different,” Bussert said hopefully.

      I wasn’t so sure, but didn’t want to waste more time trying to burst their hopes.

      “Langer, Ricci, you stand by with the whitecoats,” I said. “Tanaka, Kross, on me. Let’s do a run-through.”

      I advanced between the rock spires. Each quaking step sent smaller creatures skittering over the ground. Balloon-like animals drifted on the updrafts, squeezing the air from their bellies to shoot away. All the denizens of Ferrous seemed to like hanging around these steam vents, and I couldn’t help but feel a little bad that we’d brought this party to their home. But we didn’t get to choose where the Sentinels showed up or where the Progs had buried their tech.

      My armor hit a spire. Rocks showered the ground. Nearly a hundred meters to my right, Tanaka weaved between the stone columns, cleaner than the wind. Not so much as a leaf twitched when she passed. Don’t know how she did it.

      The farther we went, the steam and fog grew denser. Soon the green glow of Tanaka’s and Kross’s viewports were all I could see of them. I watched their location markers and bio-signs on my heads-up display. Kross’s heartbeat was slightly accelerated. Tanaka’s, steady and cool.

      “Close in,” I said. “Maintain fifty-meter intervals. I don’t want to lose visual contact.”

      The ground trembled with our steps. I didn’t try to go in quiet. Better to be a little brash, a little noisy if a Sentinel was anywhere nearby. Made it easier to kill them if we didn’t have to go hunting.

      And if nothing showed itself, then we knew Anvil earned the clear.

      “Anyone got eyes?” I asked. Almost halfway through the vents now. Mist reached out around me, tendrils stretching from my mechanical limbs like the fog was alive.

      “Nothing,” Kross said. “Dead, like Anvil promised.”

      “Dead,” Tanaka agreed.

      No surprise. Anvil always earned their clear.

      Then a screech broke the steady silence. Whistle-like. Wet.

      “Steam vent?” Kross asked.

      “Hold,” I said, plasma rifle pressed tight against my shoulder.

      Another screech rent the air. I spun, pointing my rifle between the rocky spires. Only gray fog greeted me.

      “That was not a vent,” Tanaka said.

      “Langer, Ricci, suspected contacts,” I said, heart starting to accelerate. “Keep sci ops clear.”

      “Wilco,” Ricci called back.

      “Command, Banshee Actual,” I called back to base. “Potential contacts. Proceed?”

      “Banshee Actual, can you confirm contacts?” Lieutenant Delis, our comm officer, replied.

      “Negative.”

      “Until you got eyes, sci ops mission proceeds. Anvil reported this sector clear.”

      They wanted the goods as much as McKinley. Didn’t want to eat the cost of this little jaunt if they thought we were just spooked.

      “And if we do get eyes?” I asked.

      “Valkyrie is rerouting from patrol to reinforce as necessary. Anvil is en route to escort sci ops.”

      Another inhuman screech broke through the hissing of the vents.

      “We definitely got hostiles out there,” Kross said, shifting as the fog twirled around his legs. “You sure Anvil was right?”

      “It’s not like Garcia to host a party and leave us with the tab,” I said.

      “That screech sounded like a Sentinel to me,” Tanaka said.

      All it took was one of the Sentinel’s slashing appendages to impale an Asher’s pilot chamber, right into the gel where our bodies were suspended by the net of wires that tied us into the mechs. One good slice, and we were done.

      “Fall in on me,” I said.

      We drew closer together. I could practically hear the thumping hearts of my team. A spray of hot steam blasted in front of me, blinding my viewports with condensation. I couldn’t see anything but blurred shapes. Tried to bite back the adrenaline chomping at my bloodstream.

      My viewports started to clear, thermal elements kicking in. Just enough to watch something gray and huge break out of the smokescreen.

      “Contact!”

      I pulled the trigger. Red plasma seared the steam, but the creature was gone. Nothing but flickering fires remained where the rounds had torched plant matter.

      “This area is not clear!” I said over the open channel. “Sci ops, get out of here. Rendezvous with Anvil for evac. Langer, Ricci, cover their retreat!”

      “You got it, chief!” Langer said.

      Four markers on my HUD showed the sci ops team running from the vents with Langer and Ricci.

      “Confirming evac!” Garcia, Anvil’s lead, called back. Farther away on my HUD, the five Ashers on Fireteam Anvil raced to intercept our science geeks.

      “Thought this place was clear,” I replied.

      “It was!” Garcia snapped.

      Hard to believe her now, but didn’t have time to argue.

      Crimson light flashed to my right. Tanaka opening fire.

      “Talk to me,” I said.

      “Contact at my ten!” Her rifle shuddered against her big alloy shoulder. Then it stopped. “Lost it.”

      “Keep moving. We need better vis.”

      Closer now, Tanaka and Kross loomed in my periphery. Thought I saw something else move between rock columns. I sighted my rifle up, ready to take it down.

      Screaming photo-Gatling fire exploded to my left. Then came the crunch of metal. I turned to see Kross on the ground, Gatling in one hand, firing wildly. His other was grasping for a handhold. Fingers crunching into the rock, coming away with gravel.

      “Shit! Shit! Shit!” He scrabbled for purchase as something dragged him into the mist.

      I fired where I thought his attacker might be. Rounds chiseled into a steam vent. The whole thing toppled into a plume of dust. The dot representing Kross on my HUD kept moving.

      “Hostile!” Tanaka shouted.

      She dropped the rifle and pulled her photon sabers from their hilts. Cobalt blades gleamed against the gray, reflecting off her hull. They burned away the mists as she lashed out. I heard a sickening split. Smelled searing flesh through my Asher’s olfactory sensors, traveling down the mech’s nerve cables straight into my brain. Tanaka’s heart was finally racing now.

      “Sentinel down,” she said.

      I ran to Kross, shouting at him to hold on.

      Tanaka hit her boosters, launching into an accelerated jump over whatever it was she had just killed. I hit my own boosters and rocketed toward Kross. Crashed into a vent along the way, the impact resonating in my bones.

      Photon rounds from Kross’s weapon flickered in miniature lightning strikes. Nothing seemed to hit the monster that was dragging him away.

      “I need help!” Kross yelled.

      “On it,” I said.

      If I hadn’t ordered us to draw in closer, the guy would’ve been gone already. Dumb luck, not leadership. Needed to do better, be better for my team.

      I got close enough to see the monster. The slashing mandibles, caked in dirt and rock, were latched onto Kross’s leg. Its arachnid-like head twitched, a dozen black beady eyes reflecting the red glow of Kross’s rounds. Eight spindly legs stuck out from a chitinous carapace. Each ended in spikes like the crampons the research team used to climb ice. A pair of tails were tipped with glistening barbs.

      Helot-class Sentinel. Weakest of the monsters, and still more than enough to shred an Asher.

      I fired into the Sentinel’s eyes. The black orbs popped and oozed. The beast let go of Kross and turned its attention on me. I stepped back, finger hard on the trigger. Rounds singed the beast’s flank, tearing gouges into its armor. Behind it, plants burned, churning black smoke into the mists.

      Kross was on his back now, one leg torn, wires and hydraulics pumping fluids into the snow. He clawed away from the smoke and fog.

      The beast charged me. I unloaded an entire battery cartridge of plasma fire into the bastard, but it didn’t stop, so I let go of the rifle with one hand and went for a saber.

      Two other blades were already slicing through the air. Tanaka separated the barbs from the Sentinel’s tails in one clean stroke. The second saber scorched through the monster’s neck. Charred flesh sizzled until the hilt snagged on one of its armor plates.

      The Hel twisted, blue goo pumping from its wounds. Gelatinous gunk that the science team had told me was some kind of antifreeze liquid in the monster’s tissues and blood. The beast slashed at Tanaka with its spiked legs. New gashes formed in her armor with the jeering scrape of hardened chitin against metal.

      I lunged forward and sent my saber straight between the Sentinel’s mandibles. The monster jerked one last time, legs curling in on themselves as steaming blue liquid pooled in the rubble of a broken vent.

      “Kross, you good?” I asked.

      “Alive.” Kross tried to push himself up, but he crashed back against a steam vent. Rock fell over his shoulders. “I’m hurting.”

      “Tanaka, what’d you kill?” I asked.

      “Same thing.” She gestured with a saber toward the dead Helot-class Sentinel.

      A shriek cut through the fog like a plasma bolt. Two more eardrum-rattling screams followed. I twisted on my heels, heart beating against my ribs hard enough that I was afraid they would break.

      “Command, confirmed kills on two Helot-class Sentinels,” I said. “Other hostiles present.”

      “We’re retracting the clear on your sector,” Delis said. No shit, I thought. “Engage at will.”

      Tanaka and I grabbed Kross’s shoulders, carving a small canyon into the dirt as we dragged him away. Tumbling rock crashed somewhere in the fog. Then a howl. But not like the cries from the Hels we’d just killed. This was different.

      “Ace,” Tanaka whispered, like she was afraid the monsters would hear. “There.”

      I followed where she was pointing to see a fierce blue glow in the distance. Flickering, growing brighter. Almost like an Asher’s energy weapon.

      “What the fuck is that?” Kross asked, shrinking against a steam vent, trying to pull his damaged leg toward himself.

      That blue glow intensified, like a sun burning up in its last stages of life. Sweltering and uncontrolled, expanding and—

      The blue sphere boomed toward me.

      “Get down!” I yelled.
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      There’s a feeling you get when you walk too close to an Asher firing a charged plasma rifle, even if you’re netted up in one yourself. Each shot shakes through you, the heat scorching your skin. Overwhelms you with its power. Like you suddenly understand what it might be like to be strapped on the business end of a battlecruiser’s impeller.

      That blue sphere the Sentinel shot over my head was worse. It dragged a tail of bleeding heat that burned hotter than anything I’d ever felt.

      It slammed into a steam vent, obliterating the stone and flinging molten rock in every direction. A pillar of steam blasted up where the vent had been, and a concussive wave tossed me backward.

      My ears rang. Muddled curses filled my comms. Nearby, Tanaka and Kross pushed themselves up, coated in dust and debris.

      A trail of burning plants showed where the plasma had lanced toward us. I leveled my rifle, looking through the steam for the monster responsible.

      “It’s a Reaper, isn’t it?” Tanaka asked, a nervous edge to her voice.

      “Never saw one in person,” I said.

      In our time on Ferrous, we had faced scattered variants of the Helot class and slightly larger Grendels. But the only team to come face-to-face with the more formidable Agis-class Sentinels we’d nicknamed Reapers was Fireteam Valkyrie. If you bought them enough of the foul excuse for liquor we had on this planet, they might even tell you about it.

      Hels stood about waist-high to an Asher. But an Agis could look an Asher in the eyes. Valkyrie had come away from their encounter mangled, and they had dealt only with a single Reaper. We had that bastard plus a pack of screaming Hels somewhere in the mists.

      And right now, only two of us were standing.

      “Sci ops is with Anvil,” Ricci reported over the comms.

      “Get your asses back here,” I said. “We got an Agis! Reaper type! Command, where’s Valkyrie?”

      “ETA ten minutes.”

      “Ten minutes?” Kross asked. “Might as well be tomorrow!”

      With the Reaper, it would only take ten seconds to incinerate us.

      “Anybody got eyes?” I asked, pivoting.

      “Negative,” Tanaka said.

      The steam vents were choked with hot fog and oily black smoke from the fires. Shapes twisted in the haze. The Hels’ shrieks pierced the air, but I couldn’t see them. They must have been waiting for a signal from the Reaper.

      Then, out of the corner of my eye, a spark of blue.

      “Take it down,” I said, firing.

      But the monster was gone as fast as it had appeared, my shots slicing uselessly through the curling mist and smoke. Steam vents collapsed under our fusillade, flames spreading, making the place all the more ghastly.

      Another sphere of blue plasma rocketed toward us.

      “Look out!” Tanaka jumped aside, and the sphere boomed past her.

      The Reaper dodged between crumbling vents, using them as cover as it advanced on us. I saw the thing in pieces as it flashed between the shadows. Fins lined its spine from its head down to the tip of its tail. Scales covered its flesh, and it ran in a hunch. Eyes gleamed nearly as bright blue as the charged shots. The scales along its arms stuck up as it held a hand straight out. An eerie blue glowed from under those scales and then on top of its wrist as a cannonlike appendage popped out, the light within the barrel as intense as a solar storm.

      Another plasma sphere rocketed from the Reaper’s wrist-cannon.

      Kross tried to dodge. The plasma brushed his shoulder. Alloy flew off in ropes of bright orange slag, and he crumpled backward.

      He cried out, struggling to push himself back up. His left arm was now welded at the shoulder, a tangled mess of melted metal.

      It had only been a glancing blow. But it had been devastating.

      Then that blue glow flared again from both the Reaper’s wrists. Azure light traced the scales up and down its limbs and chest, the whole beast shimmering. Another pair of spheres careened toward us, each nearly the size of my Asher’s chest. Wouldn’t survive a direct hit from one of those.

      I felt the heat, their force, the hell they would unleash. Threw myself to the side at the last second.

      The spheres slammed into the ground close to Kross. The concussive wave threw him into a steam vent. Rock tumbled over him. Smoke rose in long fingers away from the blackened crater where the rounds had hit.

      The Reaper was worse than anything I had ever imagined. And now the Hels advanced out of the fog, shrieking, their legs clicking. Their black eyes reflected the glow of the fire consuming the steam-vent forest.

      “Almost on your position,” Ricci said, sounding nearly breathless.

      “Ricci, Tanaka, protect Kross,” I said through gritted teeth. “Keep those Hels away.”

      I marked the Sentinels’ positions on my HUD, transferring the data to their Ashers.

      The Reaper faded in and out of visual contact. Ricci and Langer emerged from the smoke behind us, firing into the Helots’ ranks, catching them with plasma bolts that shredded their armor.

      If we let it, the Reaper would probably spend all night slinging rounds, pounding us with plasma while Hels ran interference. A battle of attrition until they brought us down.

      “Tanaka,” I said, watching for the Reaper to appear again, “keep things under control. Cover me and the kid.”

      “You got it,” she said without hesitation.

      “Langer, you with me?”

      “Yeah, chief,” he said.

      “Soon as we see that thing charge again, we’re boosting straight at it,” I said, trying to keep it together. “Got to get up close. Plasma shots aren’t doing any good, okay?”

      The youngest member of our team clearly wasn’t okay, but he strode forward alongside me anyway. Langer was a good kid even if he was wet behind the ears. Give him a few more years, and he’d be a damn fine Asher operator.

      Only a few seconds passed before I saw a blue glimmer again.

      “On our four o’clock!” I roared. “Now!”

      I activated my boosters, blasting forward, praying Langer wasn’t far behind.

      Steam vents whooshed past in a blur of gray and brown. Then I slammed into something, my body thrashing about inside the Asher, pain burning through me. Light drowned my viewports.

      Two explosive blasts sounded nearby. Heat swallowed me. Maybe plasma from the Reaper. Maybe broken steam vents. Impossible to tell. Hurt like hell either way.

      I pushed myself up and squinted through the steam. Nearly fifty meters to my left, Langer grabbed a steam vent to pull himself upright. Dust covered him from where he’d crashed into the rock.

      I thought we’d aimed true, but the Reaper was nowhere in sight.

      “Kid, you see him?”

      “No—wait—there!”

      He lifted his rifle toward some point behind me. The Reaper stood not far from my position. Blood dripped from wounds in its side, and it had started to retreat, limping slightly.

      So I did hit you, bastard.

      I bent low, barreling toward the Reaper. I pulled a saber from its sheath. The cerulean photon beam bled off the hilt, piercing the mist.

      Langer opened fire as I ran. Each round hit home. A few burns blackened its scales, but wherever the plasma hit, the creature glowed brighter. It looked almost as if the Reaper was absorbing the energy of those rounds, powering it. Like every blast we landed fed it.

      Maybe they had.

      “Stop firing!” I screamed at Langer.

      “What?”

      Another burst blazed past me, slamming into the Reaper.

      I closed in on it. “Cease fire, damn it!”

      The beast aimed a wrist-cannon at me and let the plasma fly. I ducked. Heat seared my back, eating into my spine and sparking fresh agony. I sliced at the monster with my saber. Before the blade could bite into its flesh, a blinding flash of blue light exploded over me. Heat scorched through my hand.

      The world turned dark for a second. My heart stopped. I felt nothing. Heard nothing.

      Then it all came crashing back. Hot pain lancing through my arm. My comms alive with chatter. Tanaka and Kross and Ricci yelling about incoming Hels.

      “Shaw!” Langer’s voice. “Look out!”

      The Reaper roared, looming before me like a nightmare. I slashed out with my right hand. But the hand was gone. Fingers, photon saber. Everything. Cauterized into a glob of metal.

      I clobbered the creature instead. Bone cracked, blood splashed. A steam vent blew to my right, hot gas pouring out. With my good left hand, I pressed the Reaper’s face into that steam. It writhed, wailing with a voice that sounded like two Ashers crashing together.

      Its tail whipped into my hand first, breaking my grip. It landed a blow across my head with its second tail, rattling my skull.

      Then the beast was torn off me, and I yanked my arm free.

      Langer was dragging it away, bending back one of its arms. The monster’s scales flared bright blue as it howled. It aimed its free wrist-cannon straight at Langer’s chest. He tried to kick it away, but he couldn’t get any power behind the blows, struggling just to hold the other arm down.

      I jumped. One last boost from my jets, leading with my slagged hand. The blow rocked the creature’s jaw. Its teeth smashed together, breaking to pieces. With my remaining hand, I took out my second saber and thrust the blade into the creature’s chest. It shuddered, and I felt something resist the blade. The bio-mech core. The half-machine, half-biological cylindrical contraption that kept these things alive. Prog technology fueled the bastards, but they could still be killed.

      “Almost done with the Hels!” Tanaka yelled over the line.

      The Reaper fought like it had heard that, too. It was a cornered animal, angry and desperate. Its tails sliced into my fingers again, and the hilt of the photon saber went flying.

      Langer slammed a heel into one of the creature’s legs. The Reaper wrapped a tail around a steam vent. It pulled down the rocks over Langer, hot steam blooming in a dense cloud.

      I hooked my melted right arm around the creature’s neck. Pulled the ugly thing in close with my damaged arm. With my good hand, I punched straight into the monster’s chest where I’d already bored through its armor with my saber.

      Organs gave way and burst. The monster bellowed in agony. Then my fingers hit something hard. I grabbed it. The cylinder was larger than my saber. Almost the size of an Asher’s pilot chamber, in fact. With all my strength, I pulled that thing straight from the Reaper’s spine.

      The bio-mech core shimmered as it came out, glistening with bodily fluids. A trophy hard-earned.

      And just like that, as silver tendrils and red nerves snapped from the core, the light from the Reaper’s scales dissipated. Its eyes went white, opaque. The creature fell, nothing but a dead sack of flesh.

      “Reaper is down,” I said. Then over the private channel, “Langer, you with me?”

      “Here. Just… rattled.”

      I dropped the core on top of the dead Reaper and then helped dig Langer out of the rubble.

      “We did it,” he said.

      “Nice work, kid. Banshee, you all there?”

      “Hels clear,” Tanaka said. “And we’re all alive.”

      “Should we bring this back?” Langer asked, prodding the dead Reaper with his foot.

      Part of the NWR Farspace Legion’s scientific mission, besides searching for lost Prog tech, was studying the Sentinels. That meant dragging the monsters to base for Bussert to take apart. Something she enjoyed a little too much maybe.

      “Yeah, they’re definitely going to want that,” I said. “Reapers don’t come around that often.”

      Langer and I hauled the Reaper behind us until we reached the others.

      “Massacre,” Ricci said, surveying the dead Hels scattered around him. “More Sentinels than I’ve ever seen, probably in my entire deployment.”

      “Shouldn’t have been any up here,” I said. “Not if Anvil did their job right.”

      “How’d they miss a Reaper?” Langer asked.

      “This doesn’t make sense,” Tanaka said. “If Anvil really did earn the clear, then something brought all these things to the vents before we got here today.”

      No one had the energy to disagree. I offered a shoulder to Kross and helped him stand. Everyone on the team grabbed one of the beasts and began the slow journey back to base, pulling the giant corpses through the snow.

      All part of the mission.
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      After dropping the Sentinels off at the research bay for Bussert to dissect, my next stop was the base’s Asher dock. Soon as I was docked, my mech’s power was cut and my world turned black.

      I was no longer the Asher. Just a sack of meat and bone.

      The sudden cutoff made me feel weak. Like one of those dreams where a hovercar was headed straight at you. Or maybe a maglev, whatever. And you knew it was coming, felt it coming. The terror. Suspense. But your legs couldn’t keep you upright. Your feet wouldn’t push you away. Your arms were nothing but rubber.

      As my mind adjusted to my new reality, I floated motionless, suspended in the pilot chamber, warm gel surrounding me. The stuff was supposed to help cushion my body against things like when that Reaper had slammed me into a steam vent. Head still hurt like hell, and my whole body felt like I’d been skinny-dipping in acid.

      Only thing that kept me breathing inside that gel was the hose jacked into the back of my neck. It pumped oxygenated fluid straight into my bloodstream, functioning as an artificial lung—or Artie, as we called it.

      My commlink, pressed into my right ear, itched. Felt like a spider trying to squeeze itself out of my ear canal. The thing not only pumped comms into my head, but it also picked up on vibrations in my bones, allowing me to speak through the gel. The commlink was synced to my computer overlay lenses—COLs—in my eyes to provide my HUD during battle and other visual cues.

      Cables floated around me, each connected to the silver nerve-ports studding everywhere from my fingertips to my toes. The dozens of connections meant my movements perfectly synced with the Asher’s. They also gave me haptic feedback to feel when I had something in my grip or a Sentinel had its jaws around my leg.

      Light flooded the chamber, catching in the translucent light-blue gel.

      “Master Sergeant Cole Shaw, you still in there?” a voice asked.

      “Still here,” I said. Hands reached through the dorsal hatch of the Asher and pulled me out. My feet hit a metal platform and I blinked, gel sluicing off my skintights. I coughed up some of the goo and then gasped, having to breathe on my own for the first time in hours.

      Davidson, a redheaded guy in his thirties, shone a penlight in each of my eyes. Checked that the COLs were still intact, then moved onto my commlink.

      I hated this part. Losing everything that made me me when I was in the Asher. The strength, power. Now I was nothing. No different than the boots who patrolled base with rifles that wouldn’t even scratch a Sentinel’s itch.

      Patel, a woman a little older than Davidson, yanked the first cable from my nerve-points. It came away with a snap. Next went like the first, flinging a bit of gel when it whipped back. Every time she pulled one, my nerve-ports felt like they were tearing from my flesh. Reminded me of when we underwent enhanced interrogation prep during operator school. Back when they electrocuted us, simulating a “light” torture session to make sure we wouldn’t give the enemy intel if they capped us. Nothing about that had felt light, and this sure didn’t feel light now.

      I recoiled slightly as she yanked out another one. This was not normal.

      “Is everything okay?” Patel asked, raising one dark eyebrow, slight wrinkles creasing the corners of her eyes. Might be my tech, but she also tended to act like a mother to the operators.

      “Caught me by surprise, that’s all.”

      “We do the same thing each time.”

      “You sure you aren’t a little angry tonight?”

      She yanked one of the cables out. “You screwed your Asher.”

      “Fought a Reaper.”

      “Did you actually win?”

      “I’m alive, aren’t I?”

      She shook her head. Pulled another cable.

      I gritted my teeth. Damn, lady.

      “We got to replace that hand,” Davidson said, unscrewing the tubes at the back of my neck. “I planned on hitting up Clearwater tonight. But it looks like plans have changed.”

      “Didn’t mean to roll into those Sentinels,” I said. “Anvil said it was clear.”

      Patel raised a brow. “What? Really?”

      I nodded. “I thought we were just out for a walk today. Not a battle.”

      “That’s strange,” Davidson said.

      “You’re telling me.”

      Patel pulled off another cable.

      My stomach twisted. That really did sting.

      Maybe my nerves were fried. You couldn’t keep forcing ingredients into a broken food fabricator without it spitting out garbage. Same thing happened sometimes to operators who’d spent too many hours in the mechs. Their bodies started to reject the nerve-ports. Eventually, any input jammed through from an Asher into their body screwed up their nervous system. Even made them lose control of their own body.

      But that was rare. And it wasn’t me. Couldn’t be.

      “Your hand okay?” Patel asked me. She grabbed my wrist and rotated it. “Your skin… it’s all red.”

      “Took a beating.”

      She prodded at the scarlet tissue around the nerve-port revealed by the holes in my skintights. “It looks like an allergic reaction.”

      “That’s the same hand that got busted up,” Davidson said.

      “Think it’s connected?” I asked.

      He shrugged. “I’m not a doc.”

      Maybe it was psychosomatic, but all those nerve-ports around my right hand started to itch. I wanted to peel off the suit and get a better look. The sensation got so bad I had to bite my bottom lip.

      Finally, Davidson and Patel disconnected the last cable.

      “All clear,” Davidson said. He helped me out of the skintights. My whole right arm burned red between the mottled bruises forming from being thrashed around.

      Patel’s eyes widened. “You definitely need to see medical.”

      That maternal instinct, kicking in again.

      I thought of what the doc would say: No more Asher use for at least a week while we keep an eye on this.

      That wasn’t going to fly. Not after tonight. I couldn’t imagine my team facing a Reaper without me.

      Patel held out a fresh pair of fatigues, and I slipped them on. The looser clothes felt more comfortable as I took the ladders toward the bay’s main floor.

      Walking around on my own two feet always felt weird after being encased in gel. Best way I can describe it is that sensation you get when you step off a space station treadmill. When the whole station is already rotating to keep artificial G and you feel like you’re tilting, only amplified about a million times.

      “You all right?” Tanaka came trotting toward me under the shadows of our Ashers, untying the knot of black hair atop her head. She didn’t look awkward at all. Instead she practically floated toward me.

      “Just getting my legs back,” I said.

      “You’re always clumsy,” Tanaka said, “but that’s not what I’m talking about.” She pointed at my hand. “Something up, Ace?”

      I shrugged, rubbing my skin. “Feels fine.” That was kind of a lie. I mean, it felt like it was going to be fine. “How about you?”

      “That was rough.” She glanced over her shoulder at Kross’s mech with its nearly severed leg. “Really rough.”

      Understatement, I thought.

      Tanaka was always like that, though. Even nearly losing Kross wouldn’t throw her off. Or maybe she just held the emotion back. Waited ’til she was back in her berth at night and let it all out.

      Ricci stomped our way. The ornate knotlike symbol representing his Unified Creator faith tattooed over the right side of his face masked the crimson flush of his features. Guy was nearly a head shorter than Tanaka and looked hotter than a steam vent.

      “Fucking Anvil says we got the clear, and then that shit happens.” He slammed one hand into the palm of the other. “Garcia’s people screwed up.”

      Kross lumbered toward us, favoring the leg that had been mangled in the Asher. Buzzed head and a face scarred by childhood Station Pox, the guy was all muscle, an anatomical counterargument to Ricci’s small frame. He rubbed his knee when he got close.

      “You good, bud?” I asked.

      “I am now.” A smile cracked over his square face. That was the way a guy like him dealt with death. Laugh at it now. Like the whole damn job, the whole mission was just a joke. Pretend like you didn’t care, and you could put off going crazy for another day. “I thought I was extinct, going the way of the Progs.”

      For a second back there, so did I. But a leader didn’t admit that kind of shit, not in front of his team.

      “It shouldn’t have ever come to that,” Ricci growled. “Can’t trust ’em. Can’t trust no one.”

      “Shit happens,” Kross said. “Especially out in the white.”

      “Nah, Kross,” I said. “Ricci’s right. This shouldn’t have happened.”

      “You think Anvil let us walk into a trap escorting sci ops on the job?” Tanaka asked, arms folded over her chest.

      “Not suggesting that,” I said.

      “Can’t trust no one,” Ricci repeated. Then his dark-brown eyes swiveled between us. “You know, back when I was a kid, before this.” He pointed at his tattoo. “I was in Farspace Scouts.”

      “Camping? All that shit?” Kross asked.

      “All that shit.” Ricci fumed. “I went on a weeklong camping trip in the floating forests of Chrystnam. We didn’t have much growing up, but my parents gave me some phys credits and snacks that I kept in my tent. The very first afternoon I was there, my tent was ransacked. All the credits, the food, everything was gone.” His nostrils twitched. “I cried like the little boy I was.”

      “Isn’t that scout motto thing about being trustworthy?” Kross rumbled.

      “It is.”

      “That the story?” I asked. “You cried?”

      “Nah, doesn’t end there.”

      “What? Did you become a man that day?” Tanaka asked.

      “Screw you. That’s another story. But you know what I learned? I couldn’t trust people. Only one guy I can trust. Just the Creator. Just God.”

      “We don’t count?” Kross asked.

      I looked at our Ashers. Battered, scarred. But still standing. “We’re gods, too. Of course we count.”

      Ricci spat on the floor. “Sacrilegious assholes.” His face was still red. But he cracked a grin and punched me in the shoulder. Hard enough to make me question if it was a friendly jab or if there was something more meant by it.

      Not that he was mad at me. He was just mad. I got that. I really did. I was pissed, too, but I wasn’t quite sure yet who we should be pissed at—Anvil or the Sentinels or just Ferrous.

      “Ricci, man, let’s cool off with a drink after debrief,” I said.

      “You got it,” Ricci said. “I’m going to go shower.”

      “You better,” Kross said. “You still got the stink of dead Sentinel on you.”

      “Think that’s you, man.” Ricci started to walk away, then stopped. “Shaw, we got to tell Garcia they can’t screw a clear like that again.”

      “We will,” I said.

      Kross followed him out of the bay.

      “Wait up! On my way!” Langer, finally free of his Asher, jogged to catch up to the other two. Baby-faced and with cropped blond hair, the kid was only a couple years younger than us, but watching him run after them like that didn’t make him feel any less like the little brother of the group.

      “What are you waiting for?” I asked Tanaka.

      Those calculating brown eyes surveyed my fingers. I covered my right hand with my left. Didn’t really like her studying it.

      “That’s the hand that got destroyed in your Asher,” she said. “You think that’s a coincidence?”

      “Probably not.”

      “You should get it checked out.”

      “That’s what the techs said.”

      “Then go,” Tanaka said.

      “Who’s in charge of Banshee anyway?”

      “Saying this as a friend, not trying to be a superior. Go.”

      “Fine.”

      I couldn’t ever say no to Tanaka. I left the Asher bay and followed the steel-gray passages winding toward the science wing. The corridor took me to the infirmary situated right next to the research bay where we had dropped off the Sentinels.

      Before I went in, I looked at my hand again. The redness had mostly settled. The skin looked slightly inflamed around the silver of each metallic nerve-port, but otherwise healthy.

      Maybe it had been nothing after all. I was feeling fine. My hand looked better. Thought about skipping out on infirm, but Tanaka’s face appeared again in my mind. Didn’t want her to be disappointed in me.

      “Shit,” I muttered.

      I shook my head, then pushed the hatch to the infirmary open just as someone called out my name. I stopped and turned. MSG Rachel Garcia ran toward me. She wasn’t alone. MSG Dan Morris was with her, leader of Fireteam Valkyrie.

      “We need to talk,” Garcia said, slowing.

      I thought of Kross lying on the ground with his damaged leg. The ambush in the vents. All those damn Hels and the Reaper’s attack. None of that would’ve happened if Garcia had actually cleared the area like she said.

      Goddamn right we needed to talk.
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      Garcia opened her mouth, but I cut her off.

      “We almost lost Kross to a damn Hel,” I said. “Sci ops was with us, too. Nearly bit it because of you, Garcia. You don’t give the clear unless the place is actually fucking clear.”

      Morris’s face turned red, lip raised in a snarl. “You don’t need to be such an asshole.”

      He got right up in my face. The master sergeant was a zealot for the NWR’s mission, but this went beyond that. Officially, command didn’t condone relationships between operators. Unofficially, they couldn’t stop it. Especially not on long deployments on backwater planets like Ferrous, where the dating pool was close to nil. The NWR took care of our basic necessities, but there were some needs they couldn’t meet. Morris and Garcia met them together.

      “Call off your bulldog, Garcia.” I looked past Morris, catching the Anvil leader’s gaze.

      “She made the right call,” Morris insisted.

      “You speaking for Anvil now? Last I heard, Valkyrie wasn’t involved in either of the steam-vent runs.”

      Garcia finally put a hand on Morris’s shoulder. She spoke softer, but her voice still had an edge. “Dan, I’ll handle it.”

      Morris gave me a final grunt before stepping aside.

      “The fuck, Garcia?” I asked.

      “Shaw, you’ve known me since training,” she started. “I don’t mess up.”

      “Then what happened today?”

      “We swept the vents. Three times, perfect protocol. Grid lockdown. Posted up, passive and active sensors. We brought back five Hels and a pair of those big, white ape-looking Grendels.”

      The Grendel-class Sentinels were bigger than Hels, but still nothing like the Agis-class Reaper we’d faced. “You want me to thank you for your service?”

      “I want you to know I did it right. My team followed procedure.”

      “Look, man, Garcia wouldn’t let you ride into shit like that,” Morris said, face still redder than normal.

      “I want to hear it from her. Not her lover.”

      Garcia winced. Their relationship wasn’t exactly a secret, but nobody talked about it. Better not to acknowledge it in case the brass got pissy and wanted an easy excuse for a demotion or discharge. Like, for example, if an operator got sloppy and led another team into a damn Sentinel ambush but couldn’t prove negligence.

      “We did everything right,” she insisted.

      “You were wrong today.”

      “You act like she purposely set you up,” Morris said. “You know that ain’t true.”

      “You telling me these Sentinels just showed up today because they were setting up an ambush?”

      “I won’t pretend they’re that smart,” Garcia said, spreading her hands helplessly. The monsters didn’t strategize beyond trying to kill anything that stepped into their territory.

      “So what are you saying?” I asked, unable to let this go. “A bunch of Sentinels appeared by magic?”

      “I really don’t know,” Garcia said. “But I don’t want you to think I screwed you guys over.”

      Morris’s eyes narrowed. “Come on, Shaw. Sometimes those bastards will come from a hundred kilometers away.”

      “That’s why you stake out a sector for at least a full forty-eight before you give the clear.”

      “Look, Shaw,” Garcia said. “We did what we were supposed to. I’m sorry Kross got hurt, but it’s nobody’s fault.”

      “Then why chase me down to tell me?”

      “Because something’s up. That sector, it’s… weird.”

      “Sounds like you’re trying to cover your ass so the captain doesn’t put you guys on suspension.”

      “Damn it, Shaw,” Morris said. “Garcia’s trying to give you a heads-up. There’s no reason for so many Sentinels to be at that dig site unless something odd is going on. We don’t know what it is yet, but you ought to know if Banshee is gonna do any more runs out there.”

      I glanced at Garcia, then back at Morris. They seemed sincere. I didn’t honestly think Garcia and Anvil had set us up on purpose. More likely that her head wasn’t in the game. Maybe because of this thing between her and Morris. Maybe not. Sometimes Asher operators just lost their edge. But I’d be damned if my team paid for it.

      “You figure this big mystery out, and I’ll believe you. For now, I got a date with the doc.”

      I ducked into the infirmary before they could protest. A few minutes later, I was perched on the exam table. Tried to center myself, do those breathing exercises the base shrinks gave us to get over our “trauma.” They thought they got us figured out. Like dismembering alien monsters for a living lands us on a permanent psych watchlist. They don’t understand jack shit about what it’s like to be in combat with your brothers and sisters. Watch them step right up to the edge of oblivion, then come home with a few pieces missing.

      That was just another day at the office.

      And those breathing exercises didn’t do shit.

      “Blood pressure’s a little higher than normal,” Chief Medical Officer Liu Feng said, examining a holopad with my diagnostic results. He didn’t bother to look me in the eyes. Never did.

      “No kidding. But I’m not worried about that.”

      “You have no broken bones, no major lacerations. Ice scars typical of anyone living on Ferrous. More bruising than normal. This inflammation around your nerve-ports seems to be minimal. No lasting symptoms means it’s not the typical nerve-port rejection you see in some ASH-W operators.”

      I let out a sigh of relief.

      But then my thoughts turned to my home planet and all the horrific shit a person could die from there. “You don’t think I’ve got a disease from Xenia, do you? Some of them can go dormant for years, right?”

      Feng looked hard at me, then at his holopad. “You passed physicals this year, like every year. None of our diagnostics showed anything.”

      “What if—”

      “It’s just minor inflammation. The best thing you can do is give your skin a chance to recover. It’s the biggest organ in your body. Being an operator takes quite a toll on it, between the gel, the nerve-ports, and the constant physical contusions.” Feng tapped on his holopad. “I’m prescribing you anti-inflams and painkillers.”

      I narrowed my eyes.

      “The painkillers will not prohibit you from operating an ASH-W,” Feng said, anticipating my protest.

      A few pills later, and I was out the door. My nerves still tickled, though. Maybe I was just paranoid.

      But in my mind’s eye, I saw my mother. Screaming at me, holding my little brother in her arms. The red eyes, a vein popping in her forehead. Scratches along her arm where she’d tried to dig out imaginary parasites.

      I willed the itching around my nerve-ports to go away. If I was going crazy like she had, I didn’t think there was anything the doc could prescribe to stop it.

      As I passed the Sentinel research bay, I heard a loud knock on the polyglass wall, nearly making me jump. Bussert waved. She wore a white splash suit, blue gloves, and a surgical mask, but I recognized her long blond hair, pulled back into a high ponytail, and those blue eyes that looked nearly as icy as the landscape outside.

      She pointed toward the hatch and then at me. A clear invitation into the bay. I shrugged. I needed to distract myself, and talking to Bussert should do the trick.

      The hatch opened when I approached. I walked into a smaller space covered in tiny shower nozzles, sort of like how my skin was covered in nerve-ports.

      Bussert’s voice spoke over the intercom. “Grab one of those suits, put it on, and then I’ll activate the decon process.”

      Yes, ma’am, I thought. Didn’t dare say it out loud.

      I grabbed a baggy white suit from a shelf and slipped it on. Once I did, the showers sprayed a fine mist over my body followed by a blast of hot air.

      At the sound of a bell, I opened my eyes, and the second set of doors opened. A biting sterile smell hit me. The space looked a lot like the Asher docking chamber. Except instead of mechs, there were gigantic alien monsters. The Sentinels we’d dragged in today were being fit into their stasis bays. Scientists and lab assistants in white coveralls were maneuvering huge clear tubes that would pump fluids through the corpses, preserving them long enough to study.

      Near the center of the room, towering above all the other beasts, was the Agis-class Sentinel I’d brought down.

      Bussert strode toward me. “Thanks for saving us out there.”

      “That’s my job,” I said, uncomfortable.

      “I’ve got something I want you to see.” Bussert motioned for me to follow, and we walked straight between the other Sentinels toward the Reaper.

      I’d never been this close to a Sentinel without being in an Asher. Never felt just how massive these things really were.

      In an Asher, I was their equal. But now I wasn’t even the size of the smallest talon jutting from the Reaper’s foot.

      My fingers curled, and adrenaline churned through my vessels. Felt like I was at the edge of a fusion reactor, energy radiating through my body. I wanted to reach for my sabers or my gun.

      Bussert walked up to the Reaper like it was no big deal. I guessed it was no big deal for her. Just another day in the life. Just part of her job. Maybe I should be thanking her for dealing with these ugly behemoths. All I did was punch ’em until they stopped moving.

      When we reached it, she looked up at the monster, brows knitted like she was figuring out what she wanted to say. When she finally did speak, I wasn’t sure I’d heard her right.

      “I want you to help me bring this back to life.”
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      Bussert was a pain in my ass, always wanting to break protocol by wandering away from a dig site or staying past assignment hours. But this wasn’t just pushy. It was crazy.

      “I already killed this thing once. Didn’t think I’d have to do it again.”

      “Let me explain.”

      “Please do.”

      Bussert led me toward a platform overlooking the open chest of the Reaper. A few lab assistants snaked a tube into the monster’s arm. Another pair knelt atop the Reaper’s belly, cauterizing vessels. When we reached the platform, Dr. McKinley was already there, talking to a couple of assistants. He dismissed them when he saw us.

      “Master Sergeant Shaw,” he said with a nod. McKinley looked squarely into my eyes as he spoke. Direct. The guy had the air of a military man, unusual for the science team. “I didn’t expect to see you in here.”

      “Didn’t expect to be here. Just leaving the infirm when Bussert invited me in.”

      “Something wrong?” McKinley asked.

      “Don’t fuss about me. You all have bigger patients to worry about.” I jabbed my thumb at the Reaper. “Bussert tells me she wants to bring this back to life.”

      McKinley let out a rolling laugh. “It depends on your definition of ‘alive.’”

      “Does it involve an undead Sentinel trying to kill everyone?”

      Bussert shook her head. “Not if we do our job right.”

      “I’m not sure how you thought that sounded, but it’s not reassuring.”

      “We want to revitalize its tissues. That way we can better study their biology. They’re still functionally brain-dead.”

      She leaned against the handrail of the platform and pointed to the huge, dented silver drum hanging from a crane above the Reaper’s abdomen. It was the bio-mech core that I’d ripped from the beast’s spine.

      “That core gives them life,” she said.

      McKinley looked at it like a parent whose kid had just won the science competition in primary training. “And it’s an amazing testament to Progenitor technology.”

      “We still haven’t figured out exactly how it keeps the Sentinels alive for centuries upon centuries, nor how it controls their behavior,” Bussert said. “But we’re working on it.”

      “I’m particularly interested to see if I can learn more of the Progenitor language through the programming of the cores,” McKinley said. “So I appreciate that you brought this back in such good shape.”

      I looked at the banged-up piece of silver. The marks across the core’s surface clearly showed where my metal fingers had pressed in on it. “Pardon me if I was a little more concerned about keeping my people alive instead of bringing you a perfect lab sample.”

      “I’m not being facetious,” McKinley said. “Truly, you did good work.”

      Bussert nodded. “Most of the other Sentinels we get are riddled with plasma fire or photon rounds. Their cores are shattered or severed. You might have crushed this one a little, but it’s all there. That’s a huge boon to our research.”

      As we watched, the techs guided the core to a docking station beside the Reaper.

      “Those cores are a mix of biological and synthetic tissues and some kind of conductive materials,” she continued. “They act as a computer of sorts. If you pull apart the Sentinels, you’ll find all these tiny silver fibers running parallel to the nervous system. That’s what connects them to the core.”

      “The bio-mech core fulfills the function of the brain,” McKinley added. “It becomes the new nervous system. Strikingly similar to how you become the central nervous system of your Asher.”

      That comparison made sense, given what I’d seen of the Sentinels when I ripped them apart. I’d noticed those silver fibers Bussert mentioned.

      I wasn’t sure I liked being compared to the monsters I fought.

      “If we can figure out the core, we can figure out the Sentinels,” Bussert said.

      McKinley tapped on the railing overlooking the Reaper. “She’s doing an admirable thing. Harnessing the power of Prog technology for the good of humanity. Better than Acosta.”

      “Who’s Acosta?” I asked.

      Bussert lowered her voice. “He led the Sentinel Piloting program.”

      “Noble goal but poor execution,” McKinley said. “He came up with the idea of people operating Sentinels.”

      “You mean actually climbing inside one of these bastards like an Asher?”

      McKinley raised a bushy gray brow. “That was the idea.”

      “Usually the only way a person ends up in one of those monsters is by going down its throat,” I said.

      Bussert frowned at me. “We created spaces like the pilot chamber in an Asher. It didn’t work out, though. Acosta didn’t fully understand the Progenitors or their technology. The Asher operators who volunteered weren’t prepared either.”

      “Sometimes you must venture into the unknown to understand it,” McKinley said. “At least Acosta tried.”

      “He pushed too hard,” Bussert said.

      “I say he didn’t push hard enough.”

      I watched the verbal sparring match with interest. Usually, the sci ops geeks avoided operators on base. Too busy to mix with the alloy-heads who kept them safe, I guessed.

      “A lot of well-trained operators died or experienced massive brain damage when they netted up with the Sentinels,” Bussert said. “Acosta might’ve succeeded if he slowed the program down. Instead, he put people in those things long before we should’ve. The program got shut down, and his lab assistants were reassigned.”

      That explained how Bussert ended up on Ferrous. Took the fall for her boss. Not so different from how my team and I had ended up here. Ferrous was kind of like that. A collection of fleas that the NWR couldn’t quite shake off. Serving here was our own special penance, and just like an orbital brig, no one asked anyone else how they ended up here. You just did your job and served the Legion.

      To the end of our lives, we fight.

      “Acosta’s program could’ve saved so many lives and resources in the long run.” McKinley waved a hand to indicate the expanse of the research bay. “Think of the vast supply chains and manufacturing facilities necessary to maintain farspace planets. So much goes into protecting our colonies and outfitting our Ashers. Every habitable planet we go to, especially those with Progenitor artifacts or ruins, we find Sentinels perfectly suited for fighting in their unique environments, like the Helots with their antifreeze blood or the self-heating fusion reactions that give Reapers their weapons and ability to survive on Ferrous. Instead of sending shiploads of support supplies and Asher units, we could have a pre-grown set of custom weapons waiting for us.”

      “They would be cheap to replace,” Bussert conceded. “Sentinels heal quickly if you keep their tissues nourished. And if one got beaten up too badly, you could capture another.”

      “Doesn’t sound terrible,” I admitted. “You think Acosta’s program would ever be reinstated?”

      “It would be a shame if it weren’t,” McKinley said.

      I wondered why McKinley had been sent on this assignment. Guy was like one of the Divinist street preachers in Clearwater, touting the greatness of the ancient Progs. Didn’t have a clue what he’d done to end up here, but it must have been bad for the NWR to exile a bright spark like him to Ferrous. Unless he requested the assignment, but that wasn’t likely. Nobody in their right mind wanted to be on this frozen shithole of a planet.

      “Either way, my focus has changed,” Bussert said. “I want to control the beasts remotely by modifying the cores. Could you just imagine?”

      Yeah, I could imagine. No more putting my people in front of the bitey parts of a monstrous Sentinel. Exploring the far reaches of space without recruiting armies to take on the Sentinels the Progenitors had left behind. That would make the Farspace Legion’s job a lot easier.

      And yet…

      “That would put me out of a job,” I said.

      Bussert laughed. “Even if we reprogram Sentinels, you won’t be replaced anytime soon. We still have the Imperial Alliance and all our other enemies to worry about. Human-operated Ashers are going to be more useful against them than Sentinels.”

      Sounded fair to me. Just so long as they weren’t taking my Asher away. “So how can I help?”

      “Next time you run into Sentinels, if you can bring back their cores intact, I’d be extremely grateful. As long as you’re not risking your lives to do it.”

      I gestured at the Reaper. “We’re already risking our lives every day.”

      “You know what I mean.”

      “This would be tremendous for Dr. Bussert’s work,” McKinley said. “But don’t forget about the mission.”

      Ah, yes. The thing that kept me on the job. “Finding Prog tech.”

      “Exactly,” McKinley said. “We may be very close to finding out what the Progs were doing on Ferrous. You faced a Sentinel force unlike anything we’ve seen on this planet. I almost wish I hadn’t run.”

      “Be thankful you did,” I said. “We didn’t expect that attack. Anvil said we had the clear.”

      McKinley tugged at his face mask. “Yes, we found that odd. No one’s had a clear sector revoked on Ferrous.”

      “Tell me, Doc, why do you think that is?” I asked.

      “I’m not convinced it was Anvil’s fault,” McKinley said. “Sentinels don’t show up in numbers like that without reason. They’re either guarding Prog artifacts, or maybe something else provoked them after her team patrolled the area.”

      “Garcia never mentioned any Prog ruins around the vents,” I said.

      McKinley clasped his hands behind his back as he surveyed the lab techs crawling over the Sentinels. “Every time the Farspace Legion has run into that many Sentinels, we’ve found evidence of Progenitor ruins either shortly before or after.

      “Just think what might be here on Ferrous, left thousands of years ago in a land no one but us has explored.” His expression turned dreamy. “Whatever’s out here might advance the human race by leaps and bounds. Maybe it’s the key to controlling faster-than-light travel. Or weapons beyond our wildest dreams. Perhaps biomechanical computers, like the cores you’re after, that could change our understanding of intelligence and consciousness.”

      “Maybe,” I said. “Or maybe we find a bunch of broken temples like on every other planet.”

      “Sergeant, I understand your skepticism. But every artifact we recover adds up. I’m determined that we will uncover all the Progs’ secrets.”

      “So far, we haven’t even discovered a single actual Progenitor, though,” I said. “No bodies, no bones. Not even an image.”

      “And that may be the biggest mystery of all,” McKinley agreed. “We might yet find something preserved in the ice here on Ferrous.”

      A crane groaned nearby as technicians and engineers lowered another new Hel into its stasis bay.

      “For an ancient race to spend so much effort concealing and defending their society, and for those defenses to continue functioning this many years after their demise, whatever we finally discover will be spectacular,” McKinley said. “Our names will be recorded in the history holos for centuries to come.”

      The scientist seemed a bit full of himself. But who was I to judge? If there was something out there, I was glad we had guys like him on our side. We needed to figure out what the Progs were hiding before our enemies in the Alliance or the Principality did. Because if they got ahold of technology anywhere near as powerful as McKinley described, I didn’t want to be on the wrong side of it.

      “Mark my words, Sergeant,” McKinley continued. “You and your team will be part of a turning point in our history on this planet. Today might be the start of discovering the Progenitors’ purpose. And we’ll begin by launching a study of those steam vents.”

      Great. Back to the vents, where we’d be half-blind and steamed alive. This time, I wouldn’t trust a clear from anyone but my own team.
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      I couldn’t listen to the whitecoats spout off about Sentinels and the Progs all day. A message over my COLs had called me to a debriefing. I met Tanaka outside the conference room near the command information center.

      “Ace,” she said, giving me a slight smile before we entered together.

      Captain Schroeder, the base’s CO, greeted me with a grunt. He had icy-white hair, along with a squat nose and eyes that pierced you like a plasma rifle. In other words, the guy was typical NWR brass, all work, no play, and an expression that made you think he hated everything you had to say.

      Next to him sat our executive officer, First Lieutenant Sai Agarwal, her dark hair pulled up in a bun. She wore a grimace on her face that told me she graduated from the Captain Schroeder School of Leadership, majoring in Pissed-Off Looks.

      After we saluted and took seats at Schroeder’s permission, he asked, “What happened today?”

      “Maybe you want to ask Garcia, sir,” I said.

      Schroeder’s eyes narrowed. “We’re aware of Garcia’s report. What I want to know is why you encountered Sentinels.”

      “Unsure, sir. For what it’s worth, McKinley and Bussert don’t think Garcia screwed up.”

      “Neither do I.”

      That took me by surprise. Tanaka, too, judging by the glance she shot my way.

      Schroeder continued. “The scientists believe Prog tech might be buried near the steam vents. We have another theory.”

      Agarwal shifted in her seat. Schroeder nodded to her, and she began talking.

      “We recently received reports of potential Imperial Alliance and Principality of the Seven Sons activity,” Agarwal said.

      “What kind of activity?” Tanaka asked.

      “A few independent planets reported sighting unknown mechs and possible military forces. There were no confirmed combat engagements, but reportedly the presence of these forces disrupted normal Sentinel activity.”

      “I also want to stress that the Legion has not independently verified these claims,” Schroeder said.

      “Sir, we didn’t see any evidence of enemy military presence at the vents,” Tanaka said.

      “I assumed as much, otherwise you would have said something.”

      “Excuse my language, but it would be awfully ballsy for either the Alliance or the Principality to infiltrate NWR space,” I said. “Even if they did, why come to Ferrous just to freeze their nuts off?”

      “We’re not speculating, Sergeant,” Schroeder said. “We’re just covering our asses.”

      “Likely this is nothing but unsubstantiated rumor,” Agarwal added. “You know how colonists are. A ghost story starts spreading, and they all get scared, requesting additional NWR support.”

      I nodded.

      “Truth is, there have been very few armed incursions from either the Principality or the Alliance over the past decade,” Schroeder said. “The Continuum War continues to be nothing but an arms race. We can only hope it remains nonconfrontational. But all the same, I don’t want any possibility left unexplored. Today’s events were an anomaly, and I want the off-planet leadership satisfied with our investigation when we file our report.”

      The questioning went in circles for the next two hours, like Schroeder wanted us to chase our own tails. He asked in ten different ways to describe the same events. But we hadn’t seen any reason for the Sentinels to behave the way they did today. No Prog tech. No Alliance or Principality forces sneaking around out there in the white.

      Eventually, even Schroeder grew bored with the verbal torture. “I have enough for now. Your Ashers should be repaired by the end of the week. For now, you’ll be placed on temporary leave.”

      The mere thought of going days without netting up made me itch. I tried to convince myself the irritation around my nerve-ports was just in my head.

      “Are you okay, Sergeant?” Schroeder asked me.

      “Just itching to get back out there,” I said. Literally.

      “It’s going to be a few days before we release sci ops to the vents again. I want to make sure Anvil and Valkyrie actually clear it this time. We’ll put you on call when we’re ready. Dismissed.”

      Tanaka and I didn’t even need to say what was next for us. We were headed straight outside, past the base’s walls to join the rest of Banshee. If I couldn’t relieve the itch in my nerve-ports by netting up, the next best thing was a night at the Sanctum, the only place on the planet you could get a drink stronger than a seltzer.

      We trudged down the hill from base as snow swirled around us, reflecting the purplish light from the planet’s two huge moons. Below us, the colony town of Clearwater glittered against the icy landscape. Almost as if the stars had fallen from the sky.

      A cold wind tore into us. No matter how advanced the polymeric fabric of our coats might be, it couldn’t stop the frigid air from turning the insides of my lungs into sheets of ice.

      Almost made me miss the scorching heat of Xenia.

      Almost.

      “Four years, and I still can’t get used to this,” I said.

      Tanaka laughed. “The weather is the weather. Can’t change it.”

      “Wish we’d been stationed almost anywhere else. I can’t stand the cold.”

      “Be thankful we’re not assigned to an extended-burn frigate shipping between planets. I’ll take the snow and ice over claustrophobic metal corridors. Plus, there aren’t any projected ice storms tonight.”

      A bad storm could send millions of fragments of ice raining from the sky. Daggers, all of them. Everybody who spent time on Ferrous had a face full of little scars. Sure, we could use derm regen patches. But eventually you got bored of reapplying them every other day.

      “This planet wants to kill us,” I said.

      “You’re paranoid.”

      “Sentinels, ice storms, and subfreezing temperatures. Am I wrong?”

      “Hey, once we finish our mission, we leave. Focus on that.”

      “Only way we leave is if we find the motherlode of Prog tech,” I said.

      “If McKinley’s right, maybe we’re close.”

      I huffed. “I think I’d like to be deployed on a planet with water that isn’t frozen.”

      “Like an ocean. With beaches,” she said dreamily.

      “Right.” I liked the thought of lounging and drinking on a sandy beach next to Tanaka and the guys. “Like that.”

      After another ten minutes of pushing through the white, we opened the door to the Sanctum. The sharp smell of homebrewed frostmelt cut through the musk of body odor. A pair of electric heaters struggled to keep the air warm and dry. The only artwork decorating the place was the veins of green and blue mildew flourishing on the walls.

      I caught a glimpse of Kross towering over the crowd. Ricci and Langer had stools next to him at the bar. They had already gathered a collection of empty mugs. As I stalked toward them, I bumped into one of the boots that ran wall patrols.

      “Sorry, Frank,” I said.

      The guy was damn near as large as a Sentinel, genetic mods pumping through his bloodstream like so many of the foot soldiers.

      “Watch out, metalman.” He gave me a glare then he let it soften and laughed. “Just giving you shit, Shaw. I heard it was a busy day in the white.”

      “Busy is an understatement. Join us?”

      He shook his head. “Nah, man, ’bout to head out. Night.”

      I always tried to stay on the good side of the boots. They outnumbered us Operators damn near a hundred to one. But they tended to keep their distance from us. Even if they were good people like Frank.

      I slipped past him as he took off.

      Kross held out his hand, clasping mine when I approached. “Did Feng say you’ll live?”

      “You’re stuck with me.”

      “Then grab a drink to celebrate,” Langer said. Kid was always enthusiastic like that.

      “We’re celebrating Kross tonight,” I said. “A man who can get knocked flat on his Asher ass and come out alive.”

      Kross grunted, folding his thick arms over his chest. “All part of the plan. I wanted to let you guys see a little action for once.”

      “Hey, Lucy,” I said, leaning over the bar toward the bartender. “We’ll have a round of your finest frostmelt.”

      “We only got one kind,” she grumbled as always and served up tin mugs of the liquor.

      I chugged mine. The drink burned down my throat, filling my belly with a rotten heat that made my eyes water. A hint of pepper cleared my nasal cavities, followed by a lingering aftertaste that reminded me of feet. Not great. But frostmelt was all we had on Ferrous, so frostmelt was what we drank.

      I settled down onto a stool next to Langer. “You hear from your girl lately?”

      “She sent a vid comm with the last drone shipment,” he said, face glowing.

      “Did you get nudes this time?” Ricci asked.

      “I’m not answering that.”

      “Told you, the girl doesn’t exist,” Ricci said.

      “You’ve seen the vid comms,” Langer insisted.

      “It’s probably one of those sad paid-per-holo fake relationships. Plenty of guys get lonely. They pretend they got someone waiting for them back home and send these girls money. It’s all a bunch of bullshit.” Ricci eyed the other patrons. “Kid, you stick with me, I’ll show you how to find an actual girl.”

      “No, man, Maureen and I are serious,” Langer said.

      “Does she have a ring?” Tanaka asked.

      “We’re waiting until I get back to pick one out.”

      Kross squeezed the kid’s shoulder. “Sorry, kid, they never wait. You either ship out already hitched or you say goodbye for good.”

      Langer looked at me like he expected me to disagree. “Shaw?”

      I shrugged. “By the time we finish this deployment, she’ll be dying to get married.”

      “See?” Langer asked.

      “But it’ll be too late for you. She’s gonna have three kids and a cozy prefab on a green lawn with some guy working planetside.”

      The others laughed as Langer’s face fell.

      “Look, kid, this might be your first tour, but it ain’t ours,” I said. “This is the way of things.”

      “You guys always talk about how this isn’t your first tour, but you never say anything about Nereun. It’s hard to believe you were anywhere but Ferrous.”

      “It’s a sore spot,” Tanaka said.

      Langer looked at me. “Come on, Ace.”

      I cringed, shaking my head.

      “What?” Langer asked.

      Ricci elbowed Langer in the side. “You don’t call him Ace. He’s ‘sarge’ or ‘chief’ or ‘boss’ or Shaw to you. Maybe even Cole if he’s nice and drunk. But ‘Ace’… you’ll have to take that one up with Tanaka.”

      “Why?” Langer asked. “What’s with the nickname?”

      “That’s between me, Tanaka, and what happened on Nereun,” I said.

      “Then tell me about Nereun.”

      Kross clenched his mug so hard I thought it would crumple in one of his big hands. “Not much to tell. We killed a few Sentinels. We earned our clears, and then Nereun command screwed up.”

      “How?” Langer asked.

      Tanaka’s eyes narrowed. “They sent in a research team without an escort to a sector that no one had cleared.”

      “What happened?” the kid asked, all wide eyes.

      “You can probably guess,” I said. “Sentinels show up. Sci ops doesn’t make it home. Instead of taking responsibility, they blamed us. Said we hadn’t cleared the sector right. Never mind that no one assigned us to clear it. Then they shipped us to Ferrous as punishment.”

      “If Ferrous was punishment, then why did I get assigned here?” Langer asked. “I was in the top quarter of my class.”

      “Ever piss off your gunny in basic? Maybe say something smart to the wrong person?”

      Langer’s brow scrunched together like the cogs in his mind were working through the haze of alcohol. Then the kid’s face screwed up like he’d bitten into a lemon. A memory must’ve hit him.

      I patted his back. “And that’s how you end up fighting Sentinels on Ferrous.”

      We burned those first couple of hours with stories. The Sentinels grew uglier and more monstrous as we talked. These would be the tales that lived on between drinks at other bars. And they distracted Langer from his crummy assignment and the girl who wouldn’t be there when he got back.

      “I’ll get the next round,” Kross said, tipping his mug to show it was empty.

      “You do that,” I said. “I’m grabbing a bite to eat.”

      “Bring some back for us, will you?” Ricci asked.

      “I’ll come with,” Tanaka said.

      We ducked out, and I sucked in a deep breath of cold air. It was almost enough to sober me up. The scent of spices led us toward the promise of a food cart.

      “We got a shadow,” Tanaka said.

      I glanced over my shoulder, trying not to be too obvious. Sure enough, a six-legged deerlike creature that looked as if it had been carved out of ice was following us.

      “Glass deer,” I said. “Wonder if he’s got a family nearby?”

      “She,” Tanaka corrected. “And she does.”

      I looked again and saw that a smaller deer trailed the big one. A baby.

      We found a man working a food cart just outside one of the many Divinist temples. Glowing lanterns hung from the edges of the tiled, sloped roofs. The deer stopped just shy of the temple grounds as the man gave them a suspicious look. I pointed at the tray of fried vegetables sitting under heat lamps.

      “Six of those,” I said.

      The man held out his left wrist, and I made the credit transfer through our implanted chips. He wrapped up the veggies in waxed paper and handed them over.

      “Got an extra for yourself?” Tanaka asked as we walked back.

      “Not for me.”

      I picked off a chunk of fried something and dropped it on the ground. Our deer shadows paused and sniffed at it. Then a green tongue slurped out of the mother’s mouth, curling around the vegetable. She chewed as the baby watched.

      The deer let out a huff that I could only take as satisfaction. She picked up her pace, catching up to us. I held out another piece. The mother pushed my hand down, guiding me toward the baby. The baby ate out of my hand.

      “You’re always feeding the animals,” Tanaka said. “Are you going to start feeding the Sentinels too?”

      “The deer aren’t trying to kill me.”

      I left the rest of the vegetables on the ground for the deer. When we entered the Sanctum, Kross, Langer, and Ricci were all leaning in close, talking conspiratorially. I walked up to them, feeling like I was interrupting something.

      Langer propped his elbows on the sticky bar top, spilled frostmelt soaking into his sleeve. “Ricci was telling us a story he heard from a Divinist. Really spooky.”

      “Was it actually spooky, or are you just drunk?” I asked.

      “Spooky,” Langer said.

      “Drunk,” Kross said.

      Tanaka slid onto a stool and asked Ricci, “What Divinist told you this story? Or did you not get her name?”

      “The ones I take to bed don’t come there to chat.” Ricci took a bite of the fried veggie lumps. Started talking as he chewed. “I spoke to a guy here the other day. He told me a group of Divinists were out one night on a walking meditation retreat, not too far from the steam vents.”

      “Dangerous as hell,” Kross said. “They’re crazy.”

      “Not crazy,” Ricci said. “Devoted. That night, they saw figures emerge from a cave. Demons, they said. The Divinists hid in the snowbanks and watched the demons carry something away. They said it was Progenitor treasure. The Divinist told me he could feel the energy radiating off it.”

      A chill went down my spine. Maybe it was the frostmelt or Schroeder’s reports about enemy activity, but I couldn’t help wondering if the Divinists had seen Alliance soldiers on Ferrous. Could that be what had stirred up the Sentinels today?

      “Just out of curiosity, these demons weren’t running around recently, were they?”

      “Nah, this was weeks ago,” Ricci said.

      No dice. Or at least, no obvious connection then.

      “Cults are weird,” Langer said. “Ricci, did you have people like the Divinists on Chrystnam?”

      Kross gestured at Ricci’s tattoo. “Look at the guy’s face. He’s in a cult.”

      “Unified Creationism is not a cult. It’s a respected religion. You four could use some.”

      “Religion, cult, same thing,” Kross said. “They’re all nuts.”

      “You got some good stories?” Langer asked him.

      “I’ve got stories for days. My parents emigrated from Anma.”

      “Anma?” Langer asked.

      “It’s an independent planet. Not owned by the NWR, Alliance, Principality, or anyone else. We were poor as shit. My parents wanted a better life for me and my sisters, so we immigrated into the NWR and lived on Sittia Station. They found jobs doing grav generator maintenance and food fabricator ingredient prep.”

      “Grueling work,” Tanaka added.

      Kross nodded. “The point is, Sittia is a border station. Immigrants of all types come through there. You can’t even imagine the number of people I’ve seen proselytizing about gods and demons, heavens and hells, nirvanas and self-realization.”

      “You’re telling me you weren’t moved by any of it?” Ricci asked.

      “The only thing I’ve ever believed in was this damn job.”

      “Fat load of good it did for your family,” Ricci said.

      “What do you mean?” Langer asked.

      I took a drink. “Shit, kid, he never told you?”

      “Told me what?”

      “Our boy Kross was supposed to be a doctor.”

      “What?”

      Kross laughed and sipped his frostmelt. “That’s what my parents said when I told them I enlisted. That and, ‘Are you crazy?’ They told me they’d never forgive me and pretty much disowned me. They thought I wasted the opportunity they gave me by joining the Legion. I just wanted out.”

      Langer looked at me. “Boss-man, what about Xenia? Got a lot of crazies there?”

      A fire bloomed at the back of my head. I tossed the uneaten part of my meal onto the bar top. Tanaka was sitting by me. She lightly tapped my wrist. Kept her fingers on it just long enough to let me know she was there.

      “Xenia’s a shithole,” I said. “It’s no wonder people go crazy there. It’s hotter than Ferrous is cold. We live in junkheaps or the remains of the caved-in mines. Use the bones of dead Sentinels as scaffolding if we have to. The NWR left that planet a wasteland and never gave anyone on it a way off, except by joining up.

      “Every six months, they dropped off shipments of ‘humanitarian aid’ that barely kept us alive until their next visit. We could only trade with the dumbest, bravest, or most desperate of merchants traveling through that sector. It was the poverty that made people crazy, man.”

      Langer didn’t ask for this tirade, but I couldn’t help it. I was on a roll. I took another swig of frostmelt then wiped my mouth with the back of my hand.

      “No one on Xenia lives past forty,” I said. “Maybe they get cancer.”

      I could still picture my dad, rotting away with tumors the size of a Helot’s knuckles all over his body.

      “Or they get the Reds.”

      I saw my older brother bleeding out of his nostrils and ears and every other orifice as he screamed for the pain to end.

      “Or, yeah, they go insane.”

      There was my mom again, scratching at her skin, crimson ribbons peeling from her arms as she dug her nails in to root out the imaginary bugs. My younger brother crying out at her, desperate for food she couldn’t or wouldn’t give him. In those last two months of her life, her skin nothing but broken scabs, she had forgotten who we were, her eyes as vacant as the desert around us.

      “I don’t get it,” Langer said. “Why don’t people just leave?”

      I laughed. “You think they can afford a shuttle trip off that hellhole?” I shook my head. “No, the only way out is to sign up. Ain’t easy. Got to survive until you’re eighteen. Then, you got to hope that when the NWR comes around again, they’ll let you enlist. If you’re nothing but a sack of bones or you’ve already got blood bubbling from your nose, they turn you down.”

      The kid’s jaw was slack. “I didn’t know. Damn, I’m sorry. You had to leave your family behind?”

      “By the time I joined,” I said, “I didn’t have any family left. Being in the Legion—being an Asher operator—was the only thing that saved me. And I didn’t come here to listen to fairy tales about demons in the snow. If I wanted to hear crazy bullshit, I’d have stayed on Xenia. Now who wants another drink?”
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      For six days, Captain Schroeder kept us on leave while Anvil and Valkyrie ran patrols. The irritation around my nerve-ports was starting to turn into a simmering burn that followed along my nerves as they snaked into my spine and up into the back of my skull.

      Scratching at the ports only made it worse. The meds from Feng weren’t helping, and not even frostmelt took the edge off. Deep down, I knew the only thing that would help was netting up.

      But at least we were on call again.

      I just needed to distract myself a little longer, and Tanaka had come up with a plan. Not that I thought it would succeed, but she also wouldn’t let me say no.

      She and I trudged toward Clearwater. The lights of the colony shimmered off the snowbanks lining the streets, giving the place a ghostly appearance. Falling snow blurred the lanterns hanging from the town’s buildings and the poles along the streets.

      Clearwater was only ten years old, but it looked lived-in. Ancient. All the houses and restaurants and shops had the same sloped, tiled roofs, mirroring the larger temples and shrines. Made me a touch angry that they could do this on a colony planet like Ferrous but not the godforsaken pit I’d been born on.

      “Listen to that,” Tanaka said. She paused, snow swirling around her face. A lock of her black hair had come loose from her hood, whipping around in the icy breeze.

      I listened as I looked at her. Kind of wished it was just the two of us tonight, and that we were headed someplace quieter. I wasn’t really in the mood for a party. Just wanted a good friend to shoot the shit with. But I heard the steady beat of drums drifting from the center of town. With it came a soft wave of chanting voices coming from the Divinist temples.

      I wasn’t religious, but the music resonated in my bones. Resisting the pull of the Divinists’ songs was like standing in a wild river after a rainstorm. No matter how hard you tried not to be moved by it, the swells eventually took you away and made you theirs.

      The colonists in Clearwater originally came to Ferrous on a temporary corporate-funded mission to find ancient Progenitor ruins. Most of the men and women from the expedition settled here permanently. Sometime after their arrival, they established a cult instead of a company, calling themselves followers of the Clearwater Divinity.

      Tonight was one of their monthly Awakenings. We marched toward the town’s central temple. Between tiled roofs, strings of lanterns swayed. The chanting ceased, and raucous yelling burst around us like a photo-Gatling gun, ricocheting between the buildings. People exploded from the temples with their hands in the air, each carrying their own lantern, swarming around us.

      “Hey, Shaw!” a voice bellowed.

      I turned to see Kross, a head taller than the crowd of revelers around him.

      “And there are the boys,” Tanaka said.

      We waded through the people, ducking and weaving to avoid errant swinging lanterns. I clasped Kross’s hand, my fingers dwarfed in his palm.

      Beside him, Langer was looking around in awe at the Clearwater colonists.

      I wrapped an arm around his shoulder. “Kid, you look like you’ve never seen an Awakening before.”

      “Every time feels like my first,” he admitted.

      “Is that what you tell Maureen too?”

      Langer’s cheeks turned red.

      “Where’s Ricci?” Tanaka asked.

      “You really need to ask?” Langer replied.

      I scanned the crowd. Ricci would be hard to spot, all wrapped up in his coat like most of the colonists and the other NWR Farspace Legionnaires who’d come down here to stave off their boredom.

      Instead, I looked for one of those women who let their hair fly. And soon enough, I spotted her. A tall brunette dancing with just a little more fervor than those around her, a living firework swinging not one, but two lanterns.

      Right in front of her was Ricci. Shorter than most, making him difficult to spot, even with that cross tattooed on his face.

      “Well, I’m not going to interrupt that,” I said, rubbing my wrist where the itching was getting bad. “You guys want to grab some food?”

      “That’s why I’m here,” Kross said.

      The four of us pushed through the crowd. Left Ricci alone with his new lady friend. The only thing the guy hated more than us tarnishing the name of his Lord was when we interrupted his time with the opposite sex.

      We navigated through the celebratory chaos until we reached the main temple. Huge columns of ice supported a tiled roof that curled up at the corners. Ice sculptures jutted from the points. Every other month, the Divinists changed those sculptures. Looked like they had just put new ones up for the Awakening.

      Tonight, they were crablike creatures with hooked mandibles. Each armor plate in the sculptures was carved into the ice with breathtaking precision.

      “They look like Sentinels,” Langer said.

      “I get that the Sentinels and the Progs are related,” Kross said, “but seeing these people worship them freaks me out. I mean, they almost killed me.”

      “They don’t really worship them,” Tanaka said. “It’s more complicated than that.”

      “I still don’t like it,” Kross said.

      We entered the temple, where altars of ice held more sculptures. Revelers offered burning incense, the scent tingling the air.

      In the middle of the temple rested the permanent centerpiece. The Divinists called her Progenita. More humanoid than the other sculptures, she sat cross-legged, her long limbs folded neatly beneath her. Six eyes traced down her face in two parallel lines. Two supposedly looked into the future. Two into the present. Two, the past. She was a nearly translucent blue color that reminded me of the sky on those rare sunny Ferrous days. If you didn’t know any better, you might think she was made of ice like the rest of the temple instead of glass.

      The spicy aroma of stewing curry lured us to the back of the temple, where a line had formed around a table.

      “That’s what I’m talking about,” Kross said, hunger radiating from his eyes as he stared at the vegetables and meats in rich sauces.

      The Divinists might have some strange religious habits, but a crucial tenet of their beliefs was welcoming and treating guests like your own family. Since the Divinists didn’t have many neighbors on this end of the galaxy besides the monstrous Sentinels, the Farspace Legion had to suffice.

      I took a plate of curry and inhaled the savory melody of aromas. Damn, I sure hoped they never tired of this hospitality thing.

      We found seats at a communal table. Each tender piece of meat fell apart in my mouth. The flavors of the crisp vegetables and soft potatoes were every bit as colorful as the dancing lanterns outside.

      “This is all right with me,” Langer said, leaning back. His plate was already empty except for a few streaks of sauce.

      A couple of older men strode toward Progenita’s altar. They carried what looked like a stretcher filled with ground ice sparkling like thousands of tiny diamonds. An older woman with gray hair that tumbled down her back followed. She started chanting.

      “What’s going on?” I whispered to Tanaka.

      “Ice divining,” she said.

      “Ah, I’ve only heard about these. Never seen one.”

      The ceremony was held only when one of the Divinist Elders felt some kind of signal or calling or whatever. I talked to a Divinist once who told me it was like that feeling you got right before it’s about to snow, when you can taste the blizzard in the air before it arrives. You know it’s coming, but you don’t know why you know. Only this feeling the Elders had was even stronger.

      Supposedly this usually happened around the times we ran into Sentinels.

      “Think they’re doing this because of what went down at the steam vents?” I asked Tanaka.

      “Your guess is as good as mine.”

      The Elder tossed handfuls of the ice over the smooth floor in front of Progenita. She took her staff and mixed the fragments around. Her voice grew louder until it shook in my chest. Even the lanterns suspended from the ceiling seemed to dim, their flames threatening to go out.

      She swirled the ice, creating intricate patterns. I swore I saw a bird at one point, then a Sentinel, then the face of a person. Suddenly she stopped and tossed down a powder. Fire whooshed across the ice crystals, burning emerald, then orange and crimson.

      Most of the ice crystals melted. Several twisted lines of ice somehow remained. They looked like the skeleton of a beast left to rot.

      The Elder recoiled. Murmurs spread throughout the room. Someone was crying.

      “What did she see?” Langer asked.

      One of the Divinists leaned in, his forehead creased in wrinkles. “The ancestors are angry with us. They refuse to reveal anything else about the Progenitors.”

      “What’s that mean?” Langer asked.

      The Divinist just glared.

      An odd tingling began at the metal nerve-port jutting from the base of my neck. The sensation spread like hundreds of tiny spiders were crawling across my skin. I clenched my jaw, telling myself it was just in my head.

      “It doesn’t mean anything,” I answered Langer. “It’s just a cool trick.”

      “But back at the steam vents—” Langer started.

      Kross cut him off. “Look, kid. That lady is saying the same thing we already know. No matter what the scientists think, there isn’t really anything on this planet besides Sentinels and ice.”

      Tanaka let out a harrumph like she didn’t quite believe it. She opened her mouth to speak, but her right eye flashed green. As did Langer’s and Kross’s. My COL activated too:

      “INTENSE SENTINEL ACTIVITY DETECTED. BANSHEE REPORT TO ASH-W BAY IMMEDIATELY.”
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      Malicious red lights blinked across the base, accompanied by the wail of alarms. Most of the buildings were covered in blankets of snow, making them as much a part of the landscape as the rolling mountains beyond.

      As we ran through base, a new message flashed over my COL. “Reports from Valkyrie suggest Sentinels are heading toward Clearwater. Contact with Valkyrie is lost. Teams Anvils and Banshee to intercept and eliminate Sentinel threat.”

      I nearly stumbled. Tanaka froze for a fraction of a second, sharing a look with me.

      “Valkyrie lost contact,” I repeated, trying to let those words sink in. “How the hell do we lose contact with an Asher fireteam?”

      No one had answers. That shit just didn’t happen.

      “This is really bad,” Langer said unnecessarily.

      “We can handle whatever the Sentinels got,” Kross said between huffing breaths.

      I nodded, wanting to believe him. Maybe it was just a bad ice storm blocking Valkyrie’s comms. Or maybe they were already dead, their blood cooling on the snow.

      Don’t let your nerves get to you, I told myself. That Divinist ritual and my itching nerve-ports had me out of whack. But we’d been here four years, maybe dealing with a handful of the beasts at most each month. Couldn’t help but think that this latest attack and the steam-vent incident were related.

      Soon as we got inside the Asher bay, Tanaka, Kross, and Langer split off, sprinting toward their mechs.

      Garcia and the rest of Fireteam Anvil were already there, netting up into their Ashers. I caught a glance from Garcia. Worry was painted across her face. Morris wasn’t just Valkyrie’s leader. He was her guy.

      I still hadn’t decided if the steam vents were her problem or not. Didn’t matter now. We were on the job. Time to take our Ashers out into the white to save our brothers and sisters.

      I looked away from Garcia. And there it was. Mine. A blue skull with white witch hair signifying Banshee Team was painted on the shoulder of the battle-scarred mech.

      The Asher pulled me toward it with the psychological gravity of a hundred planets. Today, it gleamed with new welds. The fingers were a patchwork of old and new parts. Gashes scarred the chest-plates that had been fused together. New panels had been refitted along the limbs. A few gouges and scratches hadn’t been filled in, but those looked more like aesthetic issues.

      I wasn’t concerned about looking pretty. Just needed to fight.

      This was usually my favorite part of being on the job. That moment right before I netted up. The anticipation of knowing what was about to happen. Reminded me of the first time I met a girl during training and we went back to her quarters. I knew something glorious was about to happen. Yeah, getting into an Asher was kind of like that—but better. I was about to trade the pitiful restraints of my human body for that of a mechanical god.

      But tonight, my excitement was marred by worry. Valkyrie’s operators were in danger.

      I scaled the ladders to my Asher’s loading platform. Saw Ricci at the adjacent one. His techs were already attaching the cables from his net to his nerve-ports. I peeled off my coat, throwing it to the deck. Puddles of water spread as the snow melted. The silver nerve-ports brimming along my fingers and arms and legs stung, like a powerful magnet was pulling them from my skin.

      Davidson and Patel joined me and helped me into my skintights. Then they dragged the net from the dorsal hatch of my Asher. I stood in the Vitruvian position, and they started clicking each cable into my nerve-ports.

      “Connected,” Patel said. “Commence checks.”

      She tugged at the cords. Felt like she was yanking my nerve-ports out again.

      “Your skin looks even worse than before,” she said.

      “Feng said I was fine,” I said.

      “Really?” Davidson said. He dragged out the larger tube connected to the Artie and screwed it into the back of my neck. “Did he say what this is?”

      “Just some irritation.”

      Patel gave me a concerned look. “You sure that—”

      “Can we cut the chitchat?” I asked. “We need to focus on getting me into that Asher. Valkyrie is in trouble.”

      Patel tested another cord, yanking it and giving me a side-eye glance. “You know I’ll kill you if you die out there because you should be on medical leave.”

      I bit the inside of my cheek to refrain from wincing. “I’m good.”

      “Checks complete,” Davidson said.

      A loud whine of grinding metal, then the growl of hydraulics and servos to my left. Ricci’s Asher had sprung to life. Its eyes—twin viewports—glowed a faint green.

      I followed Davidson and Patel to the dorsal hatch of my Asher. They attached the final set of Artie tubes to the back of my neck.

      More groaning metal sounded from the far side of the bay. Fireteam Anvil had already armed up and headed outside through the transition chamber.

      “You’re clear to load,” Davidson said.

      Patel tapped a panel on the open hatch of my Asher. The first wave of electrical signals pulsed through me. The itching and tingling in my ports dissipated.

      Good. I was fine. Better, even.

      The cables attached to the net retracted into the dark interior past the hatch, and Davidson helped me in. Patel closed the hatch behind me, and the next words I heard from her were through the comm link in my ear.

      “Engaging gel.”

      Viscous, bluish liquid pumped into the chamber. It lifted me from the chamber floor as it sucked at my boots, then knees, then hips. Slowly, the gel rose past my face and seeped into my nostrils. I had long since trained myself not to cough it back up and imagined my body dissolving into the warmth.

      “Asher online,” Patel said. Then in a more informal tone. “Take care of yourself, Shaw. Seriously.”

      I opened my eyes again. I no longer saw the gel or the inside of the pilot chamber. Towering over the docking platform, I was now eye level with the other Ashers.

      “Banshee, roll call,” I said.

      “Tanaka here.”

      “Kross ready.”

      “Ricci, good to go.”

      “Langer.”

      “ASH-W Bay control, Banshee Actual, requesting departure,” I said.

      At the end of the bay, the four-story doors to the transition chamber opened.

      “Command, what are we looking at?” I asked.

      Lieutenant Helena Delis’s voice crackled over the comms. “Valkyrie’s last clear transmission confirmed sighting of six Helots. Their position currently coincides with a large stormfront moving our direction.”

      Not so bad, I thought.

      “How and when did Valkyrie lose contact?” I asked.

      “About ten minutes ago,” Delis said. “We assume it has to do with the storm.”

      “How sure are you about that?” I asked.

      “Can’t give you a hundred percent, but their signals fade in and out,” Delis replied. “We’re getting blasts of noise from them that sound like distorted comms, but we can’t be sure.”

      We grabbed our weapons from the gun racks and entered the transition chamber. The exterior doors rolled back, and a blustery wind dashed ice shards against me. The net system was so sensitive I could feel the individual taps of ice on the Asher’s exterior as if it were my own skin.

      Delis’s voice broke over our comms. “We’re transmitting nav routes to Valkyrie to your HUDs.”

      Six Helots, I repeated to myself. Wouldn’t have been that bad if we hadn’t lost comms with Valkyrie.

      “Shaw, is your team ready?” Garcia called over the comms. Her team was already at the base’s perimeter.

      “Always,” I said.

      “Then let’s move.”

      We started off at a loping pace, charging over the frozen landscape. Anvil led. Their boosters streaked red when they launched the Ashers forward in short lunging bursts. We followed in formation, tracing the route illuminated on our HUDs.

      Ricci chimed in over a private channel. “I don’t like them watching our six. They can’t clear a few Hels, and now they’re supposed to help us save Valkyrie?”

      “This isn’t about the vents,” Tanaka said.

      “That’s exactly what this is about. We can’t trust ’em.”

      “Tanaka’s right,” I said. “We don’t need to let ’em off the hook, but tonight, it’s about Valkyrie.”

      Nearly thirty minutes passed before we reached Valkyrie’s last reported position. The whole time, nightmarish images flashed through my mind. Their Ashers wrecked, gouged by Sentinel claws. Bodies torn and frozen.

      Damn it, Morris was a decent operator even if I didn’t like the guy. And his team was good people. They had families, friends who depended on them.

      O’Reilly had two kids at home, already growing up without a dad. How would they take it when they found out that wasn’t a temporary thing?

      I remembered a night at Sanctum, talking to Linda Xu. She had elderly parents that had been in a bad shuttle accident. Needed constant care, and she was an only kid. She had to find a way to support them, and the NWR Farspace Legion had been the only option.

      Scholz came from a burned-out space station in utter disrepair on the edge of NWR space, barely capable of keeping the power on. Made a better life for himself as an operator.

      Finally there was Hanson. Kind of guy who would spend a day of leave helping the techs clean up our Ashers instead of running off to the Sanctum.

      None deserved to die tonight.

      Dark clouds rolled across the sky ahead, dumping columns of snow and ice.

      “We got to go through that?” Langer asked.

      “You’ll be fine, kid,” I said. “Ashers can put up with a lot more than ice and snow.”

      “Hold up a second, you guys seeing this?” Kross asked.

      I checked my HUD. The map showed red blips representing Sentinels somewhere in that snowstorm, along with five green dots for Valkyrie. All blinked in and out of existence, jumping around the map.

      “The storm must be playing games with us,” Ricci said.

      I expected Valkyrie’s signal to settle the closer we got. It never did.

      “Almost there,” Garcia’s voice called over the comms. She had opened a private channel to me. “How do you want to work this?”

      “If they’re in there, the faster we find them, the better,” I said.

      “Split up?” Garcia suggested. “I don’t like that.”

      “We’ll maintain proximity for rapid response if necessary, but we got to cover as much ground as possible. If they’re hurting, we can’t afford to take it slow.”

      “Wilco,” Garcia said.

      We closed in on the storm. The markers on my HUD were erratic, making it impossible to tell how much farther we had to go.

      A voice burst over the comms. “We… need…”

      The static was tough to parse, but it sounded like Morris.

      “Morris, you read?” I replied, leaping over a frozen river, booster jets firing. “Banshee, here. Morris, I repeat, do you read?”

      “Come on, Dan!” Garcia said. “Respond!”

      The channel crackled, voices coming in fits. Nothing I could understand.

      These Ashers weren’t top-of-the-line. Gen 5 instead of Gen 8. The NWR hadn’t deemed Ferrous worthy of the latest and greatest in warfare technology. I still would’ve thought our comm equipment could handle the storm.

      “Two hundred meters until the stormfront,” Tanaka reported.

      “Sentinels… too many…” Morris’s words barely whispered through.

      One of the green dots representing Valkyrie disappeared from the HUD. This time it didn’t reappear again with the others.

      “Valkyrie, sitrep, now!” I yelled over the comms.

      Nothing. Four green dots continued to blink around the map. The fifth stayed absent. Then another disappeared.

      A rising sense of dread nearly swallowed me whole.

      “Fifty meters now,” Tanaka said.

      The blizzard was like a living thing. A monster stronger than any Sentinel. Ravenous winds howled around us. Missiles of ice smashed against our armor with the power of a plasma round.

      Garcia slowed at the storm’s edge. I waited beside her, our teams lining up on either side of us.

      Then we plunged into the maw of the storm.
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      My world turned into a grating maelstrom of gray and white. Crystalline shards rocketed into me from nearly every direction at once. My flesh-and-blood body would have been turned into a pink paste in this weather.

      “Stay close!” I yelled over the comms, desperate to be heard over the screaming wind.

      Around me I saw the glowing green viewport eyes of my team. Their bodies were almost completely shrouded in swirling ice.

      “Shaw, are you still there?” Garcia asked.

      “I read.”

      “We’ll take eastern coordinates,” Garcia said. “You stay west.”

      Anvil’s shadowy silhouettes disappeared, and their positions on my HUD started to blink, too.

      “I’m still missing two Valkyries,” Tanaka said.

      “Same,” I replied.

      “Two gone in under five minutes,” Ricci said. “Not good.”

      “Maybe it’s just a comm error,” Langer said.

      “Maybe,” Tanaka said.

      An explosive blast of wind bored into me. I braced myself, grabbing an icy stalagmite. The ice crunched and came loose in my fingers. The stalagmite toppled, forcing me down to one knee.

      “Ace?” Tanaka said.

      “I’m okay.”

      When I pushed myself up, the wind rumbled over me again. This time I leaned into it and pushed with my booster jets, staying upright.

      We all intermittently fired our boosters, advancing less shakily. I felt like I was trying to push a boulder. Tanaka managed to stay completely upright, of course. She was the only one of us who could walk through a storm like this and look as if it wasn’t anything more than a gentle rain.

      Valkyrie’s dots fizzled in and out of existence, jumping around our location.

      “Where are they?” Kross said. “My sensors say Valkyrie is right beside me one minute, then somewhere else the next.”

      “My guess is they aren’t anywhere close to us,” Tanaka said. “I can still see you all just fine on my map. If they were nearby, their locations wouldn’t be going insane.”

      “All the more reason to maintain visual contact,” I said. “No matter what. Garcia, you got eyes?”

      “Negative.”

      Then something else hit my ears through the roar of the wind. I held up a fist. The team came to a halt.

      A screech. Nothing else in the universe made a noise quite like that.

      And where there were angry screeching Hels, I bet we would find Valkyrie.

      “Valkyrie!” I yelled. “We’re coming!”

      “…Banshee… Sentinels…” The voice barely came through, but it was definitely Morris.

      “Garcia, I think we got a read!” I said. “Coordinates headed your way.”

      “Got ’em,” she replied, voice smothered in a layer of static. “En route.”

      We ran harder when we saw flashing plasma rounds up ahead. The closer we got, the more the jumping dots on my HUD settled. Suddenly the ground shook, quaking through our Ashers.

      “What was that?” Kross yelled.

      We didn’t have time to figure it out. Shapes shifted behind massive stalagmites and walls of snow, silhouettes hinting at long spiky legs and whipping tails.

      “Contacts!” I said.

      Red flashes of plasma glared across my HUD. Valkyrie was fighting out there. Still alive.

      But so were the Sentinels.

      A monster exploded from the haze of blustery snow to my right and slammed hard into Ricci. He tumbled sideways, disappearing into the gray snow-screen with the beast on top of him.

      “Damn it!” I roared, adrenaline pumping through my body, my heart climbing into my throat. “Anyone got eyes?”

      The others twisted as we course-corrected, searching for Ricci. Hot tentacles of panic twisted through my brain, squeezing my thoughts. Where did he go?

      “There!” Langer yelled. He took point as we sprinted ahead.

      Ricci was pressed against a stalagmite by a monster with huge batlike ears and a mashed-in primate face, white shaggy fur dancing in the wind. Fangs protruded from its snarling maw. It used its muscled limbs to bend Ricci’s arms back, and I heard the pop and groan of metal giving way.

      “Grendel class,” I growled.

      “Watch it!” Tanaka cried.

      A smaller Helot erupted out of the blinding storm. She let loose a burst of plasma fire that burned through the curtains of snow. Rounds punched into the Hel. Blue fluid leaked from the beast, whipped about by the wind in icy tendrils. Tanaka rushed it, using her booster jets as she rode the wind. She tore her photon sabers from their sheaths, and in a flash of cobalt, the beast split into two chunks of sizzling flesh, its legs still twitching.

      Kross’s and Langer’s guns exploded to life, firing at other shapes flitting through the maelstrom.

      The Grendel whaled on Ricci, claws slashing across alloy. I tried to get a clear shot. But the beast’s desperate assault was too frantic, too unpredictable. Last thing I wanted to do was send a volley of plasma ripping through Ricci instead.

      “Tanaka, cover me,” I said.

      I pounced on the Hel, grabbing its sides and peeling it backward. The beast’s grip on Ricci tightened, and its claws dug into his chest. Close to tearing Ricci out of his pilot chamber. I couldn’t let the beast take him.

      I yanked on one of the Gren’s arms. Bent it backward until it broke from its socket, ligaments and gristle tearing. It screamed an agonized cry, and then I tore back on its head. It bit into my arm, tusklike fangs plunging into my armor. Red warnings on my HUD reported control errors.

      Ricci thrashed to free himself from the monster, pounding it with his fists before grabbing onto the monster’s remaining arm.

      “Hold on!” I yelled.

      My fingers clenched around the Grendel’s neck, and I activated my booster jets. Vertebrae broke with a loud snap, and the beast collapsed.

      “Banshee!” Morris’s voice came through clearly now. “We need help!”

      Another voice crackled over the comms. “Storm’s too strong!”

      Desperation dripped off the words and fueled my adrenaline, electricity tingling through my nerves.

      “Garcia, we’re almost on Valkyrie,” I said.

      Garcia’s voice was choked by the storm. “Copy… alive?”

      “I think so.”

      “Thank God… almost...”

      “Banshee, on me!” I commanded.

      We fought for every meter toward Valkyrie with flashing sabers and screaming plasma rounds. Random tremors still bucked the ground, making it that much harder to stay upright. Sentinels appeared as if by magic, sheltered by the barrage of ice and pummeling wind. We reacted, shooting or slicing, operating on the instinct drilled into us by hundreds of hours of sims and combat.

      I felt every impact, every biting claw, every lightning strike of pain. My brain rattled around in my skull. My muscles ached as I fought both nature and beast, my bruises ringing in agony.

      I had thought that the battle at the steam vents was bad. This was worse.

      All those fresh plates on our armor were dented again. There were gashes in our alloy. Scorch marks and dangling wires. Davidson and Patel weren’t losing their jobs anytime soon. Assuming we survived.

      And then I saw two green specks ahead. The viewports of another Asher.

      I looked around and saw more sets of green, glowing spheres nearby, disembodied by the blizzard.

      “Morris!” I yelled, pushing forward with my team. “We’re here!”

      “Banshee! Thank God!” Morris sounded like he was in pain.

      When we got close enough for a visual, I spat out a curse. A plate of armor hung off Morris’s chest, suspended by a few wires. One of his arms shot out sparks with every movement, and a pair of puncture marks in his head showed where a Grendel had gotten too close. He walked with a limp, one leg unable to bend.

      The other two Valkyries stood beside him. My HUD labeled them O’Reilly and Scholz. O’Reilly was missing an arm; Scholz’s head was half-chewed off, only a single working viewport remaining. Both had enough gouged alloy to rival a topographical map of Ferrous.

      “Morris, what happened to your other two people?” I asked, jamming a fresh battery cartridge into my plasma rifle.

      “Something took Hanson and Xu,” Morris said, his voice shaking.

      “What the hell?” I asked.

      “I don’t have a fucking clue.” His voice rose in pitch. “The storm hit us, the Sentinels with it. Then this huge shadow...the ground started shaking, and they… they disappeared.”

      An eleven-ton Asher didn’t just disappear.

      “Garcia, I got Valkyrie,” I said.

      “Got... is fading… out.”

      I couldn’t tell from my HUD if Anvil was actually getting closer or not.

      “This storm is screwing with us,” I said. “We need to move.”

      “We can’t do that,” Morris said. “Can’t leave them.”

      “We don’t have a signal to follow.” When Morris only continued staring at me, I snapped, “Start moving!”

      Without a signal, we couldn’t find the missing operators. I wasn’t about to let my whole team die in this storm. We’d regroup with Anvil and make a plan, divide the area into a grid and search methodically.

      The winds picked up again, shredding around the pillars of ice. One creaked and fell, slamming the ground close to Langer, knocking him backward. The kid picked himself up just in time to avoid a Gren jumping out of the swirling whiteness. Tanaka and Ricci cut the beast down with plasma fire.

      “Why are there so many?” Langer asked, sighting up the next shadow. I joined him and fired until I heard a pained shriek.

      “They were just here, angry, on the attack already. We didn’t do anything,” Scholz said. He sounded like he was going to crack.

      I didn’t like whatever the hell was going on. “Garcia, follow us out. I repeat, we are leaving the area to regroup.”

      If the Sentinels wanted to follow us out of the blizzard, fine. It would be easier to take them in the open tundra.

      “Tanaka, take point,” I said. “Kross, rearguard.”

      “We can’t leave Hanson and Xu!” Morris yelled.

      “We aren’t going far,” I said. “Just outside the storm. We’ll stay there until every last Sentinel is dead. When the weather settles, we’ll search for Xu and Hanson.”

      “Hell no!” O’Reilly said.

      Tanaka’s voice broke over the channel. “We’re low on ammo, beat to shit, and this storm is going to kill us if the Sentinels don’t.”

      “They’re my people!” Morris replied. “I can’t let them die.”

      “They might already be dead,” Ricci growled. “And if we don’t leave now, then that could be us, too.”

      I went for the low blow. “You want to see Garcia dead?”

      The channel went quiet for a moment.

      “Fuck,” Morris finally said. I could practically see the vessels bulging in his forehead, face going red. “Fine. We wait until the storm blows out, and then we’re going back.”

      We ran through the wall of wind and snow, still blind to our surroundings.

      Truth was, I hated leaving Xu and Hanson almost as much as Morris did. Hanson had once loaned Ricci damn near five grand when the guy’s family was starving during a famine on Chrystnam. Had to believe they’d be okay until we regrouped and figured out what to do next.

      The ground shook again, and a loud cracking sound erupted around us.

      “What’s going on?” Langer cried.

      Snow swirled around our feet. I took another step, but my foot slipped beneath the shifting powder. There was nothing there to support me. I expected to trip forward onto a sheet of hard ice.

      Instead, I fell straight through.
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      I remember my first burn into space. Rocketing off Xenia in an NWR shuttle. The sudden weightlessness that sucked at my stomach before the inertial dampeners kicked in and made me feel like I no longer had control over myself. Terror had crept through me. Riding the Runes—the ancient Progenitor exoplanet gates that allowed us to jump between worlds—was like nothing I’d ever experienced.

      I felt that same uncertainty falling into the darkness, the icy fear of the unknown slamming into me right before I crashed into hard rock. Pain hammered through my skull and neck. A fraction of a second passed before my systems recognized I was in a lowlight environment and adjusted, soaking up every spare photon of available light until I saw the massive cavern I’d fallen into.

      My team followed, plummeting through space. Morris and his two Valkyries, too. Their impacts against the ground sent up waves of stone, leaving craters in the cavern floor. Scholz landed wrong on his ankle, busting it open. Even Tanaka couldn’t land on her feet this time. Her Asher bounced on its butt and skidded a meter or two before stopping.

      Columns of snow poured over us. Wind howled through the hole in the cavern’s ceiling, carrying more ice with it. Another quake sent rock tumbling from above.

      “Everyone okay?” I asked when the shaking settled.

      I got a barrage of affirmatives despite the sorry state of the Ashers. At least nobody had died in the fall.

      The place was nearly five times our Ashers’ height. Obsidian columns of rock supported the ceiling. Fractures snaked up the side of one near me. It wasn’t just random fissures. Hieroglyphics climbed it from floor to ceiling.

      “These aren’t natural,” I said, pointing. “Look. Those are Prog glyphs, right?”

      The place looked nearly as vast as the plateau of the steam vent forest. A whole underground world. Every column etched with those characters. McKinley was going to piss himself when he heard about this. If we made it back to base.

      “That explains the Sentinels defending this territory,” Kross said.

      My pulse picked up a beat as something blinked in my periphery. No, it was a faint blip on my HUD, growing stronger. Signals from the missing operators.

      “Morris, check your HUD!”

      “Hanson, Xu!” Morris cried. “Do you read?”

      There was no response.

      “Maybe their comms are busted,” Ricci said.

      “Or they’re knocked out,” O’Reilly said. “Whatever hit them was big.”

      “Anvil, do you read?” I tried.

      No response. I didn’t see Anvil’s markers on the surface anymore.

      “Garcia, are you there?” Morris called, worry coloring his voice.

      Still nothing.

      “You think they’re okay?” Morris asked me.

      “I don’t know, man,” I said. “But this place blocked Xu’s and Hanson’s signals. Probably blocking ours, too.”

      “I don’t see an easy way back up,” Tanaka said, gazing at the hole in the ceiling. “We can’t jump that.”

      “Then let’s go check on Xu and Hanson,” I said. “Maybe there’s another way out.”

      The cavern drew us in. Dripping water sounded in the distance, and the occasional rupture spread through the ice covering the ceiling. Slow rumbles resonated up through the floor beneath us like we were marching down the throat of a sleeping giant.

      We passed the skeletons of a few Sentinels. Flesh hung off them, parched and leathery. Creatures forgotten by time. Deeper into the caverns, the temperature grew to nearly twenty degrees centigrade. A stream wound through the cavern carrying fresh water. Must’ve been heated like the steam vents. Lizardlike creatures stirred as we neared, rushing for crevices in the rock.

      “Xu, Hanson,” Morris tried. “Do you read?”

      Again, the two operators did not respond. Their locations on our maps hadn’t changed either. The sickness in my belly surged. I didn’t want to find the operators in broken heaps like those long-dead Sentinels.

      We went deeper. Loose gravel sprinkled over our heads as the ground shook. No contacts had appeared, but I didn’t like the way my flesh tingled. We needed to get Xu and Hanson and then leave. We were just a couple hundred meters from where they were supposed to be. Ahead lay a couple of fallen columns. Piles of snow reached toward the ceiling. The temperature dropped again as we approached.

      “This must’ve been where they fell in,” Morris said.

      It could also be a good way out. Ice rained in through that massive crack, swirling around us and pelting our suits as we drew closer, but we might be able to climb the columns. Get close enough to use our boosters to escape.

      “Hey, boss!” Langer shouted, pointing. I followed his finger and gasped.

      “They’re everywhere,” Tanaka said.

      Dozens of the beasts, their shells cracked, blood pooling and freezing across the cavern floor between toppled columns. All dead.

      “Xu and Hanson must’ve done this,” Morris said.

      “These columns fell,” Tanaka said, brushing her alloy fingers over one. “They probably caused the ceiling to collapse.”

      Scholtz spoke up, but his words weren’t making sense. “The earthquake. That monster…”

      I knelt next to a fallen column. Several Sentinels had been smashed under it. They had singe marks all over their bodies. Blood and pulverized organs sloshed out of their gaping wounds.

      “Here they are!” Ricci yelled. He pulled aside the still-steaming body of a Gren, tugging at its bloodstained fur.

      Underneath lay an Asher. Fang marks and gouges in its hull marked where the Sentinels had claimed their target. Gel oozed out of the pilot chamber. The image of a silver angel with a sword still shone against the Asher’s dark shoulder.

      “Oh, God,” Morris said. His team dug out the torso of the second Asher from under the corpses. He pulled it to his chest. “No, no, no.”

      Curses flew over the comms. Valkyrie kept repeating Xu’s and Hanson’s names as if that would wake them.

      “They might still be alive,” Tanaka said. I could tell she didn’t believe it any more than I did, but what else could we say? “We’ve got to get them back to base.”

      “Langer, Kross, Ricci,” I said. “Form up around us. Watch for hostiles. Morris, we’re getting Xu and Hanson to base one way or another.”

      Morris barely managed an affirmative.

      No operator deserved to be buried under the rotting flesh of our enemies in the middle of these wastelands.

      “We’re going home,” I whispered as Valkyrie lifted their teammates.

      A deep rumble reverberated through the cavern. Rocks and ice fell in sheets. I shielded my viewports with a hand, feeling every impact.

      Morris cradled Xu in his arms, walking toward me at a hunch under the barrage of rock. Another quake shook the cavern, followed by the crack of breaking ice. More huge chunks fell into the chamber, smashing Sentinel corpses. The rumbling got worse until it was louder than the storm we’d escaped.

      “What the fu… anybody else catch that sudden temperature drop?” Kross asked, his voice barely containing his panic.

      “Registered here, too,” Tanaka said.

      The cavern around us started to glisten, ice crystals sparkling as every drop of moisture in the air froze.

      My nerve-ports itched again. Burned like they’d been rubbed raw. There was something unnatural, ominous about this place.

      “We need to leave,” I said as calmly as I possibly could.

      Snow and wind blasted through widening holes in the ceiling. Another column on the opposite side of the cavern crumbled.

      Then an enormous shadow crashed through the cavern ceiling several hundred meters ahead. The sudden explosion of rock and ice slammed against me and nearly buried my team. We scrambled backward as rolling clouds of debris crashed over us. More columns collapsed, and the comms went wild with desperate yells.

      “What the fuck was that?” Langer cried.

      The wind suddenly grew worse. Pieces of our armor that had come loose in the battles flecked away. Soon, the haziness of the rock and dirt in the air gave way to the slashing white of pure ice.

      I saw then what had crashed through the ceiling.

      The rest of the world seemed to fade away. My blood vessels went cold with a sudden rush of adrenaline. All the panicked yells became background noise as I watched the monstrosity that unfurled itself from the wreckage.

      The creature was nearly six times taller than us, its width nearly matching its height. Its colossal head was carved in sharp edges, squashed and almost flat. Deep-blue eyes peered out from under a prominent armored brow, looking every bit as icy as the frozen air swirling around it. Each huffing breath from the flared nostrils on its stubby snout rumbled, spewing clouds of white mist. Two huge tusklike fangs jutted out of a maw lined in squared teeth that looked as if they had been designed to smash boulders. Gray-and-white plates covered its bulky humanoid body, armor that appeared as though it was made of stone and ice. That armor traced down all four of its massive arms.

      Along its back, some of those stony plates lifted slightly, forming volcano-like protrusions and venting plumes of icy air. The claws at the end of its arms looked like icicles, and it had more of those vents on its palms. It curled its fingers around one of the glyph-covered columns, and ice spread over the rock from its touch.

      “What the…?” Langer managed, voice trembling. “Chief…”

      The Hels were deadly. Grens and Agis even more frightening.

      This...this was a beast no operator dared face. A monster so large, so deadly, it might as well have been a god. I’d never come face-to-face with one. No one had on Ferrous.

      Until now.

      “Titan,” was all I could say, the word tumbling out of my numb lips. “Run!”

      That was the only way. Had to leave. Had to get to Anvil. Maybe Garcia’s team could help.

      The monster let out a roar that sounded like two destroyers grinding against each other. Those vents along its back erupted with a blinding azure glow, spewing more frigid air into the chamber. On my HUD, I watched the temperature plummet, the cold creeping into my body.

      We ran, Valkyrie dragging their downed teammates along, weaving between the fallen columns, desperate to escape. Another deafening roar erupted from the Titan, then it barreled at us. Its shoulders crashed into the columns, blasting through them like they were nothing more than cardboard tubes.

      “Banshee, cover Valkyrie!” I said.

      We let loose a stream of plasma and photon fire. Rounds sliced through the cavern in a strobing kaleidoscopic fury. The rounds dashed against the beast’s armor, barely leaving singe marks on the plates. We might as well have been throwing pebbles into an ocean and hoping to turn back a tidal wave.

      “It’s not stopping!” O’Reilly yelled.

      “Our fire isn’t doing shit!” Ricci screamed, retreating with the spinning Gatling unleashing a relentless spray.

      With Morris’s team carrying Xu and Hanson and their mechs already damaged, they weren’t going to outrun the bastard. The beast was nearly on them, massive arms stretching to grab one of their Ashers.

      Its voice thundered into us, a pressure wave making my bones turn to gel. A blue glow raged over the vents on its back. That image brought back bad memories of the Reaper.

      The glowing erupted into a blinding pulse of shining light. It launched itself forward and grabbed Hanson’s shredded mech even as O’Reilly struggled to drag him along. Ice spread from the beast’s grip, encasing Hanson, mist filling the air around him. The ice traveled from Hanson and over O’Reilly.

      “No!” Morris cried, turning back, pushing Xu toward Scholz.

      Nearly frozen, O’Reilly struggled against his frigid tomb.

      “Keep moving!” I roared.

      We fired, desperate to stop the rampaging beast as its fingers tightened around Hanson. The rounds left dark spots on the Titan’s armor. But nothing stopped it.

      With a shriek of protesting alloy and a sickening crunch, Hanson crumpled in the Titan’s grasp. The Asher exploded into a hailstorm of metallic shrapnel as O’Reilly started to break out of his cocoon of ice. He was almost free when another of the Titan’s fists snapped forward. It slammed straight into the Asher’s chest, and O’Reilly flew backward into a wall, rock avalanching over his broken body.

      “We can’t fight it!” Scholz cried.

      He finally let Xu’s ruined Asher go and raced toward us.

      The volcano-like growths spanning the Titan’s back widened, releasing new clouds of freezing, rolling fog. All the armored plates along its spine bristled, flaring blue, and the monster barreled forward. It grabbed a rocky column with two hands, turning it to ice, and yanked it from where it had stood for centuries.

      With a heave, the monster tossed the ice-and-rock missile at Scholz. The poor guy didn’t have a chance. The column smeared Scholz over the ground, pieces of the Asher breaking and rolling, blue plasma venting from the mech’s mangled remains.

      The beast’s eyes swept over me next when I sent another flurry of rounds into its chest. All the shots pinged against those rocky plates, leaving nothing but ashen singes that the beast ignored. Blue glowed up and down its back. Its armored limbs cocked back, quivering slightly, ready to pummel another one of us tiny Ashers, and it let out a roar that rocked us like an explosion.

      This beast hadn’t just traveled through that deadly storm aboveground to find us. It was the storm.
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      “Anvil, confirmed Titan! Ashers down!” I yelled over the comms, praying by some miracle they would hear.

      But Ferrous wasn’t a place for miracles.

      “Rachel, please, we need your help!” Morris cried.

      Anvil’s markers didn’t magically reappear on my HUD. This cavern devoured our signals. Maybe it was ancient Prog tech. We were ghosts to the outside world.

      The Titan advanced, cutting off our routes of escape, filling the air with that icy mist, then throwing frozen and broken columns. One whipped into my arm and left a gash that spewed smoke and sparks.

      “Limb-system servo failure,” a message blinked over my HUD.

      “They’re all gone!” Morris cried, sounding like he was falling apart. “My whole fucking team!”

      “Just keep moving!” I yelled.

      The vents on the Titan’s back shone blue as it bellowed, pounding through the cavern after us, destroying every ancient Prog ruin in its path, reaching out with those arms, each strong enough to crush us between its gargantuan, freezing fingers.

      Another thrown boulder shattered a nearby column. Langer was under it. I boost-jumped forward, grabbing his shoulder and pulling him away from the tumbling rock.

      The Titan scooped up a slab from another broken column nearly as large as a Gren. It lifted the giant stone as if it was nothing more than a snowball and launched it at Ricci. He ducked, but the massive rock caught his shoulder. He sprawled forward with a new craterlike dent in his armor.

      “Ricci!” I yelled.

      “I’m okay!”

      Ice exploded around us. Rocks crashed. Blinding mist chased us, the temperatures dropping to deadly lows. We hurdled between columns and over those that had toppled. The Titan bulldozed past it all. All we could do was run and fire. We blazed through the maze of caverns. The farther we retreated into its depths, searching for another way out, the more our current course of action seemed tantamount to suicide.

      My team’s biometrics reports went wild on my HUD, pulses racing.

      “Where the hell are we going? It all looks the same!” Langer yelled, head whipping about wildly.

      Another wave of icy air scraped against us, blasting from the Titan’s vents. The beast’s four arms kept a continuous volley of ice and rock headed our way, nearly as fast as we could shoot back. A flying column broke into the cavern wall beside me, peppering me with a spray of shrapnel that punched through my leg. I tumbled forward, my head cracking violently.

      Tanaka helped me up, immediately pushing me forward with a boost-jump. A massive fist turned the spot where I had just been into a crater.

      “What the fuck did we do to deserve this?” Ricci asked. “God, help us!”

      But God wasn’t going to help us. Even Anvil couldn’t help us.

      We were on our own. Just the six of us. Against a monster with all the powers of Ferrous distilled into a single creature.

      “Ace!” Tanaka cried out in warning.

      I dove. A broken icy stalagmite speared the air above me, crashing into a column, toppling it. The foggy tendrils of cold air from the beast’s body swept over me, and the gel around me almost froze, my eyes nearly popping out at the bone-chilling temperature drop.

      Good God, I couldn’t let my team die like this. Smashed against the cavern floor. Blood frozen in their veins.

      “Can’t keep doing this,” Tanaka managed between huffing breaths.

      We were running out of battery cartridges for our weapons. Our bodies and Ashers were battered. And if the Titan made it to base or Clearwater…

      “Tanaka’s right,” I said. “Morris, keep going! Get help! If we don’t make it, stop that fucking thing from reaching base.”

      “Screw you!” he yelled, turning around, his left leg still dragging. “That thing took my whole team. I’m not letting you do this alone.”

      I had given him a chance to run. But deep down, I knew Banshee needed all the help we could get.

      “Spread out!” I ordered.

      The team flitted through the cavern. We laid down a concerted volley of fire, expending another round of battery cartridges. Gunfire chiseled away a few of the Titan’s armored plates. The pale flesh under those plates burned and smoked. Trickles of dark blood streamed from a handful of smaller wounds.

      At least the thing was mortal. It could be hurt. It could die.

      I hoped.

      The Titan discharged another gout of frozen air. Mist tangled around the beast, freezing everything it touched. The freezing air rolled over Kross. A shell of ice started to slow his Asher.

      Ricci doubled back and pulled on Kross’s arm, breaking him free.

      But the lost time was too much. One of the Titan’s fists shot forward and smashed Kross’s leg. Armor burst at the impact. Wires whipped free, sparking. Kross crumpled, and Ricci dragged him away, fluid leaking out of the downed mech’s torn armor.

      The monster opened its maw wide, ready to deliver a killing blow, fangs bared. I unleashed a charged blast right into the roof of its mouth, scoring a direct hit. Not enough to stop the beast, but enough that it clamped its mouth shut.

      Ricci pulled Kross behind the shelter of a column as Morris and Tanaka unleashed charged shots. Langer joined the fusillade. Superheated plasma lanced into the creature’s damaged armor. A few more scaled plates peeled away from the intense energy. The odor of charred flesh filled the cavern.

      But I was down to my last battery cartridge. Trying to fight the thing at a distance wasn’t working. If it came to a battle of attrition, we were already losing.

      “I’m out!” Morris yelled, throwing his rifle against the rocky floor.

      “We got to bring the battle to him,” I said to Tanaka and Morris.

      This might have been a terrible idea. But we had no good ones, not even any mediocre ones left.

      “Cover us!” I yelled to the others.

      Tanaka, Morris, and I rushed the gargantuan beast. I squeezed the trigger until my rifle whined. The last streams of plasma eked out in a weak beam. I let go of my rifle and pulled my sabers from their sheaths.

      I jumped, booster jets exploding behind me.

      My sabers blazed blue, shoving back the darkness as I flew toward the Titan. Tanaka and Morris jumped beside me.

      I slashed out with one blade as I fell past the Titan’s shoulder, cutting a long red line between the creature’s gray-and-white plates. Tanaka drove her blades into the fleshy joint of one of the Titan’s arms, blood spraying from the wound. Morris cut into the beast’s haunch, right where a leg met its hip.

      The Titan roared and swung its four fists, frozen air erupting from its vents and palms. It missed me by centimeters. I landed hard on the other side of it. My legs almost buckled when they hit the rock floor. Tanaka cleared the Titan’s reach and slammed into a column of ice, shards spraying from the impact.

      Morris wasn’t so lucky.

      The Titan spread out its fingers on one hand. Morris slammed right into its palm. The creature folded its arm in like a trap, pulling Morris’s Asher against its body.

      Alloy cracked, and Morris yelled in agony. The Titan’s claws curled around his torso, ice spreading from where they touched. He struck out with his sabers, blades biting deep into the other hands descending on him, desperate to crush him.

      I shot toward the beast, aiming for one of those blue eyes. Maybe, just maybe I could—

      The Titan slammed two of its hands together. Right on Morris. Metal crunched, gel burst from between the Titan’s claws, and Morris’s damaged limbs went limp. A fiery blue glow swelled from the shattered Asher just as I reached the Titan. I swung my sabers between the armor rimming its head, trying to reach its eyes.

      “It’s going to blow!” Tanaka yelled. “Ace, get out of there!”

      Morris’s fusion reactor was failing. The Titan hadn’t killed him cleanly enough to disable the system. Now plasma was venting out in violent spurts over the monster’s claws. It dropped the Asher, shaking its hand to dislodge the burning plasma. I dove to one side, moving on instinct.

      Morris disappeared in a ball of blinding white light. A concussive force threw me into a column. Violent pain ricocheted around my skull. Frantic voices came through my comms. They were yelling my name.

      I blinked, trying to clear my vision, my mind.

      “Ace!” Tanaka yanked me out of a mound of rock and ice.

      Morris was gone. Just like that.

      But a blast that intense had to have been the end of the Titan, too.

      Right?

      A shriek rolled over me, and the air turned to ice.

      One of the Titan’s hands was a mangled mess of twisted plates, blood, and bone. Burn marks and blistered flesh covered the front of its chest where the plates had been fractured or torn away. But the thing was still fighting. Kross had managed to stand again, unleashing hell from his plasma rifle. Langer and Ricci were closing in, guns shuddering, spewing lightning, trying to keep the Titan’s attention on them, not me.

      The Titan darted around my team and swiped at Kross with a claw, throwing him into a wall.

      “No, no, no!” Couldn’t tell if I was yelling out loud or just in my head.

      I shouted his name. There was no response.

      I saw Ricci out of the corner of my eye, firing Gatling rounds right into the beast’s face. Langer stood gallantly, slinging the last rounds from his plasma rifle.

      And Tanaka was beside me, sabers still drawn.

      Which of us would be next?
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      I didn’t need to wonder for long. The monster charged Ricci. He stepped backward, slowly at first, still letting his Gatling tear into the Titan.

      The beast roared in what I assumed was agony, but it didn’t stop coming.

      Another cloud of frosty air filled the cavern around the Titan. Ice lapped at Ricci’s legs as he boost-jumped away. He aimed for another wall, bending his legs, and then propelling himself past the clouds of icy air rolling over the rock.

      The Titan spun, battering Ricci with a heavy fist. The blow severed one of Ricci’s arms, and he crashed into a hieroglyph-covered column.

      “Ricci!” I yelled.

      “Still here,” he said, his words choked as if coming through gritted teeth.

      He held himself up on one knee. With only a single functional arm, he propped the Gatling on his hip and kept firing. But the shots were going wide.

      The beast cocked back its fists, now within reach of Ricci. A single blow would send him crashing against a column or cavern wall.

      I ran at a limping tilt. Pain rocked through my spine with every step. Nerve-ports felt like erupting volcanoes spewing hot magma.

      Tanaka stayed right at my side.

      I boost-jumped. The world around me turned red. Anger. Plasma. Blood.

      The creature’s jaws snapped as I leapt toward its neck, leading with both sabers. The blades sliced between its armor plates as I dragged them across the beast. I came back down on its spine, cutting and slicing at the vents spreading more of that caustic, frozen air. The blades put off just enough heat to fight back at the frigid fog, but I still felt the chill travel deep through the Asher and into my chest.

      All I could do was slash at the bastard. Hope for its death by a thousand cuts.

      Maybe if I was lucky, I’d hit its damn bio-mech core and end its life in a second. A single good stab could end this infernal struggle. Tanaka and I probed for weak spots, boosters blazing to constantly stay one centimeter ahead of the Titan.

      One of the beast’s fists cut through the air straight toward my chest. I shot upward, narrowly avoiding the attack. Tanaka flipped over the swinging arm. The plates along its length grazed her back as it destroyed a column, bringing down another section of the ceiling.

      Rock and ice poured over me. The Titan’s eyes burned with hatred as it reached toward me with one of those ungodly long arms. Claws dug through the debris. Wrapped around my torso.

      The beast squeezed, cold traveling through its grip. My Asher protested in agony, metal groaning. Signals passed from the suit into my body. Fiery pain all over my skin despite the plummeting temperature. Bones nearly cracking. My mind slowed with the cold, swimming with disconnected images. Tanaka. Xenia. Bloody furrows in armored skin. Green Asher eyes in the darkness.

      The Titan lifted me to its mouth. I could smell the monster’s fetid breath, the odor of death and decay.

      Its claws tightened again. I imagined my body freezing and then bursting, oozing out along with the gel. My joints popped in agony. I tried desperately to free my hand. Then maybe I could sink my saber into its claws and jump away.

      Tanaka leapt toward the creature’s arm. Her sabers boiled away the ice and snow swirling in the air.

      But for once, she wasn’t fast enough. The creature snagged her, too. That hurt most of all.

      This was it for us.

      I’m sorry, Aya, I thought. Couldn’t get the words out. Too much pain.

      And then I saw an Asher struggle to its feet. Ran toward us, sabers blazing.

      Langer.

      The kid’s sabers sliced into the creature’s wrist, right between two bulbous plates. Blood sprayed. The creature’s fingers uncurled just enough to escape. I still hurt, but I could move again. I activated my boosters and rocketed away.

      “Help Tanaka,” I said to Langer, the words scraping my throat.

      He hacked at the claws wrapped around her. The Titan fought back with its two good hands.

      I boost-jumped around it. The jump was sloppy, my legs responding sluggishly to my commands. My arms didn’t move like I wanted them to, either. Metal scraped against metal. Pain snaked through my limbs like my muscles were pulling from the bone.

      I made it to the creature’s back just as its vents flared, glowing blue. Someone yelled in agony, but I couldn’t pause now to worry about who. Red gleamed from all the injuries I’d caused the monster, and I saw muscle flexing beneath missing plates. I found my way between its vents, following the armor plates tracing the monster’s spine.

      The bio-mech core was in there somewhere.

      I summoned what little strength I had left. My body was weak, but my Asher was strong. Lunged forward. Found a crevice between the broken plates. My photon blade punched through, filling the air with the odor of burning flesh. The Titan shook, and it let out a screeching cry. I thrust the blade in deeper, twisting it around, desperate to shred the monster’s insides so I could get at the core.

      Another thunderous bellow erupted from the Titan. Sounded more than annoyed now. It was hurting.

      The Titan snatched Langer’s arm and flung him away. The kid slammed into the ground.

      “It… won’t…” Tanaka’s words whispered through the comms, little more than a sigh.

      One of her legs gave way to the pressure of the beast’s hand, ice covering her body. Sparks flew from the busted limb as the armor collapsed.

      I put my weight into the handles of my two sabers, then activated my boosters.

      Hang on, sister. Please.

      The Titan reached for me with one of its arms. It connected with one arm, claws tightening over the limb, and I lost my grip on that saber, my fingers splaying uselessly. More warnings blinked across my HUD. With my free hand, I lanced through another spot along its spine.

      Bio-mech cores were always somewhere around the spine. Somewhere they could mesh with the Sentinel’s central nervous system. But what if this one was different? Nobody had ever dug around a Titan like this to find out how it ticked.

      The Titan started to pull me free. My joints bent past their limits, agony washing through me. I activated my boosters again, doing everything I could to resist the Titan’s pull.

      My HUD flashed red. My Asher was overheating now, coolant systems failing under the Titan’s assault. At the periphery of my vision, I saw Langer crawling toward me. Ricci was still firing wildly. Tanaka’s heartbeat slowed on my HUD.

      We were about to be wiped out, just like Valkyrie.

      I shoved the saber in just another couple meters deeper, praying to any god that would listen.

      And then the beast let go of me.

      Air escaped the Titan’s nostrils in a long rattle, and smoke shifted off its singed flesh in black tendrils through the white mist. The monster slumped forward, arms spread, crashing against the ground with a tremor that reverberated through the cavern.

      The fucking thing was dead at last. But the leaden weight in my stomach didn’t disappear.

      I jumped free and ran to Tanaka, dragging her Asher away from the beast. “Hey, are you with me?”

      “Yeah… I’m here.”

      Ricci started heaving rubble off Kross’s Asher. His heartbeat no longer showed on my HUD. I’d lost connection with his Asher. Langer’s, too.

      “Langer, Kross!” I yelled. “Come on, guys.”

      Both had taken a beating, dented and broken, limbs a tangled mess.

      “I’m alive, boss,” Langer managed.

      Ricci took a final rock off Kross, and his Asher pushed himself to his feet, tilting slightly, one arm hanging limp and useless, plates shorn off.

      He offered a weak wave, but said nothing.

      “Comms busted?” I asked.

      He managed a nod with his Asher’s partially caved-in head.

      I looked around at the carnage. Valkyrie’s torn bodies. The toppled columns and piles of scree. Ice everywhere. The dark blood of the Titan pooling around its enormous form.

      “Fuck,” I said.

      My head pounded. The scientists were going to want to see this. But I just wanted to get out. I felt sick thinking about telling Garcia what had happened when we reached the surface.

      We’d beaten the Titan, but nothing about today felt like a win.

      “All of Valkyrie,” Tanaka muttered. “Gone.”

      The walls of the cavern shook.

      “Oh, shit, please tell me that’s not another,” Langer said.

      The quaking ground trembled through the columns. Another, damaged in battle, cracked in half. The ceiling gave way, revealing an unimpeded view of the night sky.

      No more wild wind. No more storm. Starlight was the only thing bleeding through.

      “It’s clear!” I said.

      I saw Anvil’s markers light up on my HUD. They weren’t far.

      “Anvil, this is Banshee Actual,” I said. “Do you read?”

      “Banshee!” Garcia called back. “I read and see your position. What happened?”

      “A Titan.”

      “Oh, God. And Valkyrie? Did you find them? I don’t see their signals.”

      I looked at the charred and frozen remains of their Ashers. A lump caught in my throat as I forced the words out. “We found them… but… they didn’t make it. We’re in bad shape. Require assistance.”

      The ground shook again, and loose snow poured in through the opening in the cavern ceiling.

      “You’re sure?” Garcia asked, voice cracking. “Morris…?”

      “I’m so sorry.”

      A pause over the line before Garcia said, “We’re on our way.”

      “Ace, we have a problem,” Tanaka said. She stood next to me, one hand against a column to support herself. Wires protruded from the damage across her chest. Sparks flew each time they bounced against her armor. “Look.”

      She had her rifle shouldered, a pilfered battery cartridge slotted in it from one of our downed comrades. The barrel aimed into the dark recesses of the cavern. Dark shapes were moving across the snowdrifts and toppled columns.

      Ricci tossed me one of Valkyrie’s cartridges, and I jammed it home on my recovered rifle. Bringing the rifle up sent waves of pain through my arm.

      “We got contacts,” I said over the comms. “Something headed our way.”

      “Contacts?” Garcia asked. “More Sentinels?”

      “Not sure,” I said.

      “What the fuck?” Langer said.

      Moonlight fell into the middle of the cavern like snow. Showing the way to freedom.

      But between us and that escape were those flitting shadows.

      “Banshee, form up,” I said. I didn’t want to get cornered down here by whatever it was. “Maintain combat intervals.”

      “What are you seeing, Banshee?” Garcia said. “Talk to me.”

      “Still not sure,” I said.

      “We’re just two minutes out. Hold your position.”

      Then those dark shapes stepped into the shafts of moonlight. I expected arachnid-like Hels or maybe a Gren or two. At that point, if I saw another Titan, I can’t say the sight would’ve been a shock.

      But what I hadn’t expected was the cold glimmer of moonlight reflecting off metal.

      My stomach sank.

      The figures were approximately the size of an Asher but proportioned differently. Thicker in the chest. Spindlier legs. I recognized the silhouette from hundreds of hours of sims.

      The Alliance was here.

      Curses flew over the comms from the others. I signaled for us to sink back into the shadows. Prayed we wouldn’t be sighted, because there was no way we had the power or ability to run.

      “We almost made it,” Tanaka said as she knelt behind one of those massive fallen columns, her voice shaking.

      Ricci slowly rotated. “We got another group on our six. Those what I think they are?”

      Lt. Delis from HQ, finally getting our comms, spoke up. “Banshee, repeat.”

      “Multiple contacts,” I said. “Not Sentinels.”

      “Meaning?”

      “You can see our streams,” I said. “You know as well as I do what they are.”

      Delis said nothing. That wasn’t good.

      “You sure those mechs aren’t friendlies?” she asked, like she couldn’t believe what she was seeing.

      “They got weapons hot,” I said, my ribs hurting every time I spoke. “Not calling over comms. Hell of a way to greet friends.”

      I almost laughed. As if there was anything friendly on this frozen piece of shit planet.
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      An intense green light flooded the caverns, followed by the cacophony of modern weaponry. Railgun rounds chewed through rock, and plasma bored into the cavern walls. Missiles screamed around us and exploded in a wild inferno, hungry flames rolling up toward the ceiling.

      I guessed we’d been spotted.

      An entire platoon of the enemy mechanized units descended on us.

      Imperial Alliance Harveys shared similar humanoid shapes as an Asher and could stand eye level with our mechs, though they were less powerful. But that hardly mattered when we were little more than chewed-up remains.

      “Open fire!” I yelled.

      I barely had time to pull my trigger when a round punched into one of my legs. Heat rolled through my body, and melting alloy fell away in scorching orange droplets. Too many warnings scrolled over my HUD. Couldn’t read them all. Didn’t need to, anyway. I could figure out that I was fucked all on my own.

      Rounds pounded the standing and toppled columns we hid behind. A torrent of fire hit us from both sides. I could hardly keep track of our enemies. Right as I caught one in my sights, something else would slam against my hull, or a geyser of rock and ice would explode over me. Everything became a blur of fiery chaos and yells and screams. I thought I heard Garcia screaming that they were almost there.

      Almost was too far.

      “Kross!” Ricci yelled.

      I turned to watch a cloud of fire devour him, tearing over his damaged Asher. He collapsed backward, limbs askew, head completely gone now.

      Ricci waved his Gatling over a crowd of Harveys. Rounds lanced through their chests and tore through their limbs. A few went down with jets of plasma venting from their fusion reactors and slagged alloy spraying off their shredded armor.

      Their comrades sought vengeance. A missile ruptured the ceiling above Ricci. Shrapnel tore into his sparking Asher. He yelled a plea to his god before a lancing railgun shot tore through what remained of his leg. He fell sideways, going silent.

      Langer started screaming curses until he was abruptly cut off.

      Tanaka remained silent, a machine. Her rifle shuddered against her shoulder until a round from a Harvey tore her arm away, sending her weapon clattering. She peeled out her saber with her surviving limb, ready to bring death straight to the Harveys. A maneuver that would get her killed.

      “Don’t do it, Tanaka!” I screamed.

      She never got a chance.

      Another salvo sent her flying backward, sparks shooting from her wounds. She skidded across the rock and then crashed against an icy column. Flames bloomed from the severed electronics and hoses in her limbs.

      All I could hear over the comms were her blood-curdling screams as she burned alive.

      A hot rage filled me, overcoming the agony. We’d managed to take down six or seven Harveys, but only because there were so many that we didn’t need to aim.

      I fired at another. Fractures spread through its polyglass cockpit. It crumpled, but two more stepped over their downed comrade, forcing me back with their gunfire.

      A scream to my left. Langer dropped his rifle. Held a hand over his Asher’s chest, gel oozing out. Smoke poured from his broken armor.

      “Shaw, I don’t feel right,” Langer said.

      “Hold on, kid!” I leapt toward him.

      The Harveys were seconds away from overwhelming us completely. Several had taken out their plasma axes, ready to butcher us.

      Us? No.

      It was only me left.

      Langer had slumped to the ground. Fingers of plasma jetted from the wounds in his chest.

      My rifle stopped firing. Empty. I grabbed Langer’s, shielding his body with mine.

      A round thumped into my chest. Fiery pain swept through my body. Vision threatened to go black.

      I might have been yelling something. Might just have been the screaming over the comms.

      The world blurred. Ears rang. Mind going numb.

      Another punch to my chest. Barely felt that one.

      Molten alloy sprayed from the impact in orange teardrops. Electricity jolted through my nerves. Every nerve-port burned.

      Shots drilled into my arm as I tried to straighten it. A missile speared toward me. My legs barely pushed me off the ground to dodge it. The missile slammed into the cavern wall, and a shower of rock nearly crushed me. My Asher shook, a million red warnings crowding my HUD. Alarms screamed directly into my skull, and a crack formed in one of my viewports before half my field of vision went black, the outboard cams sizzling off.

      “Anybody still alive?” I asked.

      Thought I did anyway. Couldn’t tell. Everything hurt. My heartbeat seemed to slow down, giving up already. I saw a Harvey jump toward me, axe in one hand, gun in the other.

      Wondered briefly if the Alliance was responsible for our skewed comms. Maybe they’d been setting up this trap for us the whole time.

      My Asher shuddered. I had to fight back. Wanted to, even. But my body was shutting down. My mind flooded with a thousand inputs, some from the Asher, some from my own sensory organs.

      I smelled burning flesh. The wetness of blood or deactivated gel. A new wave of agony, the snapping of bones, the bending and breaking, pushing out of the skin.

      “Automatic shutdown initiated,” my Asher announced.

      I’d failed the mission. Mostly, I’d failed them.

      Langer lay behind me, geysers of rock and fire exploding around him. Kross and Ricci were tangled in debris farther away. Tanaka lay on her side, facing me.

      I tried to reach out to her with my mangled hand.

      A sharp stab of electricity coursed through me, and I screamed. Then everything went numb, shadows looming over my vision.

      A strange peace overcame me along with a soft, choking blackness.

      So this is the end, I thought.

      “Shaw!” someone cried. “We’re here!”

      Screaming gunfire. Metal scraping against metal. Curses. Desperate yells.

      And then a flash of brilliant orange before everything went black.
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      Hot, dry air blew across me. Grit scratched at my skin, my eyes. I shielded my face with a hand. Orange dust clung to the underside of my nails. Clung to the hair on my arms, my legs. Everywhere, orange dust. And under the boil of the red sun, threatening every day to swallow Xenia, that orange dust burned. It soaked up the heat as I walked across the sand dunes. Each piece of sand stuck to my skin, glued by my sweat, burned. As if it wasn’t sand or dust, but fire, materialized and solid.

      And when I brushed it off my arms, the wind blew more sand across me.

      “No,” the planet seemed to say. “You are part of Xenia. Xenia is you.”

      This was my home planet.

      Sand dunes ahead of me, behind me. Nothing but sand dunes.

      Then the wind picked me up, tossing me into the air. I felt a distant pain. Voices in my ears, their words only starting to coalesce. Fire blooming over my flesh.

      But when I spun, I saw nothing.

      The voices remained. Asking me if I was there. Asking me to respond. Telling me to wake up.

      I screamed, but no one heard.

      The wind dropped me into the sands again somewhere else. Massive metal silos stuck up from the dunes like broken bones jutting through flesh. Hatches in those silos led to the abandoned mines. People still streamed into them, packs strapped over their shoulders, preparing for weeklong journeys into the dark. Hoping they would stumble across some precious metals all the previous miners had missed. Something that would be worth a few credits when the next NWR or independent trade ship arrived.

      Most would probably die down there.

      I trudged past those silos and toward the Bones. Enormous yellowed structures half-buried by the dunes. They were Sentinel bones. Titan bones. Small holes pocked the length of the bones. Not from Xenia’s weather, but from people.

      Those bones were our homes. Tiny rooms carved into the remains of what once had been a gargantuan beast. As a child, I marveled at the rib cage where we lived. My family had a second-story cave. I had to take a rope ladder to reach it, and every time I did, I imagined the creature that those bones had once belonged to.

      “There were creatures even bigger,” my father had told me. “The Asher operators had to face them. They called them Gods. Stronger than Titans. Stronger than anything you can imagine. The operators fought them to clear this planet so we could live on it.”

      But he’d told those stories to me years ago. Now, my father never talked. Couldn’t talk. Not with the gray lumps as big as my hands pushing out against the skin of his throat. All across his body, those lumps, like sand dunes, grew bigger with time.

      Until he was gone. Just more bones to be devoured by the desert.

      And as I climbed up that ladder, somehow still here, I saw our home. The torn and sand-stained blankets spread across the porous floor. The pot hanging above blackened wood. Hadn’t been lit in weeks.

      My older brother, Saul, sat in a corner, eyes bulging from a face that looked more skull than flesh. His sclera shone red, and he clutched a blanket, stained the color of rust from the blood that came out with every hacking cough. Streams of flaking, dried blood clung under his nostrils and at the corners of his eyes, crusting over his ears and lips.

      “Let me die,” he whispered. “Please let me die.”

      Two years older than me, he was what I saw when I dreamed of my fate.

      “I can’t help you,” I whimpered, reaching out to him.

      My skin was covered in nerve-ports. I didn’t know why. I wasn’t an operator yet. I had never been in an Asher on Xenia.

      I looked around the empty, bloodstained blankets nearby. “Where’s Benny?”

      Benny. My little brother.

      Saul stared at me, red eyes blinking, ignoring my question. Each blink yielding a pink sheen of tears more blood than water. “Wherever you go, you will be part of Xenia. And Xenia will be part of you.”

      “Not anymore,” I said. “Not anymore.”

      “It’s part of you.” Another voice. Shrill and grating.

      I turned to see my mother. Eyes wide, blood vessels swelling against flesh burned to leather by the sun. Her gaze stared at some point only she could see, beyond the oily smoke covering the ceiling from the tarlike candles casting their harsh, flickering glow over our faces.

      She was rocking, holding a bundle of blankets in her arm.

      “Every bone in your body came from the sands of Xenia,” she continued. “Just like all of us.”

      “Mother?” I asked. “Where’s Benny?”

      She rocked quicker, eyes swollen, as she scratched at her wrist, releasing more blood from her scabbed arms.

      “Mother, where is he?” I asked.

      Two years old, Benny couldn’t have gone far. I used to tell him little stories, like the ones father told me. Anything to take my mind off our certain deaths on Xenia.

      He always smiled and giggled, unaware how terrible his life would be on this planet. Preciously innocent. Gave me a reason to keep living, knowing I could maybe make that life a bit better for him, however slight.

      “The little one is dead,” my mother said. “Xenia claimed him.”

      She unrolled the bundle of blankets, and Benny’s body spilled from it. I screamed, falling down in front of him.

      “No, no, no!” I said.

      His neck was bruised, purple finger marks. Eyes frozen open, bloodshot. His face was a mask of betrayal. Appeared familiar. Too familiar. Not my little brother, but… the name came to me…

      Langer. Impossibly young.

      Confusion ate at my mind.

      “You did this!” I screamed at my mother.

      “No.” She shook her head. “You did. It’s your fault. You tried to leave. To leave me. To leave Benny.”

      Then her arms shot out, hands grasping my neck. I tried to swat at them, tried to push her away. Tears rolled from my eyes. My own mother, the one who had created me, now trying to destroy me.

      Pain swam through my body.

      And then she let go, devolving into shuddering sobs and intermittent screams. A wreck of a woman whose mind had been rotted by a disease I would never understand. She pulled my little brother against her chest, her tears covering his head.

      I ran and ran, across the hot sands, across the dunes, until I saw the ship descending through the sky. Contrails of water vapor pluming in its wake. And then I was eighteen. This was an NWR ship! I could enlist! I begged the crew to take me, to let me join up. They saw I didn’t have the Reds and the only craziness in me was my desperation to leave Xenia.

      Another flash and I was in a sim for the very first time, feeling the power of operating an Asher, even if only in virtual reality. Then the surgery to install my nerve-ports. Forty-five percent failure rate, they said. Immune rejection. Inadequate nerve integration. Allergic reactions. Neurological damage. If even one of the dozens upon dozens of ports failed, I would be out of the program. There was no reversal surgery. The changes would be permanent.

      They still asked if I wanted to go through with the surgery. If I still wanted the nerve-ports.

      “They’re already there,” I told the surgeons before the blades sliced my flesh. “They’ve always been there.”

      They operated anyway.

      They told me I could, for the first time, pilot an Asher. Feel the ancient power of the gods reawakened in a machine. A machine that I became part of. Every nerve in my body directly connected with this marvel. And every circuit in the machine a part of me.

      The Asher was the reason I escaped Xenia. It was my life. In the NWR, there was no better assignment for the enlisted than joining an Asher unit. We were the defenders of the Republic. We protected everything from the core planets to the colonies from enemy forces and Sentinels.

      We were the elite.

      In my Asher, on that first day of live ammunition training, I ran and boost-jumped. Trained with weapons that would tear through armies of foot soldiers. Understood now, that with my nerve-ports, I would forever be an Asher operator. Every nerve-port necessary to operate the complex machinery. Every individual connection the reason that Ashers reigned supreme in combat against all other human military units.

      At least that is what they told me.

      That is what I believed.

      Until my Asher was torn apart by an enemy I had never expected on Ferrous. That the NWR had never expected. And those memories swam in a hole of darkness, somewhere I struggled to make sense of.

      I pushed past the darkness to relive the fires of that day. The explosions that had sent my Asher falling backward. Broken our lines.

      Destroyed my team.

      Those memories pained me. That agony traveled through my bones, my nerves. The heat of embers that would never extinguish.

      “Master Sergeant Cole Shaw,” a voice said. Somewhere beyond the fire and fury. “Can you hear me?”

      The pain grew. The flames engulfed me.

      “Master Sergeant Cole Shaw, do you hear me?”

      My limbs burned and my face melted, my insides turned to mush.

      “Shaw?”

      I yelled, unable to take it any longer. Every muscle in my body tensed. Every fiber snapped from my tendons, popping and pulling. My jaw came unhinged, and still I screamed.

      “Shaw! Hold on. Increase his dose. Ease him out of this. Okay, okay, okay.”

      Light shone around me. My body throbbed. A heavy weight tugged against my eyelids. I felt as though I had slept for years, and I was more exhausted than I had ever been before.

      “Shaw! You’re awake!” A rough voice.

      My skull was on fire. My nerve-ports scorched through my flesh.

      “Agh!” I roared, thrashing in bed. I wanted to die. Wanted the pain to go away.

      “Hit him with another dose,” someone said. “Again.”

      Electricity whipped through me.

      I opened my eyes.
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      I didn’t know how long I had been out before the glowing embers of pain rocked my body again.

      Tried to call for help. Couldn’t manage it.

      A nurse stood above my bedside. Hit something on a holopad, and I felt a surge of cold travel through my body. For a second, I saw the Titan again, its frozen mists soaking over my body, making everything numb.

      My tongue clung to the roof of my mouth. I probed at the back of my lips. I tasted a funk there. Like I hadn’t brushed my teeth in a week.

      “Where… what’s going on?” I asked.

      “Doctor, I think he’s awake again,” the nurse said before disappearing.

      A new face appeared. I blinked through the haziness of my vision.

      “Master Sergeant Shaw, do you know who I am?” a man in a white coat and slicked-back black hair asked.

      Same guy who checked out my nerve-ports before. The base’s chief medical officer.

      “Dr. Liu Feng,” I said.

      “Good.” Feng didn’t smile. “I didn’t think you would make it. We weren’t sure your brain could handle the changes.”

      “Some bedside manner you got, Doc,” I said. My muscles hurt. My insides hurt. But I explored around my mind. I didn’t think I was crazy like my mother. Everything in my brain felt intact. Solid. I was still me.

      At least, I thought I was.

      A dull pain throbbed through my body, especially in my legs.

      “You almost died before you reached us,” Feng said. “You’re lucky to be alive.”

      Painkillers were flowing through my body, and everything seemed to swirl around me when I tried to look around.

      “You took third-degree burns over eighty percent of your body, and the nerve damage…” He pulled back the sheet over my chest and arms. My skin shone almost as brightly as the nerve-ports. Looked like it was made of plastic. But at least the nerve-ports were still there. Still part of me. “Can you feel this?”

      He jabbed my arm. A shock lanced up through my nerves.

      “Fuck, yeah.”

      The doc took a step back, tapping on a holopad. “Do you know what happened?”

      “We got caught in a storm,” I said.

      “What else?”

      Images of Xenia and red sands and my mother and the bones of a Titan bled across my mind. I tried to sort through them. Felt like I was swimming through mud. The deeper I probed into my memories, the more my head pounded.

      That pain spread into my limbs, burning into my nerve-ports.

      I wanted to scratch at my legs. But when I tried, my muscles refused, shaking and quivering like I was ninety years old.

      “What the hell is wrong with me?” I asked.

      My legs blazed hotter. I wanted to rip into the ports down there. Pull them out.

      Shit, maybe I was going the way of my mother.

      “You and your team encountered Alliance Harveys,” Feng said.

      “The Alliance? No, you’re shitting me.” I clenched my jaw, trying to remember.

      Then it all came at me like a Gren’s fists.

      I tried to push myself up to a sitting position. “Valkyrie. The Titan killed them all.”

      Feng put a hand on my shoulder. The light touch felt like he was stabbing me.

      “Slow down,” Feng said. “I need to know if you remember what happened after that.” He tapped the side of his head. “Whether everything’s okay up there, you know what I mean?”

      “I don’t have the crazies,” I said, my mother’s image still sharp in my mind. Tried to convince myself as much as him. “I remember the Titan. Armor. Head almost like an ape. Vents along its hands and back that spewed icy mist. And the Alliance… I think… they came after…” Flashes of green fire. Rounds punching into my chest. I felt that pain again. The flames moving across my body. My legs pinned beneath chunks of my broken Asher. “God, the Alliance. Why are they here?”

      “We’re not sure,” Feng said. “Anvil managed to push them back. Destroyed a whole lot of them until they retreated. We saw some ships take off.”

      “Why would they be down there? Why would they—”

      Realization dawned on me. Not the answers to my questions. But the clarity of my memories finally appearing whole in my fractured mind.

      “My team,” I said. “Please tell me they’re in better shape than me.”

      Feng stared at me, pausing. If this robotic man felt emotion, he didn’t show it. Maybe he was Ferrous’s best card player. But that pregnant pause belied whatever he tried to conceal.

      An icicle stabbed through my gut. “Feng, what the hell happened?”

      He looked over his holopad. “Tanaka lost her eye and an arm. Pretty severe burns, too.”

      Oh, God. Tanaka. No.

      “Her eye. Her arm. We can fix that, right, Doc?” I asked, not even attempting to mask my desperation.

      “Yes, of course,” Feng said. “We’ve put together prosthetics that seem to suit her quite well. With a strict rehab regimen, her arm will feel like her own. The eye, too. And as a benefit, she won’t need to wear COLs with that cybernetic eye. She’ll have a constant data connection. And the arm. It’s stronger than—”

      “Some benefits.” I didn’t think Tanaka would be all too happy with those prosthetics. She’d been a dancer before enlisting. I always thought that was why she could control an Asher with such precision and grace.

      But she wasn’t the only one on my team.

      “The others?” I asked.

      “Fifty percent of Sergeant Ricci’s skull had to be replaced with a 3D-printed bone substitute. Both lungs were punctured and his ribs… well, they had to be replaced. Most of his chest did, too, along with about half of his left arm.” Feng drew a finger across the holopad. “We had to perform a below-the-knee amputation on Kross’s right leg, and he inhaled a lot of smoke. His nerves sustained minor damage due to malfunctions with the nerve cables in his Ashers.”

      Ricci and Kross had made it, too. Sweet miracles. Maybe karma had protected us for bringing down that Titan. Maybe we’d paid our dues.

      There was one last member of Banshee he had neglected to mention.

      “Langer?” I asked. “What new parts did the kid get?”

      “None,” Feng said, looking up from his holopad. “He, uh, didn’t make it.”

      “How long of—” I stopped midsentence. The way Feng delivered that last bomb caught me off guard like the attack from those Harveys.

      I hadn’t heard him right. That’s all. No one would just say that without even an attempt at a sympathetic smile. A pat on the shoulder. Some kind of lame apology.

      “Doc? Did I… Did you say he…? Langer…” The word stuck in my throat. I pictured the kid back at the Sanctum, throwing back frostmelt. He’d saved my ass against that Titan. So the word I wanted to say, “died,” fell apart on my lips. I couldn’t believe it, much less say it.

      “Yes, that’s right,” Feng said. “Langer was KIA. Unfortunately.”

      He added that last word in there like he had just remembered it was his obligation as a human to pretend he felt emotion.

      I wanted to wring Feng’s neck. Wanted to get in my Asher and stomp his puny form, spread him across the ice.

      “God, no…” I said.

      “I am… I am sorry.” Feng stared at me as if he was puzzled by my reaction. “We attempted to resuscitate him, but there was not much left to resuscitate.”

      My fingers curled. Hot darkness enveloped my mind, and my heart climbed into my throat, threatening to jump from my mouth and run across my chest. The biomonitors next to my bed chirped excitedly. I didn’t know what the fuck their problem was, but I wanted to throw them across the room, too. Beat them into the walls until every last machine was nothing but individual atoms, pulverized to nonexistence.

      But the biomonitors didn’t deserve my anger. Feng wouldn’t win any awards for his bedside manner, and even he didn’t deserve what I wanted to do to him.

      I tried to control my breathing, tried to make my fingers uncurl. Like the shrinks would want.

      It was the Sentinels that deserved destruction.

      The Imperial Alliance.

      Every last one of those motherfuckers.

      They had killed the kid.

      He’d never make it back to see his girl, even if she had waited for him.

      This was an act of war. It needed to be repaid in kind.

      “I need to get back in my Asher,” I said. My nerve-ports started to itch. The pain throbbing from them hurt more than my regrown skin or the headache pounding behind my eyes. All I saw now was red. Violent, angry red. “I need my Asher. I need to stop the Alliance.”

      Feng put a hand against my shoulder again. I pushed against his touch, ignoring the pain. Ignoring the tubing stretching from my wrists to the machines pumping liquid through my vessels. I tried to tear one of those IV lines out. Felt like my skin was ripping and any moment I’d be looking at pulsing red muscles.

      But I didn’t care.

      “I need my Asher,” I repeated. I shoved Feng’s hand off and pulled myself to a sitting position. “I’m going to pound those fucking Alliance assholes into the snow.”

      I threw my legs over the side of the bed and then pushed off, trying to stand. But instead of landing on my feet, I flopped forward.

      Lightning ricocheted up through my wrists, churning the fires anew.

      “The hell…” I tried to get my feet under me, regain my balance. But I didn’t move. Couldn’t get my legs in place. Then I looked down.

      Ice rushed through my veins.

      I nearly choked at what I saw.

      Or rather, what I didn’t see.

      I had no legs.

      Everything ended midway down my thighs. And despite seeing nothing there, despite knowing with my goddamn eyes my legs were missing, they felt like a Titan was standing on them.

      My knees, my ankles, my toes, and every nerve-port between them burned with an unholy pain. The contents of my belly boiled up through my throat and spilled over my shirt. I tasted acid. And it burned the second time, too, as I vomited over the floor.

      Feng crouched beside me. “You lost both of your legs. They were irreparable.”

      “You’re fucking kidding me,” I said, wiping my mouth with my wrist and staring straight at that white-coat asshole. “If I lost them, please tell me you just decided to hide them somewhere. Is that what happened? Is this a goddamn joke, Doc?”

      I grabbed hold of the bed and pulled myself to a sitting position. The world started to spin, the floor undulating like waves.

      “It isn’t a joke,” Feng said, looking confused.

      I laughed, dizzy now. “Damn it, Feng, get a sense of humor. I’m the one telling a joke.”

      Feng merely stared at me as if I was going crazy.

      Like my mother. Damn it, was that what was happening?

      I willed my breathing to slow. Willed my heart rate to settle again.

      Get a grip, Shaw.

      Okay, I could handle this. If the rest of my team could bear their injuries, I could, too.

      I steadied myself, the world growing a little straighter.

      If Langer had died so we could live, then I owed it to him to get myself right.

      “I’ll get new legs, though,” I said. “Prosthetics like the others.”

      Feng nodded. “They’ve already been fitted. You just need a proper rehab regimen.”

      “Then I can get back in my Asher.” I pictured the kid again. Pictured that cheesy grin of his. “Tear the Alliance a new one.”

      I decided right then that nothing that happened to this body mattered. All I needed was my Asher. That had been my ticket off Xenia. My escape from ending up like the rest of my family. That was my real body. That was the real me.

      No matter what had happened to my legs, the Asher was still there. Still waiting for me.

      There would be retribution for Langer. Retribution for my team.

      Feng merely stared at me, his forehead a canyon of wrinkles. “I don’t think you understand, Shaw. You’re missing your legs.”

      I laughed. “No, Doc. I do understand. I got it. Two legs. Vanished. Gone like the setting sun.”

      “Yes, but…”

      “Legs don’t matter. Once I’m in my Asher, I’m running again. I’m fighting. I’m—”

      Then I understood why he’d look so confused.

      “Shaw,” he said, speaking slowly, like he was trying to talk me down from jumping off a cliff. “You’re missing your legs. You’re missing the nerve-ports on those legs. An Asher only operates properly if every one of those nerve-ports is functional and connected.” He tapped his holopad. “Which means neither you nor anyone on your team will pilot an Asher again.”
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      I wasn’t sure if I sat there on the floor for thirty seconds or an hour. Feng left at some point, and it was the nurses who helped me back into bed.

      My legs were in pain the entire time.

      Not the stumps. The legs that had been taken from me.

      Someone tried to get me to drink something. I couldn’t do it. My stomach was weak. Just another decrepit part of my body I couldn’t rely on. None of the attending nurses or docs seemed to get it.

      Why did they even bother trying to keep me alive?

      I couldn’t fight for them. Couldn’t fight for my team.

      Couldn’t do my job anymore.

      Might as well ship me back to Xenia.

      They pestered me to drink this or take that, and, God, I don’t know how much time passed until my stomach finally settled and my mind started to clear.

      Feng wasn’t done yet, though. The bastard returned, holopad in hand. Just another day on the job for him.

      “There was something else I wanted to tell you,” Feng said, “but you didn’t seem up for it earlier.”

      Was that a fucking joke? He didn’t laugh. Didn’t greet me. Just rolled in here with that line.

      “More bad news?” I asked, already feeling the weight of a Sentinel pressing down my chest.

      “Maybe.”

      Feng showed me his holopad. A three-dimensional projection of a human shape appeared. The body was completely blue, translucent. Dozens of white dots blazed over it. Right where nerve-ports would be.

      And of course, this body was missing both legs from the middle of the thighs down.

      “I’m going to guess this isn’t some other dude, is it?” I asked.

      “No, of course not,” Feng said, giving me that look of bemusement he was so good at. “It’s you.”

      “No shit.” I rolled my eyes. Feng didn’t notice.

      “You see these?” Feng pointed to those white spots. They were glaringly obvious, and I wanted to say something like a smartass again. But I could see that wasn’t getting me anywhere.

      Definitely wasn’t going to get me my fucking legs back.

      I merely nodded.

      “We used a high-intensity imaging modality. Something we don’t usually use in diagnostic processes. But when we were operating on you, the condition of your nerve-ports troubled us. We really only use this technique on suspected cases of extremely serious brain damage due to its highly radiating effects.”

      “Radiation? You trying to give me cancer now, too?”

      “No, that’s ludicrous,” he said. Once again he missed the subtle sarcasm. “But I guess those thoughts might occur in a patient like you.” He indicated the splotches of white spread around my skull. “We found these in your brain.”

      “What are they?”

      “I’m not sure yet. But they aren’t normal.”

      “No shit.”

      “You say that a lot. Do you really not believe me?”

      “No, no, just… go on.”

      “It might be a neurodegenerative disease. A strange plaque formation or maybe an unusual cancer.”

      Another knife twisted in my gut. Wasn’t already bad enough that the Alliance had nearly left me a rotting corpse. But Ferrous, Xenia, and the doc all really were trying to take my life away, too. They seemed determined to do it slowly, painfully.

      “What’s my prognosis?” I asked. “Don’t bullshit me.”

      Feng shrugged. “You might die in ten years. Or maybe tonight. Impossible for me to say.”

      “Fucking brilliant.”

      My legs. My Asher. My life. This was all my fault. I’d thought I could save my Valkyrie brothers and sisters.

      Now they were gone, and I was as good as dead. My team was as good as dead.

      “This is all very intriguing.” Feng dragged a finger over the holopad, and the projection disappeared. “We’ve documented cases like this on a few other NWR planets. Both exceptional cases. Researchers call it Colonizer’s Bane.”

      “Other planets?” I asked. “Then it’s not a complete mystery.”

      “No, it isn’t. I’ve searched through the medical literature. So far, no victims of the Bane have been cured. It progresses until they go mad or die. The only way to stop the disease’s development is by removing people from those planets. This doesn’t cure them, but the plaque formations seem to stop growing.”

      Colonizer’s Bane? People going mad and dying? Sounded too damn familiar.

      I was still alive, and for so long, I’d attributed it to joining the NWR and the medical treatment afforded Asher operators. Everyone else I had grown up with died back on my home planet.

      “You think I got it from Xenia,” I suggested.

      “Maybe,” Feng agreed. “I would like to meet some other individuals from Xenia with this condition.”

      “I bet you would.” I nearly snarled, thinking of that blood-soaked cave in the middle of a Titan’s rib cage that I’d known so well. But Feng wouldn’t understand. Couldn’t understand. “So as long as I don’t go back to Xenia, I’ll be fine, right? I mean, I’m not dead or crazy yet.”

      Feng didn’t look so certain. “We’ll keep an eye on it, but things don’t look good.”

      “I’m not on Xenia anymore, and you told me you couldn’t say when I would die. But you’re certain my prognosis is bad? Explain.”

      “Look, your case is extremely advanced. Normally, when Bane plaque formations are as numerous and large as yours, people are, uh, how do I put it?” He tapped his temple. “Vegetables. Almost totally brain-dead. Either that, or they have a complete psychotic break.” Then I swore, the biggest shit-eating grin I’d ever seen split his face. “So the good news is you are a very special subject—er, patient.”

      I tried to take all that in. Goddammit.

      Was this why my nerve-ports had been inflamed? This is what they’d missed before?

      “If it’s that bad, why am I still here?” I asked.

      “No idea.”

      My gut twisted in on itself, threatening to expel its contents.

      “The interesting thing is that your team is suffering from it, too,” Feng said.

      Ho-ly shit. This guy. This fucking guy.

      My fingers curled until my nails dug into my palms. I wanted so badly to shake Feng until he spilled every last surprise he had for me.

      Through gritted teeth, I just barely managed to hold myself back. Hell, who was I kidding? It was my two stumps and the pain meds pumping through me that held me back.

      “How in the hell are they infected?” I asked.

      “I don’t know.”

      I couldn’t imagine losing Tanaka and Kross and Ricci now, too. This wasn’t fair. None of this was fucking fair. They didn’t ask for it. If we were going to die, it should be in the field, in our Ashers, amid a pile of Imperial Alliance corpses. Not in a bed on some backwater planet with an IV needle jabbed into our flesh.

      “You’ve got to do something,” I said.

      “There are no NWR-approved treat—”

      I cut Feng off, slamming my fist against the side of the bed. “I don’t care. Do something. Anything. These are my people you’re talking about!”

      Feng’s eyes went wide, his face going white.

      “Promise me,” I said. Tried to make myself look as menacing as a Sentinel.

      “Yes, yes,” Feng said. Then he adopted an almost dreamy expression. “I mean, of course, I will. If I find a cure to the Colonizer’s Bane, I can write an astounding paper. Do something no other medical officer in the NWR has done.”

      “And you can save our lives,” I said.

      “Oh, yes, I can do that, too.”
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      For the first time since we lost Langer, I was out of the med bay and in the corridors of the base. I had two metal things strapped to my stumps. Legs, the doc had called them. Whoever made them didn’t even try to make them look like they belonged on a human. All metal and wires. Ashers were prettier.

      I couldn’t even stand on them yet. Too painful. Feng told me it would take time before the artificial legs fully innervated. For now, I had to roll along in a wheelchair.

      Tanaka strode beside me. Her left arm shone silver, but the fingers, clearly robotic, moved with the dexterity of the digits that used to be there. She looked down at me as we walked. God, this was a perspective I wasn’t used to. Her artificial right eye sparkled emerald.

      “Legs look good,” she said.

      “I look like an Asher,” I muttered.

      “Me, too.” She rotated her metal wrist.

      “You pull it off.”

      She offered me a sympathetic smile.

      I rolled forward, forcing the wheels manually. Piloting a damn wheelchair was a far cry from an Asher. The doc had offered me an electric one, but I wanted to do it myself. Prove to him—and maybe myself—that I didn’t need a machine anymore.

      My new skin still crinkled slightly. My arms felt like they were covered in sandpaper. At least the derm regen patches had made the pain a little better, but my muscles still stung each time I rolled those wheels.

      My vision started to go red again. Anger, frustration. All of it building up in me like an overheating fusion reactor.

      Then I stopped. Here I was, like an asshole, thinking about myself. I wasn’t the only one hurting.

      “You doing okay?” I asked Tanaka.

      “No,” she said, lips pursed.

      “You want to talk about it?”

      “No.”

      “None of it?” I probed.

      “Langer’s dead, we’re fucked up, and we got some alien disease,” she said. “What’s there to talk about?”

      “All of that.”

      “Can you and I fix it by talking?”

      I let the chair coast for a bit. “That’s not the point.”

      “It’s the point that matters,” she said. “To me, at least.”

      “Fine. You want to talk, I’ll talk. You just want to be pissed, I’ll be pissed. You want to go get piss drunk after this, then I do, too.”

      “Think that’ll screw with our treatment?” Tanaka asked.

      “Feng doesn’t know what he’s doing. Might as well fill us full of frostmelt. If we’re going to die today or tomorrow or in two years without netting up in an Asher again, it’s not much of a life anyway. I’ll take my chances at the Sanctum.”

      “Only if you keep quiet about Langer and all this.” She lifted her metal hand up. “Then we can go.”

      “It’s a deal.”

      We reached the entrance to a small conference room. Footsteps echoed down the corridor opposite us. Rachel Garcia came around the corner, then froze when she saw me. She looked at me like a glass deer frozen in front of an Asher.

      “Garcia,” I started, images of Morris going down flooding my mind. “I’m—”

      “Shit, Shaw.” She melted first. “I’m sorry about what happened to you and your team. And sorry I didn’t come to see you in infirm. We’ve been running patrols constantly, and… God, we’ve been slammed. You guys, though… If I’d just made it sooner. Found that cave… It would’ve turned out differently.”

      I hadn’t expected that. Her feeling sorry for me? No, that wasn’t how this was supposed to go down. She should’ve been mad at me. I’d watched that Titan destroy Valkyrie. I’d held the steam vents against her, and then I’d been the one to fail.

      I wanted her to yell at me, curse me. I was ready for that. But feeling pity for me?

      “Garcia, I’m sorry,” I said. “About Morris. About all this. I was blaming you for screwing the clear at the steam vents, and then this happened. Couldn’t have been your fault then, and it wasn’t now.”

      A wet sheen formed over her eyes before she wiped at them with the back of a hand.

      “It’s the Alliance,” I said. “They did this. All of it. Morris, Langer.”

      She closed her eyes, taking a deep breath. “I’m sorry, Shaw.”

      She disappeared down another corridor.

      I waited a second, Tanaka standing beside me.

      “I feel terrible for her,” she said.

      “Me, too.”

      I struggled to make sense of the emotions roiling through my mind like a bad Xenian sandstorm. Trying to make sense of it all now would be harder than walking on these fake legs.

      “Okay, ready?” Tanaka asked.

      Tanaka opened the door and held it for me.

      “I’m going to have to get used to this, aren’t I?” I asked.

      “Only until you learn how to use those things,” she replied, nodding to my “legs.”

      I wheeled myself into the room. Already, Captain Schroeder sat at the conference table. Instead of the characteristic anger the guy usually wore, he looked worried. Agarwal was next to him, appearing no more at ease. Around them sat a few other senior officers. We offered salutes, which were duly returned. On the other side sat Drs. McKinley and Bussert. There were two open chairs. Tanaka took one.

      “I brought my own, sir,” I said, forcing a grin and doing my best to pull the other chair out of my way.

      No one laughed, but Tanaka gave me a slight smirk as she shook her head.

      “Glad to see you out of infirm,” Schroeder said.

      “Feng promises me I’ll be walking in another week or two,” I said. Not that I believed it.

      “That’s good,” Schroeder said. The way his eyes never really met mine made me think my recovery wasn’t the most pressing matter to him. Turned out I was right. “I’m afraid we need to talk about some new developments.”

      Why did “developments” always seem to be code for disaster?

      Agarwal tapped on a holopad, and a holoprojection of Ferrous in all its icy-white glory slowly rotated above the table. She dragged her finger across the pad. Ferrous shrank until it was nothing but a white speck. Another white speck appeared far from Ferrous with a label: RUNE EXOPLANET 621. That was one of the small artificial planets the Prog had left behind, allowing us to jump vast distances at faster-than-light speeds.

      “This is the nearest Rune,” Agarwal said. “It’s a four- to five-week burn to get to Ferrous from six-twenty-one.”

      Schroeder leaned over the table, his eyes narrowed under those bushy white brows. “That Rune leads to neutral zone territory. Supposed to be uninhabited. Deadspace.”

      “Our studies also show the Rune is unpredictable and unsuitable for reliable FTL travel,” McKinley explained. “The Rune closes and opens without a discernible pattern. It would be extremely risky to send people through.”

      Agarwal picked up the conversation. “We’ve occasionally sent drone probes. Those surviving the return journey reported no sign of activity on the other side. However, given last week’s events, we have reason to believe that the Imperial Alliance used six-twenty-one to send their invasion force.”

      “That sounds like the Alliance,” I said. “They treat their people like cannon fodder.”

      “What they lack in sophistication, they make up for in numbers,” Tanaka added.

      “The Alliance certainly values individual lives less than the NWR,” Schroeder said. Hard for me to believe when I thought of Xenia. Then again, the Alliance was known to raze an entire planet instead of wasting the occasional aid shipment like those that had sustained my home planet. “Regardless, we’ve underestimated them. Those rumors we heard about them infiltrating other colonies may have been true after all. They managed to get a platoon of Harveys on our soil without detection. Unsophisticated or not, they are dangerous, and they will need to be stopped. Agarwal?”

      Agarwal pinched her fingers over the holopad. The projection zoomed out to reveal a third white dot about two or three times farther from Ferrous than Rune 621. This one was labeled RUNE EXOPLANET 597.

      “Rune five-ninety-seven is the closest NWR-controlled Rune,” Agarwal said. “It’s stable, but you have to pass through another four Runes to get from here to the nearest established resource planet.”

      “Is that a nice way of saying that’s the closest thing to civilization in this sector?” I asked.

      “It’s the closest NWR planet of strategic value,” Schroeder said. “Manufacturing and mining operations, plus several major spaceports and military bases. If the Imperial Alliance wanted to make a move on us, they should have hit that planet first. There are far more convenient, faster Rune routes than traveling through six-twenty-one and establishing an FOB on Ferrous. We previously thought Ferrous had little strategic value to the Alliance.”

      Agarwal nodded. “Which is why we brought you all here.”

      “The Alliance must want something on this planet, and they want it bad,” Schroeder said. “The forces we saw in that cavern exceed the numbers any other colony claimed to see. For all the risks they took, getting through six-twenty-one, brazenly invading an NWR colony planet, they know something we don’t. We need to figure out what that is and stop them.”

      This discussion was a topic for the brass and maybe the scientists. I was just a fancy foot soldier who used to operate a big gun.

      Now I was so much less than that.

      “You think the Alliance activity had something to do with the Sentinels we encountered at the steam vents, too?” I asked.

      “Possibly,” Schroeder said. “That could mean they were here longer than we realized. Truth is, there are a lot of unknowns right now.”

      Now I felt a twinge of guilt. Those pains in my ghost legs were probably nothing compared to the weight hanging over Garcia. She had lost Morris, and she’d been telling the truth about the vents the whole time. My apologies to her in the hall just didn’t feel like they were good enough.

      “My guess,” McKinley said, “is that the Alliance has intel on why the Progenitors used to inhabit Ferrous. After your extraction, we had Anvil clear the caverns you found. Unfortunately, most of the pillars were destroyed or buried. We’re working on excavating them. It will take an exceedingly long time. However, I’ve been working to translate some of the hieroglyphics on the columns. Most of it is nonsense to me, but I teased out a rough translation of one particular phrase.”

      Now McKinley took out his holopad. Ferrous vanished along with the Rune planets. In its place shone a stone column, pitted and scratched with a smattering of shapes that could best be described as claw marks.

      “What I see here is an explanation of sorts,” McKinley said. I could practically see him salivating at the discovery. “A statement that suggests hazardous materials have been buried on Ferrous and inhabitants are to take caution. This message is repeated on several of the columns we recovered.”

      I swallowed hard, a shiver snaking down my spine.

      McKinley put away his holopad and continued. “We don’t know what these hazardous materials are. They could be as innocuous as waste from a Progenitor manufacturing or energy production process, much like when our ancestors buried radioactive materials from their primitive nuclear fission power plants.”

      “I have a hard time believing the Alliance dropped planetside because they want to clean up some waste left by a race that died out thousands of years ago,” I said.

      “They may have discovered a use for such a resource,” McKinley suggested.

      “Or these materials are weapons,” Schroeder said. “At least, the Alliance believes they might be weapons. Whatever it is, if the Alliance wants it, we need to find it first.”

      “I get the urgency.” I tapped my legs, the sound hollow and metallic. “But I still don’t see how I’m going to be helpful. I can’t suit up like this.”

      “We don’t need you in an Asher,” Schroeder said. “You just need to talk to our science teams.”

      “We need to know everything about the caves you discovered,” Bussert said, “and the Sentinels you encountered. Everything you can tell us about your experiences, anything you learned could be a clue.”

      “I expect the Alliance sent for reinforcements,” Schroeder said. “If so, we have a matter of weeks. Maybe three months if we’re lucky. Our own reinforcements—if they’re even granted—are at least six months away.”

      The way his eyes bored into me with those words filled me with a cool dread.

      “I cannot stress this enough,” Schroeder said. “Our situation is absolutely desperate. We have no way to escape this planet. We’re stuck here, and the only resources we have are the ones in this base. We lost Valkyrie. An entire Asher team demolished in a single Titan attack.”

      His voice started to quake. “And for all intents and purposes, we lost your team, Banshee. We have one fireteam of Ashers left. One team. When the Alliance returns, it won’t be to negotiate a peace treaty. It will be an absolute massacre. They know what they’re up against, and they’ll bring forces that Garcia and her team will not be able to turn back. All the boots we have on the ground, all our anti-mech ground units will not be enough.”

      I noticed the hardness in Schroeder’s eyes soften. Like a pillar of ice starting to melt on a sunny Ferrous day. He looked around the table. A couple officers struggled to meet his gaze. Bussert studied her steepled fingers.

      “We have to face reality,” he continued. “The Alliance is going to destroy us. There’s no softening that blow. Reinforcements simply won’t be here in time. We’re desperate for a lifeline, a lead wherever it may come from. Because we have a choice. If we find whatever it is that the Alliance is looking for in time, we might be able to use it against them. Or at the very least, we can destroy it before they get their hands on it.”

      McKinley winced when Schroeder said that, but the captain continued.

      “I cannot stress this enough. A single Asher team is nothing compared to what the Alliance is going to send. We need everything we can throw at them, and if that means resurrecting Progenitor weapons, then so be it. So Master Sergeant Shaw, if you or your team remember anything from your time in the vents or those underground caverns that might help us, we need to know. We’re desperate.”
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      The ice and wind weren’t making my first day outside the base easy. Kross and Ricci had gone into Clearwater earlier. Promised to warm some seats for us at the Sanctum. They’d already made the tavern a second home since they were discharged from the infirmary. Spending maybe a bit too much time there, but I didn’t have it in me to say anything about that now.

      I might have led Banshee once. But if our fireteam didn’t exist anymore, then how could I tell them what to do?

      And besides, where else did we have to be? We’d talked to the scientists for hour upon frustrating hour, day after day. Chasing down verbal rabbit holes. Not making any progress. Nothing we told them satisfied their need to know what the Alliance was after.

      I wanted to help them. I wished I could. Maybe there had been some clue we’d seen down there. Something I could’ve paid attention to. But damn it, we were too busy getting our asses kicked. I would do anything now to get in that cavern myself, even with these legs, to find whatever the Progs had left.

      If it was a weapon like Schroeder seemed to hope, then I wanted to be a part of it. We were all dead if we didn’t find it. But Schroeder wouldn’t let us out into the white.

      We were stuck in a purgatory of sorts. No more job. We were as useful to the mission as any of the Divinists praying in Clearwater’s temples.

      So all we could do was head to the Sanctum.

      The hike from base took the better part of an hour. Every step sent shivers of pain straight from my prosthetics up through what remained of my legs.

      “Can I return these damn things?” I asked.

      Tanaka walked slowly beside me. To her credit, she didn’t show a snowflake of impatience. “You said you didn’t want to be pushed around in a chair.”

      “I’m regretting my decision,” I said.

      Lanterns shone in Clearwater’s streets, and I smelled the familiar scent of the Divinists’ street food wafting from the stalls near the temples. People milled about, talking and laughing. Wished I could know what they were laughing about. A few looked my direction, and I couldn’t help but wonder if Tanaka and I were a part of their jokes.

      A woman brushed past me. Normally that wouldn’t throw me for a loop. But I wasn’t normal anymore. Legs still adjusting to my body, body still adjusting to my legs. My boots slid, the unfeeling artificial legs losing stability.

      Tanaka’s metal fingers wrapped around my upper arm to brace me. Cold and strong, they dug into my bicep.

      She must’ve seen my grimace.

      “Sorry,” she said.

      “Don’t be,” I replied. She’d saved me from falling on my ass. “My ego would’ve been in more pain than my arm.”

      I let Tanaka take the lead. She navigated the crowd with more deftness than me. People practically parted in front of her. I wondered if it was because of that eye of hers or the arm. Where my legs were hidden under my clothes and boots, there was no mistaking the metallic gleam of Tanaka’s prosthetics.

      “Way more people out tonight than I expected,” I said. “Tonight isn’t an Awakening, is it?”

      “No,” Tanaka said. “I think they’re celebrating.”

      “What the hell is there to celebrate?”

      “They’re happy we finally found real evidence of the Progenitors. They think we’ll uncover the ancient gods soon.”

      “The night of the Awakening, that elder said the Progenitors wouldn’t show themselves.”

      “Fate is a fickle thing when desire is involved,” Tanaka said. “Some people are saying the prophecy came true when the caverns collapsed after the battle. Others are happily choosing to forget the prediction.”

      We arrived at the Sanctum. Tanaka opened the door. She pretended like she wasn’t holding it open for me, strategically letting it go as I crossed the threshold. I knew what she was doing, but I appreciated the thought all the same.

      Some of the regulars held down their usual spots around the tables and bar. A few tables were filled with NWR uniforms.

      I noticed Kross’s hulking form leaning over the bar, talking to Lucy. Next to him was Ricci. He was, of course, speaking with one of the local women. Ricci lifted his shirt and pointed at the silver encasing his rib cage.

      Seeing him use those metal ribs to pick up a woman made all this strangeness feel a little bit more normal. I almost smiled.

      “Hey, look who it is,” a voice called from one of the NWR tables. Sounded drunk. “One of those metalmen who almost died. The living dead!”

      Ricci’s eyes went dark. He excused himself from talking to the colonist and turned. Kross put a big hand on Ricci’s shoulder.

      “Look at ya,” the drunk said, now standing. The guy looked like one of the boots who patrolled the walls, face all angular like a Reaper’s and his nose bent as if it had been broken before. “All the living dead in one place.”

      Ricci set his drink on the bar and started toward the man. “What did you call us?”

      “You let that other team die out there, didn’t you?” the soldier slurred.

      “Come on, Burke,” another guy said, grabbing the guy’s shoulder. It was Frank, one of the boots I knew. Decent guy.

      Wasn’t so sure about this other one.

      “No, man,” Burke said, pushing Frank away. “These guys look down on us. Think they’re the shit. But look at them, let their own kind die out there! What do you think they would’ve done if those Sentinels got to base? Save us? Save their own asses, more like.”

      The guy was really on a roll.

      “You guys let Valkyrie die,” Burke continued, eyes bleary. “Looks to me like you’re the ones who should be dead.”

      I saw Kross say something to Ricci in too low of a voice for me to hear. I got the gist of it though. He was trying to get Ricci to back down.

      But Ricci was damn near like a Sentinel when provoked. He shook Kross’s hand off and marched straight up to the private.

      A few of the colonists looked up from their drinks. Free show for them.

      “Let me get a look at those ribs,” Burke said. He wobbled past Frank and his buddies.

      “Fuck you,” Ricci spat. His fingers curled into fists as he stepped up to the soldier, his face turning red beneath his tattoo. The drunk boot was a full head taller than Ricci and looked like his second home was the gym. But Ricci didn’t seem bothered.

      “Hey, Ricci,” I said. “Want a drink, brother?”

      Ricci didn’t bother breaking eye contact with Burke. “Nah, man. I’m good.”

      “Maybe we better let this guy go home,” I said. “Looks like he had enough.”

      “Yeah, man, let’s settle down,” Frank said.

      Burke rolled back on his heels as he looked me up and down. “Ho-ly shit, you’re the main attraction, man. Your skin’s all shiny and shit. And those legs. They’re both fake, aren’t they?”

      “See what I’m dealing with?” Ricci asked, jaw clenched.

      “I see,” I said, in a low voice. The soldier was obnoxious, but he was also too drunk for me to worry about. “Ricci, let’s grab a drink.”

      “You’re going to walk away from this?”

      “There’s nothing to walk away from. This guy’s going to pass out soon anyway. Let’s go have a good time before he vomits all over himself.”

      Ricci looked at me as if I’d stuck a knife in his back. I got it. I really did. Maybe on another day, I’d square up against the drunk beside Ricci. Or at least I wouldn’t have made him back down. Made him look like a coward.

      But on these legs, I couldn’t back anyone up. I wasn’t about to start a fight when I could barely fucking stand.

      “Can’t believe you,” Ricci said. “Letting him drag us through the shit like that.”

      Ricci’s face was burning bright red. But when I hobbled back toward the bar, he followed.

      “Fuck that guy,” he said.

      “Fuck that guy,” I agreed. I caught Lucy’s eyes and held up four fingers.

      But before she could turn around to pour the drinks, Burke got a little braver now that we’d backed off.

      “You know how I know you guys don’t got our backs?” Burke asked, words slurring together. “You let that young guy die. Langer, he was cool. Wasn’t too proud to talk to us grunts. Not like you guys. He’d buy a man a drink, shoot the shit. And you let the Harveys take him. Thought you guys were better than that.”

      “Shut the fuck up,” Frank said. “These guys are some of the good ones.”

      Heat rushed into my face. I turned fast, almost losing my balance. Tanaka’s lip twitched, and her eyes locked onto Burke. She looked like she wanted to rip out his guts and feed them to him. Ricci was even madder. Kross reached for him.

      But it was too late. And I was pretty sure Kross wasn’t really trying to stop Ricci this time.

      Ricci lunged. His arm pulled back. Then he unleashed a punch nearly as powerful as an Asher’s. An audible snap of broken bone, a spray of blood from Burke’s nose.

      The drunk man crumpled. That didn’t stop Ricci. Fist after fist slammed into the boot. I wanted desperately to join in, to let loose.

      But I saw what was going to happen if we didn’t rein this in.

      Blood splattered over the floor. Burke was an asshole, but damn, we were all on the same side. I had to stop Ricci before he did some shit he’d regret.

      I finally grabbed Ricci’s arms and pulled him away, practically falling backward with him. He was still huffing, chest rising and falling in deep gasps, his face scarlet.

      “You okay, brother?” I asked.

      He wiped some of Burke’s blood off his face. “I’m good.”

      Like that, the show was over. Frank and another of the drunk’s buddies picked him up and settled him against the wall as his head rolled over his shoulders.

      “He was out of line,” Frank said. “He didn’t mean it.”

      “Yeah, he did,” Ricci said, spitting on the floor.

      We returned to the bar, where Lucy already had four of her finest waiting for us.

      Ricci shook out his fist. He didn’t say a word before downing his entire mug. He put it down on the bar and motioned to Lucy for another.

      “Maybe that asshole is right,” Ricci said.

      “What the hell do you mean?” Kross asked.

      “We should be dead,” Ricci said, staring into his mug. “We’re half-human now. Half-machine.”

      “Just like the Sentinels,” I muttered.

      It was loud tonight at the bar. Voices—some angry, some laughing, others hushed—whirled throughout the Sanctum. Saw some of those people shoot us furtive glances.

      I didn’t like the attention. Wanted to just walk out of there. Straight back into the snow and ice, where people didn’t stare and judge and remind me how much we’d lost.

      But damn it if Lucy wasn’t the only entrepreneur desperate enough to open a watering hole serving piss-flavored alcoholic drinks. Greater than my need to suddenly turn invisible was my need to forget everything and dull the pain stabbing through my mind and body.

      We would never operate an Asher again. Couldn’t do shit for the mission. The whole planet was probably going to be wiped clean by the Alliance.

      None of us said a thing. All of us sitting there like gargoyles.

      “Might as well be dead,” I said, breaking the silence. Then forced a fake-ass grin. “We don’t have any Ashers. We don’t even have a rifle like the boots. We’re no longer Banshee. We’re the goddamn Deadmen now.”

      “I kind of like that,” Kross said, raising his mug, eyes glassy. “To the Deadmen.”

      “Deadmen,” the others said, clinking our mugs together.

      We drank.

      I raised my mug again. “To Langer.”

      I chugged my frostmelt.

      The others followed suit. The liquid burned every centimeter down my throat. I closed my eyes and leaned back, letting the frostmelt obscure the world. Just for that second.

      The night devolved from there. More drinks.

      We laughed, but not enough.

      We missed Langer. Damn hard thing to lose a guy like that.

      I wanted to know why it was him who had died. We’d all suffered so much, taken so many hits from the Titan and the Alliance. But here we were, and here he wasn’t.

      Did it matter why he died instead of us? I told myself it shouldn’t. It was just shit luck.

      That didn’t make it feel any better.

      “How’s Anvil?” I finally asked, mostly to distract myself.

      “They’re always on patrol,” Kross said. “They’ve been searching those caves we found. But so far, all they’ve seen are more ruined columns and dead Sentinels.”

      “Their Ashers are solid enough to go out there after facing the Alliance?”

      Tanaka shook her head. “Of course not. They took a lot of damage. Normally they’d be sitting in the repair dock. But Schroeder’s determination to find whatever the Alliance is looking for trumps caution.”

      “You can only work with the instruments God gives you,” Ricci said.

      “God didn’t give us shit,” Kross growled. “Took away plenty.”

      “God gave us everything,” Ricci said. “It’s only how you choose to see it. We are still alive.”

      I wanted to argue but didn’t have the energy.

      “How about our Ashers?” I asked, changing the subject. “You seen them?”

      Kross squeezed his large fingers around his mug. “Shot to shit. Uglier than Ricci.”

      “Techs said they might try fixing them,” Tanaka said. “Just in case.”

      “Just in case what?” I asked. “We grow some body parts back?”

      “Just in case Anvil needs ’em.” Kross’s brow furrowed, nose scrunched over his drink. “I’d hate to see ’em operating our Ashers after what happened at the steam vents.”

      “You still mad about that?” Ricci asked.

      “They said we had the clear. Our Ashers took damage during that battle. What if that was part of the reason we lost against the Harveys?”

      “Nah, brother,” Ricci said. “We lost because of the Titan. Not Garcia. Her team saved our asses. We wouldn’t be here, injured or not, if it weren’t for them. You’ve got to learn to forgive them.”

      “Strange thing for the guy who just laid a boot flat on his ass to say,” Kross shot back.

      Those two argued like brothers. Never could keep them on the same side for long.

      “Well it’s nice to know I left something useful behind,” I said. “If Garcia gets my Asher, so be it.”

      Ricci traced a finger around the rim of his mug. “You don’t have to worry about someone else netting into yours. It’s irreparable. Finito.”

      Great. Another part of me that had been taken. That would never be recovered or useful again.

      My nerve-ports itched. Even the ghost ones in my missing legs.

      Kross looked at me, eyes glazed over from frostmelt. “What happens to us now?”

      I shrugged. “Don’t know.”

      Should have had a better answer. Should have been a leader, like I was meant to be. But like them, I was lost. A ship with no engines, alone in the void. Crippled and helpless. Waiting for the enemy to arrive and finish the job.

      We really were the Deadmen now. Every one of us.

      All we could do was bitch and drink.
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      Deadmen. Like all good ideas, the name sounded better when we were drunk.

      Only one of us was truly dead. But the rest of us might as well have been. We were deadweight, dead to the Asher units and dead enough that the Imperial Alliance wouldn’t have to worry about Team Banshee when they came back to pulverize us.

      We’d been through weeks of rehab. Ricci had the least to worry about with his structural bone replacements. Kross had a slight limp when he walked, but he could still get around without any major issues. True to form, Tanaka seemed to take to her new arm and eye like she had been born with them. Maybe I should’ve taken ballet as a kid like her. Guess I was too busy starving.

      A few nerves in my thigh had been rewired into my prosthetics. I had thought the pain of losing my legs had been bad. But that was nothing compared to walking with my new fake legs. Felt like someone had shoved a couple of photon sabers into my thighs, blade first, and called it good.

      I still couldn’t exactly run right. It was more of a clumsy jog. Much faster than that and I fell. Every time I tumbled, it felt like my artificial legs were tearing off my stumps.

      I still tried to run. Needed to run. But my nerves were being stubborn. Feng even told me so. We both wondered if it had something to do with the Colonizer’s Bane. While my whole team was afflicted with it, I had it the worst.

      Every time I complained about the Bane, Feng told me I should count myself lucky. He said I should be crazy by now. Completely, untreatably insane.

      Fuck. Maybe I was. Maybe this whole thing—Langer’s death, losing my legs—was a psychotic nightmare.

      Whatever was going on, these damn legs were holding me back. I wouldn’t even make it as a bullet sponge in one of the boot platoons.

      The couple times I bothered Schroeder for a new job, a new assignment, anything, he had said my orders were to continue telling Bussert and McKinley as much as possible about the Sentinels and the subterranean battlefield where we’d lost Valkyrie. That, and focus on recovering.

      Which meant today I was headed back to the science wing. I sure as hell had nothing better to do, and I needed something to distract me. Plus, the sight of Bussert’s team working on the Sentinels always drew me in. Found myself staring at those beasts from outside the bay whenever I was done with physical rehab sessions, like now.

      They still had the Reaper I’d taken down in the steam vents hooked up to its oversized life support system, along with a handful of smaller Sentinels.

      Beyond them lay a creature that inspired a fountain of cold terror in my gut.

      The Titan.

      Its massive, armor-covered chest rose and fell with the artificially aspirated liquid flowing through it. My skin crawled. Its bio-mech core hung next to it, suspended by a spider’s nest of wires and cables. Lab techs crawled over the Titan like insects slowly chewing apart a corpse.

      They extracted tissue samples into glass cylinders and deposited them in different machines. Bussert had told me they were analyzing the Sentinel’s genetic code and chemical makeup.

      All this to figure out why the Sentinels existed. What secrets about the Progenitors they were hiding.

      I felt someone watching me and dragged my eyes off the Titan. Bussert waved me in from a lab bench close to the bay’s entrance.

      I wandered into the sterilization chamber. We performed that same old song and dance, and I emerged from the chamber after donning my white bunny suit.

      “You want to see the Titan?” Bussert asked.

      The monster that had been my downfall? Damn right I did.

      Maybe I would learn something from it. It might trigger a memory that would help Bussert, McKinley, Schroeder, anyone. Maybe seeing it up close, knowing it was dead, would at least put an end to those nightmares when I tried to sleep.

      “Sure,” I said, as if I didn’t care either way.

      “Interesting specimen,” Bussert said. “It’s going to keep us busy for weeks.”

      I wondered if we still had weeks left on this planet—or if the Alliance would be back before then.

      “Glad someone got something out of all this,” I said.

      “Sorry, I didn’t mean for it to come out like that.” She paused at one of the Titan’s feet. Neither of us were even as big as the beast’s smallest toe. “It’s just, I’ve never had my hands on a Titan. I keep hoping that the next Sentinel is going to be the key to understanding them. The final clue that reveals how the Progenitors created them. How they programmed them. How we can program them.”

      “Did you learn anything yet?” I followed her as she circled around the Titan’s foot and walked beside its legs.

      “The bio-mech core infrastructure appears the same in the Titan as the smaller Sentinels,” she said. “But there’s something else there. A kind of raw energy. I’m having a hard time quantifying it. Makes your hair stand on end when you get close. Our instruments get knocked out of whack trying to get a read on it. Powerful beyond anything I’ve ever seen.”

      She was right. The monster looked powerful, even lying in this pseudo-comatose state. I expected at any moment it would stand up and rake its clawed fingers across the ceiling and walls. Crush all the science staff in its curled fists. Its artificial breaths, even in this state, whooshed in and out like the beginnings of a typhoon.

      “Completely brain-dead, right?” I asked Bussert.

      She nodded. “Without the bio-mech core, it’s nothing. Just a husk. A body without a mind.”

      “Now you’ve got more cores, like you asked,” I said. “How close are you to weaponizing these things?”

      She sighed. “I wish I could say we had made a breakthrough. But we haven’t.”

      Bussert turned away, gloved fingers clenching.

      “Doc?”

      “It’s just that I can’t help thinking if I had worked longer hours or maybe was more aggressive in the field, I’d be closer now. I could reprogram the Sentinels to work for us.”

      “Then we wouldn’t be looking down the barrel of a plasma rifle,” I said. “We would actually be able to fight back against the Alliance.”

      “Exactly.”

      I thought of what I could’ve done differently against the Titan. How we might have saved Valkyrie and Langer. “I know what you mean.”

      “You know what they say about hindsight.”

      “Yeah, looking back, all you see is your own ass.”

      “More or less,” Bussert said. “I hate that all our work here is going to be wasted. We keep powering on every day, pretending like we’re not watching the seconds tick closer to the end.”

      “What else can we do?” I asked. “I’m serious. I want to fight back. I would do anything to help you, to help Garcia’s team.”

      I thought of my people, of Banshee. Or what remained of Banshee. Waiting here for the end felt like giving up, like dying before we were dead. Had to be something we could do.

      Bussert wrung her hands together, eyes turning back up at the Titan. “I’ll keep at this until the Alliance arrives. Until they shoot me down, I’ll keep working.”

      I looked up at the great, glowing bio-mech core. “What’s your theory on those cores anyway? Like what do you know about them? How can we use them?”

      “I don’t even know where to begin.”

      “I mean, you think the Sentinels were born this way? Or did the Progenitors put these cores in ’em?”

      Bussert traced her fingers along part of the Titan’s rigid shell of fur-lined armor. “McKinley thinks they were born with the core. He says the Progenitors engineered them from the ground up with the integration of the bio-mech core in mind.”

      “Sounds like you don’t agree.”

      “I’m not sold,” she said. “His theory mostly makes sense. But there’s one thing that bothers me. Most of the Sentinels have brains.”

      “Kind of necessary to have a brain, right?”

      “Not with the core. I think the Sentinels were born with brains and fully independent, intact nervous systems before the implantation of the cores. Running parallel to their nerves are the silver tendrils from the bio-mech core. At the end of the day, the core is what controls the Sentinels.”

      I was no scientist, but I thought I was beginning to get it. “You’re saying if the Progenitors engineered these things from the ground up, a nervous system would be redundant.”

      “Exactly. It’s like if we developed a reliable, human-grade artificial intelligence to pilot Ashers, and then, for some reason, we still stuffed you guys in them, too. Completely unnecessary.”

      I didn’t like the thought of a true AI system replacing operators. But then again, what did I have to worry about? I’d already lost my job.

      “Maybe they just didn’t have the tech,” I offered. “It’d be hard to engineer the monsters without brains.”

      “For human beings, sure.” She looked up at the suspended core. “But we’re talking about the same race that created entire artificial planets for the Runes and FTL travel. And there’s something else that bothers me about McKinley’s theory. Sentinels appear to have evolved to their specific environments. I think that all kinds of indigenous species were augmented by the Progenitors. The universe was their playground, and they seemed to enjoy tinkering with the natural order everywhere they went.”

      I stared at the Titan, trying to wrap my mind around what Bussert was saying. This beast might have once been a sentient being. Stomping around Ferrous all by itself, living its life, until the Progenitors had enslaved it. They’d taken over its mind, and now all that was left was its body, preserved by a technology it could never understand.

      And here I was, the guy who brought it down, with my mind fully intact, trapped in a body that hardly worked. Irony was a bitch.

      I shook my head.

      “What?” Bussert asked me.

      “Nothing,” I lied.

      I turned my attention back to the Titan, wondering what in the hell those test pilots must’ve felt when they operated those Sentinels for Bussert and Acosta. I couldn’t even imagine how insane that must’ve been for those brief moments before everything went bad.

      I had seen the Titan in action. Knew the power behind its armor and claws. It was truly a monster.

      Ashers were designed humanoid to make controlling them as easy as possible. But Sentinels looked nothing like people. Some had more limbs. Some had less. All kinds of strange weapons and other nasty surprises. No wonder it fried the brains of those poor test pilots.

      But if it had worked, if they could have controlled these beasts and turned the Sentinels into an army…

      “Doc, I got a question for you,” I said.

      “Shoot.”

      “How did you adapt an operator’s nerve-ports to work with a Sentinel?”

      “Easy,” Bussert said. “We didn’t. Netting a wide map of nerve-ports works great with Ashers. But to hook an operator up to a Sentinel, we had to go back to the old-fashioned method.”

      “You mean just a single nerve-braid in the back of the neck?” I asked.

      “Exactly. It was—” She stopped midsentence and stared at me, shaking her head. She knew exactly what I was thinking. “Everyone who tried interfacing with a Sentinel failed, Shaw. Went crazy or just died.”

      The words went right over my head. I imagined what it would be like to be that Titan. To be a living, breathing fighting machine instead of trapped in a half-working body.

      But more than that, I had seen what a Titan could do to a fireteam of Ashers. I had a damn good feeling it could stop a few teams of Harveys.

      Only one way to find out, right?
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      “Could you net me into a Sentinel?”

      Bussert gave me a look as if I had just started doing cartwheels through her lab.

      “You’re joking,” she said.

      “I’m serious. How hard would it be?”

      “The technology… that would be easy.” Her eyes met mine. “But I can’t do it.”

      “Can’t?” I asked. “Or won’t?”

      She stepped toward me. There was something else in her eyes now that the shock of my request had faded. Sympathy. Pity.

      I hated that look.

      “Don’t be rash,” she said. “Every pilot who tried failed. The side effects were terrible. If they lived, they went insane or fell into a vegetative state. There’s a good reason the NWR put a stop to the program.”

      I studied the Titan. I needed this more than Bussert knew. We needed this. This base had nothing else left to defend itself.

      “You don’t know how the Sentinels screwed the operators’ brains?” I asked.

      “No,” she said. “Nothing definitive.”

      “Nothing definitive. That means you suspect something.”

      She said nothing.

      “You think you know what happened. You think you can figure it out. The NWR put a stop to it, but you and Acosta could’ve kept it going. Tell me I’m wrong.”

      “It won’t work.”

      “Do you know that it won’t? Or are you afraid that it will?”

      “We were given explicit orders to shut the program down, and now I’m here. Ferrous isn’t exactly a prestigious posting.”

      “You want me to feel sorry for you?” I asked. “I’m here, too. And now the one thing keeping me going, the one thing that saved me from dying on Xenia, was taken from me. Banshee could’ve been ready to face the Alliance, but now we’re useless, and every goddamn person on this godforsaken planet is going to die.”

      A couple of the techs on top of the Titan had paused and were watching us. I looked up at them, and they averted their gaze. So subtle.

      I lowered my voice. “We’re all desperate. You said it yourself: You would do anything to get your research working. You want to use these Sentinels against the Alliance. Banshee can’t pilot Ashers, but we still have the ports on the back of our neck for a nerve-braid like you described. Let me help.”

      “I don’t want to kill you by putting you in a Sentinel.”

      A crack of bitter laughter. “I’m already dead. Whether it’s the Colonizer’s Bane or the Alliance, my time in the Farspace Legion has an expiration date.”

      She looked down at her feet. “I don’t know.”

      “Look, we have a chance to use this Prog technology, the Sentinels, just like you wanted. You get us in those things and make it work, then we can help search for whatever the Alliance wants on this planet. We can be ready for them when they come.”

      I walked around Bussert, studying the obsidian talons jutting up out of the Titan’s feet. What would it be like to have legs like that? Unrestrained power. The ability to run and walk without falling on my ass. Weapons that could cause a storm.

      I imagined it would feel a little like victory against the Alliance dogs who were coming to hunt us down.

      “It’s not going to work,” Bussert said. “It was torture for our test pilots. Why would you do this to yourself?”

      “I’ve got nothing to lose.”

      She shook her head, her bunny suit rustling with the motion. “Just because you’re stubborn as a Sentinel doesn’t mean that you can control one.”

      “You didn’t say no,” I said. “That means you’re interested. You want this as much as I do. I mean, this is your research. Your life’s work.”

      “I have specific orders not to pursue it. We could be looking at a court-martial.”

      “I would love to live long enough to be court-martialed,” I said. “We’re down two fireteams of Ashers. NWR reinforcements are still months away.”

      “And you’ve got nothing to lose…” Bussert was actually considering this.

      “We’ve got nothing to lose,” I said. “This is a goddamn emergency. We need every bit of help we can get. Even if that means starting up a dangerous, risky program again.”

      She was nodding now. “That’ll be how we sell it to the commander.”

      “Good call,” I said. “The way I see it, we don’t have much time. So better to start as soon as possible.”

      “Then let’s go talk to Schroeder.”
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      I had thought the hardest thing about restarting this Sentinel piloting program would be convincing Schroeder to let us give it a go. I’d been so very wrong.

      “You want to risk your lives, be my guest,” Schroeder had said. “We need every gun we can get against the Alliance. And if we don’t have guns, Sentinels will have to do. Just make sure you do it better than Acosta.”

      Schroeder knew Ferrous was at the shooty end of an Alliance plasma gun. We couldn’t do much but keep our company of boots and Anvil on alert.

      The Deadmen were useless, and we were all desperate. Putting Banshee back in action, even if it was in the bodies of Sentinels, suddenly didn’t seem as crazy as it sounded.

      Schroeder’s biggest concern was whether the Sentinel piloting program was physiologically possible. Feng said probably. But he couldn’t be sure. Not with the Colonizer’s Bane infecting our systems. No telling how that virus or cancer or whatever it was would react to modifications to our netting systems.

      I told them that the whole base was going to be a flaming garbage heap once the Alliance returned anyway. Funny enough, they didn’t have anything to say after that.

      Now the biggest challenge I faced was convincing Banshee. I’d brought them into the Sentinel bay with Bussert to go over what we had planned. We gathered around one of the Sentinel stasis bays.

      “Ace, all of a sudden I’ve got a sinking feeling in the pit of my stomach,” Tanaka said.

      “Should’ve eaten a bigger breakfast,” I said.

      “Looking at that thing, I’m thinking smaller would be more appropriate,” Ricci said.

      We all stared up at an overgrown, buglike Helot class. Wires crisscrossed its body, and huge chains held it up so its claws just barely touched the floor.

      Kross walked around the long, spindly legs of the beast. His eyes never left the mass of black orbs plastered across the creature’s ugly face. He wore a boot on his left leg, but nothing on his artificial right leg. Every other step he took let out a hollow clunk that echoed in the bay.

      “I used to think these things were ugly, but I never got to appreciate how they look up close,” Kross said. “They’re revolting.”

      “That’s usually why I try to keep a good meter between you and me,” Ricci said.

      Tanaka paced under the head of the Hel. “I don’t know, Ricci. I think this thing has your eyes.”

      Kross paused at the creature’s back, where a hatch lay open. “I wouldn’t want to pet this thing, much less get inside of it.”

      “You won’t have to,” I said. “Look, I’m going to do this. It’s up to you if you guys want in. I’m not forcing anyone.”

      “Remember when we piloted Ashers?” Ricci asked, taking a step back. “It was our mission to kill these things. Getting inside them? No way.”

      “And can you repeat that part about going crazy?” Kross said. “I’m on Ricci’s side.”

      Tanaka patted one of the Sentinel’s legs. “Maybe we go crazy. Maybe we turn into vegetables. But it’s better than ending up under the heel of the Alliance, dead or alive.”

      “You have a lot of faith in Bussert.” Ricci stepped back, gazing over the beast. “I only put my faith in one being. I’d rather take my chances with a rifle in a boot squad.”

      Kross nodded in agreement.

      “But we were trained to be operators. Not boots. If we try fighting alongside them, we’ll get in their way.” I hated to admit it, but that was the truth.

      “Besides, one more tiny plasma gun isn’t going to stop a platoon of Harveys,” Tanaka added.

      “But these will,” I said, waving at the Sentinels.

      “Assuming we don’t go crazy,” Kross said, unconvinced.

      I patted him on the shoulder. “I’m doing this first. All you have to do is watch. You like what you see, you train with me. You don’t, I’ll carry on Banshee’s mission alone if I have to.”

      “I’m in, Ace,” Tanaka said.

      Kross said nothing.

      “This is unnatural,” Ricci said. “Against everything God intended for man.”

      I heard the tap of footsteps on the metal floor and turned. Bussert had appeared from beyond the Titan. She walked toward us with a couple lab techs trailing her.

      “First Sentinel is ready.” Bussert held a holopad in one hand. “I’ve done everything I can to limit the signal transduction between the Sentinel and the nerve-braids. That means your control over the Sentinel will be extremely limited, as will the Sentinel’s nervous system’s response to signals transmitted via the nerve-braid. Our computer sims show that should help protect your brain.”

      “Why didn’t you do it that way before?” I asked.

      Bussert’s brows creased together as she tapped on her holopad. “Our program was shut down before I could run further tests. We hadn’t anticipated the dangers of a full stream of nervous signals. None of our computational simulations had predicted the interface created between a biological specimen like a human and a Sentinel.”

      “Wait a second,” I said. “You just told me the computer simulations didn’t predict the issues you had last time. And now you’re saying our brains should be protected because the sims say so.”

      Kross shot Ricci a knowing look. I ignored them.

      “They’re better now,” she said.

      “You sure? Just like that?”

      “Not really. It took a lot of work. I’m talking years.” Bussert looked away from her holopad and directly at me, eyes narrowed. “You wanted to risk everything on this project. Now you’re backing out?”

      I was scared shitless. Of course I wanted to back out. Right then, I probably could have walked away and kept most of my honor intact. Ricci and Kross wouldn’t blame me.

      The ghost pains in my nonexistent legs tingled. Every remaining nerve-port across my body itched. I knew the only thing that would scratch that itch would be netting up. But that wasn’t going to happen with an Asher. All I had left was this insane plan to pilot a Sentinel.

      “I’m not backing out,” I said. “Just asking for clarification.”

      “If you’re not backing out,” Bussert said, “then what does it matter?”

      “Just like to know what I’m jumping into.”

      “Well, if you want to be specific, that.” She pointed at the Hel.

      I looked between the Hel and the Titan she’d been working on when we entered. “No way that pathetic thing is going to stand up against the Harveys. What about the Titan?”

      “Acosta’s first experiments were with Sentinels too powerful for our operators. I want to minimize risks.”

      “Not going to lie, boss.” Kross let out a forced laugh. “I’m feeling a little embarrassed for getting all worked up when all we’re doing is watching you crawl into a big, dead bug.”

      I shook my head and placed a hand against one of the Hel’s legs. The thing’s carapace was cold and hard. Felt more like a chunk of plastic than anything that had ever been alive.

      “Ace, you want me to try it first?” Tanaka asked.

      She didn’t smile or wink. But I’d known her long enough to see exactly what she was doing. She was trying to rile me up. She knew I wouldn’t back down from a challenge.

      Touché, Tanaka.

      “Well?” Bussert asked. She tucked her holopad under her arm and directed the techs to the platform next to the Hel. The techs reached into the back of the creature. I heard a sickening slurp.

      “What are they doing?” Kross asked, shock in his eyes. Looked like a kid hearing thunder for the first time.

      “Same thing you’d do with the Ashers,” Bussert said. “Prepping it for netting.”

      The techs withdrew a single long silver cable from the Hel’s back.

      “That’s the nerve-braid,” Bussert said. “Same old tech we used in the early generation Ashers before it became obsolete.”

      “Seems to me getting our hands on one of those old Ashers would be easier than this,” Ricci said. “Way easier, a lot less suicidal.”

      “If you see any around here, let me know,” Bussert said.

      “He’s got a point,” Kross said. “Why not retrofit one of our Ashers instead of the Sentinels?”

      “Are you guys engineers?” Bussert asked with a sigh. “If you see an old gen Asher around, then we can net you right up. It’s not possible to use a single nerve-braid for Gen 3 Ashers on up.”

      “The NWR isn’t in the habit of keeping old tech around, either,” I added. “They destroy stuff that’s outdated. Otherwise it has a bad habit of ending up in Alliance hands.”

      A dreamy look crossed Kross’s face. “Still, there is a chance we can get back into an Asher. The NWR might let the Deadmen drive dead Ashers.”

      “Better that than Sentinels,” Ricci said.

      Tanaka gave me a cool smirk before looking at Kross. “How long you been in the Farspace Legion?”

      “Six years,” Kross said.

      “You ever seen an operator older than forty in an Asher?” Tanaka asked.

      Ricci frowned but said nothing.

      “Of course not,” she continued. “Old operators all used the solo nerve-braids. They’ve all been forced to retire, along with their mechs. The NWR doesn’t need people or machines past their expiration date.”

      “They aren’t going to dig out some old Ashers from garbage dumps just so four half-dead operators on a backwater planet can stay in the game,” I said.

      “We’re still valuable,” Kross said. “We got combat experience.”

      “Experience is cheap,” I said. “All they got to do is cull a planet like Xenia for a few desperate people, give ’em a rifle, and throw ’em on the front lines. Then boom, whoever survives has combat experience.”

      “I don’t believe it,” Kross said.

      “You got to believe something,” Ricci said. “Why not the truth?”

      “That’s rich coming from you, Creationist,” Kross said.

      “Hate to interrupt,” Bussert said, returning to our circle, “but it’s time. You ready, Shaw?”

      I took a deep breath. This had to be done if I wanted back on the job.

      And if it didn’t work out… Colonizer’s Bane didn’t offer much of a future anyway.

      What scared me the most was that I might survive netting up into the Sentinel only to lose control of it. But I had to trust that Bussert and her team knew what they were doing.

      I took the first rungs of the ladder to the Sentinel’s back.

      Pulling myself up toward the techs with the nerve-braid, I thought about Langer. I refused to let more people die at the hands of the Alliance, especially not my team.

      The first tech turned me around. He clicked the nerve-braid into my neck port with a metallic clang. I expected to feel something, but the only sensation traveling through my body was the tingling of my nerve-ports yearning for a proper netting.

      Bussert climbed up to the platform beside me.

      “I’ve only connected a couple of the nerve-strands within the braid,” she said, watching the techs work.

      I heard a slurping sound and twisted to look over my shoulder. The weight of the nerve-braid pulled at the back of my neck. The techs took out a second clear tube from a long slit in the Hel’s back. Red liquid sloshed around inside.

      “What does that connect to?” I asked.

      “Your Artie port,” she said.

      I eyed the tube. “Artie exchange fluid doesn’t look like it came from a butchered hog.”

      “This isn’t exactly connected to an Artie.”

      “Then…?” My stomach twisted at the implications.

      “Why use an artificial lung when you’ve got the real thing?” Bussert asked.

      I imagined the Sentinel’s blood pushing past the gas exchange membranes in my neck port. “So I have to breathe through the lungs of a Sentinel?”

      “At least we know they work.”

      She plugged the tube into my Artie port. In that instant, I could smell the coppery odor of the Sentinel’s blood. The liquid surged, and I withheld a gag as a gamey taste danced across my tongue.

      “Your face is turning green,” Tanaka said from below, her tone as calm and cool as ever. I couldn’t tell if she was merely stating a fact or if she was concerned.

      “I can taste it,” I replied.

      “What’s it like?” Ricci asked.

      “Imagine something like Kross’s skintights after he runs around the base perimeter. Then mix in a bit of toilet water.”

      “Can’t be that bad,” Kross said.

      “It’s worse,” I said.

      Nausea grabbed at my insides. I tried to breathe through my nose, focusing on the sterile air of the bay. But the taste wouldn’t go away.

      “It’s not too late to back out,” Kross said. Sounded like he wanted me to.

      Truth was the thought hung over me like a bad ice storm. Fear tightened its grip on my insides. Any humor I tried to project was purely to keep myself from pissing my skintights.

      “Are you all right?” Bussert asked me.

      “What do you think?”

      “I think I can’t wait until you see what comes next.”

      I didn’t like that. Bussert tapped on the holopad. The nerve-braid and fluid-exchange tube started to retract, tugging me toward the slit cut into the back of the Sentinel. The two technicians peeled back a flap of chitinous shell from the slit to reveal a glistening red chamber. Yellowed discs of vertebrae-like structures poked out of a pool of pink-hued gel.

      “That the same gel from the Ashers?” I asked.

      “The very same,” Bussert said. “The rest of the chamber is a little different though.”

      The gel was translucent enough to reveal the massive purple and red organs pressing on it. Tendrils of pulsating crimson branched around the gel. Blood vessels. Between a cluster of them I saw a huge red sphere expanding and contracting.

      The Sentinel’s heart.

      “This is it,” Bussert said.

      I teetered toward the open chamber, feeling a little lightheaded. With a gulp, I hoisted myself over the edge of the platform. The nerve-braid and fluid-exchange tube continued to retract, pulling me in. I grabbed one of the hard bits and lowered my legs into the chamber. As soon as my thighs hit the viscous liquid, a blanket of warmth climbed up my skin. Gel in the Ashers was temperature controlled by artificial means.

      But this was organic. Natural.

      And hotter.

      I slipped into the gel. Red light glowed all around me. Each steady beat of the Sentinel’s heart resonated in my eardrums, echoing in my bones.

      The insides of the Sentinel shifted against my body. This was nothing like being inside a mechanical Asher. The coppery odor overwhelmed my senses, filling my nose and mouth. Then the light above me disappeared. The techs had replaced the shell. I was alone in the darkness like I’d been swallowed by a leviathan.

      This was it. I was inside one of the monsters that had tried to kill me.

      And now I would control it. Become part of it.

      “Ready?” Bussert called over the comm link.

      The organs around me continued to push on the gel, on me, almost as if the Sentinel was still aware and trying to expel me.

      “Ready,” I said.

      But I could never have been ready for what came next.
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      First, the electricity. The skin around my nerve-ports burned, like stars going supernova. Dozens of pinpricks of flaring pain. I wanted to yell but I was paralyzed. My ears rang, a violent screech rattling my brain. The ghost pains in my legs exploded into erupting volcanoes.

      The organs of the Sentinel expanded, compressing me until I thought I was going to pop.

      Everything grew hotter. The thump of the Sentinel’s heart accelerated like a ship blasting through a Rune.

      Then the pain melted away. I tried to talk, tried to open my eyes.

      I no longer tasted the stink of the Sentinel’s blood washing through me. No longer heard the reverberating thump of its heart.

      The darkness gave way to flecks of white.

      All those bits of light suddenly coalesced into a barrage of difference scenes. I saw Bussert and the lab techs. The rest of Banshee. The Titan and other Sentinels laid out around me. Everything from the roof of the bay to the floor, a nearly three-hundred-sixty-degree image. I was looking through a multitude of eyes all at once.

      I felt the tingle of air moving over my body. No, the Sentinel’s body. The cables holding the Sentinel in place. The tubes and needles pressed into its shell, keeping its tissues and cells alive. Felt every vibration in the floor from working machinery or people walking. The pulse in every other Sentinel’s huge heart—and even the racing hearts of Banshee as my squad looked up at me in awe.

      I saw every strand of Bussert’s hair beyond her mask, the droplets of nervous perspiration forming like dewdrops on her forehead. Hell, I could smell that nervous sweat. The anxiety radiating off her and everyone else. The astringent bite of the cleaning agents, used hours ago, wafted by. If I focused on it, I could even smell the cold wetness of the snow and ice outside. A smell I had never experienced before, but somehow I knew that’s what it was.

      My whole life, it was like someone had given me a single cup of water at a time. And now, I was swimming in the ocean. The world in my old body, even in an Asher, didn’t compare to the richness, the vibrancy I was experiencing from within the Sentinel.

      I wasn’t just whole again. I was beyond whole.

      “Shaw, do you read?” Tanaka asked.

      I hadn’t been able to respond before, and I’d been so taken by my heightened senses, the voices in my comm link had faded to background noise.

      “I read you,” I tried to say.

      My voice boomed in my ears. It came from inside me and around me, a pounding cacophony. I winced and thought I felt the Sentinel’s claws twitch. Heard a couple of frightened gasps from the people in the bay. Saw Kross flinch and Ricci’s eyes go wide. Bussert tapped wildly on her holopad.

      Judging by their reactions, the Sentinel had done something it wasn’t supposed to.

      “What’s going on?” I asked.

      Again, my own voice slammed against my eardrums. My vision blurred and a metallic taste danced over my tongue. A thunderbolt coursed through my body. But it felt somehow detached. Like I knew I had been shot, but I was already in shock and couldn’t feel shit.

      Something wasn’t right. The Sentinel’s heart pounded more ferociously, thrashing me. I felt that distant, battering pain through my human body and simultaneously I felt that giant, beating heart inside my Sentinel body. All my senses had been duplicated.

      Throbbing pain spread through my brain. Like hundreds of ice crystals freezing and expanding around the gray matter. I started to yell, and the noise only intensified the pain, echoing around me madly, simultaneously within and outside my head.

      My vision blurred. I managed to make out a few shapes running toward me. I reached for my head, trying to grab it, willing the agony to stop.

      I felt the Sentinel’s claws swing outward, but that didn’t seem right. An invisible explosion tore through my body, making it feel like every nerve was whipping free and every muscle had come loose from my bone and my flesh was peeling back.

      Then everything went black. The pain disappeared. I felt only the warmth of the gel. Heard only the beating of the Sentinel’s heart.

      Light flooded overhead, and I heard voices. Not through the comm link, directly through the gel now. Hands reached in and pulled me out.

      Bussert and one of the techs laid me on the platform and disconnected the nerve-braid and the fluid-exchange tube.

      “Shaw, are you okay?” Bussert asked.

      Her voice sounded so soft and low. Like she was speaking in a whisper.

      “Not anymore,” I said.

      Shapes around me blurred. Not because my vision was bad. At least, not for a human. But compared to the Sentinel, I might as well be blind. I no longer smelled the tang of metal or cleaning solutions or snow. Mostly, I just detected the stink of the Sentinel. My fingers groped clumsily for a handhold as I tried to pull myself to a sitting position.

      I was so weak. So delicate. Compared to those few moments I’d been part of that Sentinel, I was now an insect in a world of stomping shoes.

      Bussert grabbed my arm. “Biometrics say you’re running hot.”

      “When you first initialized that connection or whatever, it felt like a fusion reactor inside there.”

      Bussert’s eyes were on her holopad. She let out a breath. “I think something about you connecting with the Sentinel kicked up the thing’s metabolism. We never had that happen in our sims.”

      “So we can’t rely on those sims,” I said.

      “Everything we’re doing here is an unknown,” she admitted.

      I tried to pull myself up to my feet. My hands worked, but my legs did nothing but slip out from under me. “What’s going on?”

      “Need help?” Bussert asked.

      “I need a new pair of legs.”

      Bussert motioned to the two techs rolling up the nerve-braid and fluid-exchange tube. They moved to hoist me up.

      “I can handle it,” I said, waving them off. I grabbed the handrail and pulled myself up. But my feet remained motionless. It was like my nerves had retreated back into my body and the prosthetics were nothing but hunks of metal strapped to what was left of my legs.

      Maybe that was exactly what happened. I was frozen by the fear of being wheelchair-bound again.

      “I can’t feel my legs,” I said.

      Bussert opened her mouth. Before she could speak, I said, “And don’t say anything smart. I know I’m not supposed to feel them. It’s just… I can’t use them.”

      “I wasn’t going to say anything smart. Just wanted to make sure you were… you know...” She tapped her temple.

      “Far as I know, I’m all here,” I said, trying to mask the coldness seeping through my nerves. I massaged what was left of my thighs. The skin around the nerve-ports started to tingle. I imagined I could feel my toes and ankles again, feel the muscles in my calves.

      “Your vitals are all approaching normal again,” she said. “Blood pressure, heart rate, even temperature. Looks like you’re getting better, but I’m going to call Feng.”

      “Don’t call him yet,” I said.

      The skin around my nerve-ports began to itch again. But at least my legs were starting to feel normal. As normal as they could. I slowly pushed myself up. The servos in my artificial knees whined as they carried my weight.

      “See? I’m good,” I said.

      Bussert’s eyes flicked to her holopad. “I’m still going to report this to Feng. I’m not sure why your legs gave out.” Then she looked up, her brow smooth again. A huge grin crossed her face. “You’re alive, and you’re not crazy.”

      “Not yet.”

      “This is… amazing,” she said. “Throttling the Sentinel signals actually worked.”

      “I’m a little shocked by your shock. You seemed pretty confident before.”

      “I was dying on the inside,” Bussert said. “I kind of hoped you’d back out.”

      “I’m still trying to convince Kross and Ricci to do this. But you’re making it a little hard.”

      “It’s just… I did everything I could to make it work.” Bussert paused and stuffed her holopad into one of the oversized pockets on her white coat. The two lab techs behind her were securing some kind of plastic protective mat over the improvised hatch in the Sentinel’s flesh. “But this is the first real success we’ve had in this program. Imagining it and witnessing it are two entirely different things.”

      I looked down from the platform to see the rest of the Deadmen looking up at me.

      “Ace, you all right?” Tanaka called up.

      I gave her a big thumbs-up before turning back to Bussert. I wanted to be down there with them. Tell them what it was like. But I wasn’t feeling completely steady on my legs yet. Didn’t want to come off my Sentinel high by falling down a ladder.

      “You told me you throttled my connection with the Sentinel,” I said.

      Bussert shot me a perplexed look. “That’s correct.”

      “Are you sure?”

      “Yes.”

      “It didn’t feel throttled.”

      “Shaw, I made sure you weren’t one hundred percent connected to that thing,” she said, then hesitated. “You weren’t supposed to move.”

      “I moved?”

      “I only tapped you into its sensory cortex. But then your mandibles started crunching and your legs kept twitching. That’s why I cut you out. I didn’t want to overstimulate your brain.”

      “We’ve got to do this again. But give me more control.”

      “With time,” she said. “I don’t want to rush it.”

      “With the Alliance coming, I don’t think we have a choice.”

      I didn’t want to admit to myself or them, but this was about more than defending ourselves against the Alliance now. I wanted that taste of freedom again. To truly experience the world around me. To be a creature with working legs, in control of my own body. That’s what I wanted. That’s what I needed.

      “We’ll see,” Bussert said. “For now, I need to review the data we recorded and see if I can figure out why you had more control than you were supposed to.”

      I toed my way down the ladder. Wasn’t easy with the damn legs still half-numb. Sweat dripped down my forehead, and I bit my bottom lip, concentrating on each slow movement until I made it to the ground.

      “Thank God,” Ricci said, grasping my hand and pulling me into a bear hug. I could’ve sworn I saw tears in his eyes.

      “That was insane,” Kross said. “What did it feel like?”

      “You know the first time you netted into an Asher?” I asked. “The whole world is new. You feel like a god.”

      Tanaka’s lips cracked into a slight smile. “I’ve been chasing that feeling every time I net up.”

      “Yeah, well, this is even better,” I said.

      Kross’s and Ricci’s eyes lit up. Maybe they were seeing why I wanted this to work.

      “Every sense is magnified,” I continued. “I heard every breath you all took. Every heartbeat. Felt the footsteps of everyone in this room. I could see every damn pore on your nose, Kross. We might as well be blind and deaf in our human bodies compared to those things.”

      “Even in that Helot?” Kross asked.

      I looked at the Titan, with its chest slowly rising and falling. Wondered what that would be like. “Even in the Hel.”

      “Can’t wait for my turn,” Kross said.

      “You in, then?” I asked.

      Kross nodded. “The Alliance isn’t going to know what hit them.”

      Ricci still looked uncertain, peering away from us and up at the ceiling.

      “Ricci?” I asked.

      He closed his eyes and crossed himself, mumbling a prayer. When he opened his eyes, he said, “I only hope God will forgive me for this, but I can’t let you keep doing this shit alone. If you go crazy, we all go crazy.”
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      Over the next week, Bussert brought us into the Sentinel bay every day. She and her team fine-tuned the monstrous beings so that we could net in without losing control. Her plan of slowly letting our nervous systems adjust to the strange input of the Sentinels hadn’t made us crazy yet.

      But we still hadn’t even taken a single step.

      That initial rush I’d felt when I first netted into the Helot hit me again and again. Seemed to even get stronger. My heart would race. I’d feel the Sentinel’s blood rushing through my fluid-exchange port. Feel my senses come alive. Each puff of its lungs or thump of its heart pressed on the gel I was nestled inside. It no longer bothered me that the organs jostled and moved around me. It became a cocoon. Macabre as shit, sure. But all the same, I looked forward to it.

      The rest of Banshee did, too.

      “I used to think I was addicted to netting into Ashers,” Kross said at one point after cleaning the gel off himself. “But this… now that I’ve netted with a Sentinel, I don’t think I can live without it.”

      Sounded ridiculous. But none of us laughed. We felt it, too. Being connected to these modified Sentinels woke the animal inside of me that had been buried by evolution and human society. Like hearing a wolf howl in the distance. And suddenly I realized I was a wolf, too. I wanted to howl back. To run. To hunt.

      We needed to take the Sentinels for a test drive.

      Sitting in these things for an hour or so at a time while Bussert recorded a bunch of data wasn’t going to stop the Alliance from taking Ferrous. If we couldn’t actually use the Sentinels, then we couldn’t keep this base or my team alive.

      “When are we going to take these things outside?” I asked Bussert, pointing to the Sentinels lined up in the bay.

      “Patience,” she said.

      “That’s not an answer.”

      “I want to be sure you can handle it.”

      “We’ve been handling them just fine,” I said. “It feels as normal as jumping into an Asher.”

      Bussert looked at her holopad. She had a habit of doing that whenever I asked her questions. Like the answers would be right there waiting for her.

      But nothing on Ferrous was that easy. No one had written the answers down for us, and no computer sim held the truth, even for her.

      “Tomorrow,” Bussert said. “We’ll take you outside. Off the stabilizing cables. We’ll see if you can walk.”

      “I’m not going to just walk,” I promised. “I’m going to run.”
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      A violent wind pummeled me with shards of stabbing ice. Each fragment hit with the force of a light punch. Like the wind was saying, “Hey, buddy, how’s it going?” Over and over. That one annoying guy in your platoon who thinks he’s your pal and doesn’t realize that he’s a steroid-addled, genetically modified gorilla underestimating his own strength with each “friendly” punch.

      Across the frigid tundra stood a fireteam of Ashers. On their shoulders were the images of gray anvils. Garcia’s team was overseeing our experiment today.

      Between us and the Ashers lay what looked to be the corpses of three Hels and a Gren that Anvil had dragged out.

      “They don’t look as intimidating when they’re lying down like that,” Kross said, stomping through the snow beside me.

      Ricci mumbled to himself as he walked. Praying, I assumed.

      “Never underestimate them,” Tanaka said. “Even when they’re dead.”

      Bussert was examining the Sentinels with her science team. Dr. Feng was nearby with his medical staff, observing from the warmth of a stork, their hands and faces periodically pressing against the windows to see what was going on.

      The first person to greet us was Dr. McKinley. Hadn’t expected him to be here. Thought the man would be busy deciphering glyphs in a warm lab.

      “Shaw, this is going to be a remarkable day.” McKinley strode toward me, breath puffing in wispy clouds. He grabbed my hand and shook it with all the power of a Gren yanking off an Asher’s arm.

      “Remarkable is one word for it,” I said.

      “This is the achievement of the century.”

      I would’ve raised a brow if my face wasn’t frozen. “We’re just trying to defend the base.”

      McKinley laughed. A little too hard, maybe. “You’re selling yourself short. For the first time, humans are taking advantage of Progenitor technology and adapting it for a new application, dire as the situation is. I’ve been pushing the NWR to move beyond simply studying the Prog scripts and texts for too long. Maybe it’s because our backs are against a wall, but we are moving humanity forward.”

      “Good that you think so, Doc,” I said. “I just want a fighting chance against those Alliance bastards.”

      “I believe we’ll have more than that if today is successful.” McKinley wished us all good luck before heading back toward Bussert, a grin plastered across his face.

      “He’s insane,” Kross said.

      “Spirited,” Ricci said.

      “Bored,” Tanaka said. “Look, the man has been studying the same Prog glyphs for years. Think of all those hours he’s spent staring at holoimages of old ruins. Now he’ll finally get to see something new.”

      Bussert stood on the platform above the Gren. The wind flapped its shaggy white fur over its muscled limbs and chest.

      “Tanaka, Kross, Ricci, the Hels are for you,” she called down. “Shaw, you got the Gren.”

      I climbed the platform to join her. My arms strained with each rung. Between the wind, ice, and my clumsy prosthetics, using my legs to propel myself up became an arduous enough task that I was sweating by the time I made it to the top.

      “You okay?” Bussert asked me.

      “Of course,” I said.

      “Schroeder’s watching from the CIC. He’ll be evaluating our progress to make sure we can actually use these things against the Alliance. So don’t do anything stupid.”

      “Wouldn’t dream of it.”

      She faced the Sentinel. “I hope you don’t mind me putting you in the Gren.”

      “Don’t mind at all,” I said. In fact, I was glad. A Gren could put up a better fight than a Hel. “Just so long as I’ll be riding around in the Titan next week.”

      Bussert smiled thinly, fingers wrapped around the rail of the platform. “Don’t count on it. Last thing we need is for you to net up in that and have your brain start leaking from your ears.”

      I nodded. “I do prefer my brain where it is.”

      Never mind that the Bane might have other plans for it. I tried to keep back those dark thoughts, along with the fear gnawing through my skull at what we were about to do.

      The two techs pulled out the nerve-braid from the slit near the back of the Gren’s neck.

      “Shaw,” the first greeted me.

      It took me a second to make out the face behind the mask. Davidson. And next to him was Patel.

      “You don’t look so happy to see us,” Patel said.

      “No, it’s not that. I just expected the doc’s team.”

      “We need to train your Asher tech teams to take over the Sentinel netting,” Bussert explained. “Schroeder’s orders.”

      I stripped out of my overcoat, standing against the wind in only my skintights. The air found every gap in the fabric, and where it didn’t find one, it made one. Goose bumps prickled across my skin. My nerve-ports started to feel like icicles. Beneath them, deep in the muscle, I felt a slight tingling, the promise of that familiar itchy sensation that had been creeping into my nerves more and more.

      According to Feng, the Bane growths had continued to travel the lengths of my nerves and around my brain. I had near daily checkups since I’d started the Sentinel piloting project. And every time, he reminded me I should be dead or crazy by now.

      None of us had answers for why I wasn’t crazy. I’d spent too many long nights trying to piece together the mystery myself, too many hours with the sick feeling of unease festering in my stomach. I tried not to think about the gun barrel constantly aimed at my head—and my team. I only knew two things: how to survive on a hostile planet and how to pilot an Asher. And if there was an answer to the Bane out there, the only chance Banshee had of benefiting from it was if we lived through the Alliance’s attack first.

      That meant learning to pilot these Sentinels.

      Morbid thoughts of my own mortality would have to wait.

      Davidson and Patel attached the fluid-exchange tube and the nerve-braid as if they were hooking me up to a normal Asher.

      “What’s up with McKinley?” Patel asked.

      I looked at where she had nodded. McKinley was on another platform, appearing to take notes as he watched Kross net up with his Sentinel. Everyone else around him wore grim expressions like they’d all been told they had only a few weeks to live. Which was pretty much true.

      But McKinley had a goddamn grin on his face.

      “He’s excited that we might be making a breakthrough,” Bussert said.

      “Told me he’s glad to see us using Prog tech,” I said.

      “Ah, I see what’s going on,” Davidson said. “I had this friend before I enlisted, back on Romia. He always played those spaceship sim games. You know, where you pretend to fly ships between colonies and stuff. He knew everything there was to know about ships, but he had never set foot on one. Then one day, the NWR Farspace Legion comes to town on a recruitment spree. My buddy was the first to sign up. I think it was just so he could see the inside of a real ship. That look on McKinley’s face, that’s passion.”

      Patel gave the nerve-braid a tug, ensuring it was ready.

      I turned to Davidson. “So what happened to your buddy? He get to fly his spaceship?”

      Davidson shook his head. “Nope, he’s on the slop-line on Station Gamma Seven, orbiting right above Romia.”

      I grabbed a handful of the shaggy white fur on the back of the Gren. Already I could feel the heat radiating out of the gel, inviting me in. I slipped my leg in, then the rest of my body, nodding a quick goodbye to the techs and Bussert.

      The Gren’s heartbeat shook through the liquid cocoon and into my bones. It wasn’t as quick as the Hel. But it was larger. As the purple and red organs moved against the gel, I felt the life of the Sentinel pulsing through the massive vessels webbing around the chamber.

      Behind me, I heard the click of polymer clasps. Davidson and Patel were securing the entry flap. The chamber went dark.

      “Prepare for initialization,” Bussert said, her voice ringing through the comm link in my ear.

      “Ready,” I responded.

      “Initialized.”

      I heard the buzz of the modified bio-mech core activating the interface between the Sentinel and me. That familiar buzz of energy poured through my nerves. The irritation around my nerve-ports faded. I couldn’t tell if the pain was dissipating or if the sensation of connecting with the Sentinel was just that overwhelming.

      Bright white light flooded my eyes. Again, I felt the pounding of the ice against my flesh. Only it seemed more like a gentle rain now.

      I saw the world in a wash of colors. Not just the stark gray and white of Ferrous, but colors that were nearly indescribable. More like a soft glow emanating from everything around me.

      I suspected this was infrared or something, the way it radiated off the Ashers and the now-puny bodies of the science team, all watching cautiously from their platforms, each like a small flame drawing my eyes in. The stork with Feng and his crew emitted those same wavelengths of light that, blessed with the Sentinel’s enhanced vision, I could see just as clearly as Ferrous’s sun on a clear day.

      I sucked in a breath. Instead of cold air scraping at my insides, it was like a dose of caffeine straight through the bloodstream.

      Before we had only netted with the Sentinels inside a carefully controlled environment. I had thought the Sentinel’s senses were keen then.

      Out here, I realized we had vastly underestimated them, just like Tanaka had warned. I tasted the sharp air, savored every smell—even the bad ones. The Hels that Kross, Ricci, and Tanaka were piloting stank like livestock. I smelled other things, too. Things I couldn’t immediately identify. Things that I was somehow certain were dozens, maybe hundreds of kilometers away. They might have been other Sentinels or creatures native to Ferrous.

      I felt a burning desire to find out. I looked around at the people and Ashers and Sentinels surrounding me.

      Wind rustled my fur. I could feel each individual strand dancing. And instead of feeling colder, I felt more alive. My muscles rippled when I slowly twisted my neck, turning my head back and forth. Each inhale and exhale, the expansion and deflation of my lungs, the Sentinel’s lungs. It felt perfectly in sync.

      “Shaw, you hear me?” Bussert’s voice called over the comm link.

      “Loud and clear,” I said.

      My voice no longer boomed throughout my body. Bussert had fixed the echoing between the Sentinel’s senses and my own. Everything just felt… right.

      “Banshee, try standing,” Bussert said. “But don’t overexert yourselves. This is new for everyone.”

      “Copy,” Tanaka said.

      I watched the armored Hels push themselves up. Every click of their insectile joints and twitch of their black eyes reverberated in my ears. Two of the Hels only bent a couple legs, struggling to get all eight moving. The third floated up as if it was an actual Sentinel. So convincing, in fact, that I noticed one of Anvil’s Ashers lift their huge plasma rifle ever so slightly.

      “Don’t get excited over there,” I said over the open channel to Anvil. “It’s just your friends from Banshee.”

      “Every time we see a Sentinel, we’re supposed to make sure they’re dead,” Garcia replied. She lowered her weapon, pointing the barrel to the snow and ice. I noted that she didn’t take both hands off it. Couldn’t completely blame her, given everything she’d been through. “Watching them rise from the dead isn’t in our programming.”

      One of the Hels fell flat on its belly, legs splayed.

      “Shit, this is harder than learning to walk with my fake leg,” Kross said.

      The second stood on four of its eight legs. The others wiggled uselessly.

      “You going to dance, Ricci?” I asked.

      “Pray you learn to run before I do,” Ricci replied.

      Tanaka circled them, walking on all eight legs, tails twitching, torso rotating smoothly. Must have been the control she’d learned from her early years in ballet.

      “Ace, you going to join us?” Tanaka asked.

      So far I’d just been sitting on my ass, watching the others.

      This was the moment of truth.
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      I lifted my hand, snow sluicing off my fur-covered arm, and curled each clawed finger one at a time. Felt the individual muscle fibers contracting, each ready to unleash the monster’s power. Every claw long and sharp enough to impale an Asher.

      Kross and Ricci now walked their Hels in cautious circles, insectile legs poking into the snow. Tanaka had gone still. The dozens of globular eyes scattered on her face stared at me.

      “You got this?” she asked me over a private channel.

      “We’re about to find out.”

      I brought my legs under my body and wiggled the talons until each dug into the ice. I pressed my hands down through the snow to help steady myself, claws gouging canyons in the white fluff. Once I had them rooted in the ice, I rose.

      My body uncurled until I reached my full height. Not quite as tall as an Asher, but taller than I’d ever felt in my life. My legs didn’t quiver. They didn’t give way or send agonizing spikes of pain through my bones like the prosthetics.

      And my mind didn’t break, either.

      I was complete again.

      “I’m up,” I said, more to myself than the others.

      I moved toward Tanaka. I had expected to feel like a child taking his first unsure step, testing those clumsy fat limbs, still figuring out the whole concept. But I had no such trouble. That step felt as natural as any had before the Alliance took my legs.

      My heart raced. Not the Sentinel’s heart. My heart.

      “Looks like it’s working,” Bussert said. “Vitals are good, too.”

      I stared past the waves of heat radiating off the Ashers and sci ops team, my gaze piercing the icy fog rolling over the plains in the distance. An intense urge to run over the snow-covered expanse and into the mountains. To keep on going through the ice spires and steam vents. The pulse of the Sentinel accelerated in response.

      I started to jog.

      “Don’t push yourself too hard,” Bussert warned.

      The Sentinel wanted to move. Wanted me to unleash it.

      I jumped, tearing through the air. Nothing like the boosters propelling me in an Asher. No mechanical or chemical assistance. Just raw, animal strength. My tail whipped behind me, feeling as much a natural part of me as my own hands.

      “Shaw!” Bussert called.

      “I’m okay.”

      My feet slammed hard into the ground again, kicking up a cloud of snow. I kept running. Suddenly I felt a presence behind me. Turned to see one of the crablike Hels galloping along.

      “You got the hang of this fast,” I said.

      “You’re not looking too bad, either,” Tanaka replied.

      “This shit isn’t anything like I thought it would be,” Ricci said. He stumbled over his many legs, and his tails whipped about like wounded serpents.

      Kross managed a steady forward gait, but every time he tried to turn, he seemed to overcompensate, tilting until he ground himself into the snow.

      “Like children,” Tanaka said.

      “We all got to start somewhere,” I said. I tested my limbs, slashing the air with talons and claws. “It’s not—”

      A thunderbolt jolted through me, and a metallic shriek echoed in my skull as if every Sentinel on Ferrous had woken at once, screaming straight into my brain. All my nerve-ports burned with an unholy fire, and my heart beat at a rhythm that threatened to break my ribs.

      I fell to my knees, panting. Suddenly the snow felt painfully cold. I smelled another odor. Striking and pungent. It practically exploded from the science team: fear.

      The world around me faded to pinpricks as I focused on Garcia and the rest of Anvil. A fiery heat swelled at the back of my head as I stared at them. A single persistent thought thrummed at my consciousness, and somehow, I knew those Ashers needed to be destroyed. I imagined my claws ripping into them, carving away the alloy to tear apart the people within.

      I stalked toward Anvil.

      Beneath that cloud of raw anger, I heard voices calling, yelling. I couldn’t understand them. All my senses tunneled on the nearest Asher. It shone like a gram of precious metal sparkling in the depths of a Xenian mine. I heard every hiss of its servos and joints, smelled the tang of alloy, saw the heat drifting off it.

      Yes, the voice in my mind seemed to say. Tear it apart. Kill it! Stop it!

      My claws tensed as I imagined shredding the Asher into ribbons of metal.

      “Shaw?” Another voice. Shaking and distant, but clear. “Shaw? What’s going on?”

      And then it clicked. I shook my head, trying to knock loose the growing rage suffocating my thoughts.

      Garcia. She lifted her rifle slightly. Not quite pointing it at me, but high enough that the gesture was unmistakable.

      I tried to stop the Sentinel. Tried to make it stop marching forward, but I was trapped. Something else seemed to have control, and my mind swirled down a dark path I couldn’t retreat from.

      “I need out,” I managed to gasp. “Bussert, shut this shit down! Now!”

      The Sentinel collapsed. The gel around me loosened, and my senses dulled again. I was bathed in the blackness of the Gren’s insides. All the inexplicable anger vanished, too. A thousand tiny knives replaced the feeling, each stabbing into the skin around my nerve-ports, my heart still beating wildly.

      “Shaw, hold on!” Bussert called over the comms.

      What had I done? Excited the Sentinel too much? Pushed it to its limits, just like Bussert had told me not to?

      Ever since the steam vents, I’d had trouble trusting Garcia. Should have been the other way around. I had nearly pounced on her.

      My thoughts whirled like a roach going down a shower drain. My lungs started to burn for a fresh breath of air. I tried to calm myself, tried not to suck down a mouthful of gel. I blindly groped for the release handle to escape. Couldn’t find it fast enough.

      My brain screamed for oxygen, more animal instinct than actual physical need. Yearning for the air I already had through my Artie port. And then I couldn’t help it. I gulped down the gel. Immediately began coughing.

      Light pierced the dark. Someone was at the hatch, opening it from the outside. Arms reached in, and fingers wrapped around my hands, pulling me out. I kicked with my legs, tube and nerve-braid still sucking at the back of my neck. My rescuer undid the connections. The cold air froze my gel-covered skin, but I didn’t care.

      I was out of the Sentinel. Free from its grasp. I coughed, retching up gel.

      “Thanks,” I muttered, spitting out another mouthful of gel. I turned to see who had helped me.

      “Don’t worry about it,” McKinley said. I hadn’t expected him. His face was bright red, a combination of being cold and out of breath. “Are you okay?”

      “I am now.”

      “You got something, uh, there.”

      He pointed to his own nose. I wiped mine, and my hand came away with blood.

      “What the hell?” I asked. In my mind’s eye, I saw my brother, blood streaming from his pores during one of the last stages of the Bane. Was I getting the Reds?

      I swallowed the panic when McKinley took my elbow to help me stand. Before I could get both legs under me, my prosthetics slipped, and we both went down.

      Just like every other damn time I had netted with a Sentinel. Couldn’t control the legs now. It would be at least a minute before my nerves completely reconnected with the prosthetics.

      We clambered up again. McKinley offered his shoulder instead, taking most of my weight as I leaned on him. From one of the transports, Bussert and a handful of Feng’s medical team were running through the snow. They split up and headed to the other Sentinels, Bussert heading straight toward me.

      “What happened in there?” McKinley asked as we limped to meet Bussert. “Everything seemed to be working.”

      “I’m not sure,” I said. “This sound exploded in my head. Like a plasma bolt hit me. Hard to explain.”

      “How very strange,” McKinley said with the characteristic curiosity of a scientist. “This is why we must keep investigating the Progenitors. To understand phenomena just like this. We can’t do that until we push the limits. You did well, Master Sergeant.”

      “I’m just trying to survive.”

      A wave of pain swelled at the back of my neck, making my already precarious balance worse. Bussert and a medic reached us, and the medic started probing at me, looking for injuries.

      “I’m fine,” I said, trying to shake him off.

      He ignored me and continued checking over my nerve-ports and cleaning up the blood dripping from my nose.

      “Are you actually fine?” Bussert asked.

      “I think so.”

      She held up her holopad. “I received all these strange signals… and then you…”

      “It felt like the Sentinel was trying to take back control of its body,” I admitted.

      “That doesn’t make any sense.”

      “Then maybe I should get in there again.” I scratched at the coagulating gel the medic had stuffed under my nose. “Give it another go. This time I’ll be ready for it, and maybe we can figure out what went wrong.”

      “You almost attacked Garcia,” Bussert said.

      “I didn’t, though.” I looked at the body of the Gren lying sprawled in the snow, ice caking its long fur. “The only way I can learn to control it better is getting back in there.”

      She shook her head. “Schroeder saw those streams. He told me if we can’t control the Sentinels, we can’t do this again.”

      “Have Anvil hold it down,” I said. “Or strap it down again.”

      “We can’t risk it.” Her eyes went glassy for a second, an icy wind tugging a strand of hair loose. “You were this close to attacking Garcia.” She held her thumb and index finger a half centimeter apart to emphasize the point. “Figuring out this… this issue… can’t come at the cost of you destroying an Asher. You know we can’t afford to lose any of the mechs—or Garcia’s team, for that matter. I’m going to put this program on a temporary hold.”

      A fire burned in my chest. “A hold?”

      Bussert tucked her hair back under her parka hood. “I screwed up again. I underestimated the Sentinels.”

      The raw power of the Sentinels frightened me. But not getting in one again frightened me more. If we couldn’t get this program to work, then how long could we survive? Anvil couldn’t hold back the Alliance by themselves.

      “We learned something today,” I said. “We can find an answer if you let me back out there.”

      McKinley nodded enthusiastically. “He’s right. We must continue.”

      “So when are we going to try this again?” I pressed.

      Bussert’s gloved fingers traced over her holopad. “I don’t know.”

      “Come on, Doc. At least give me a timeframe.”

      Bussert looked at me. Gave me that expression of pity I hated so much. “After what I just saw? Maybe never.”
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      An unusual quiet reigned over the Sanctum. A wizened old guy sat at a table, a month’s worth of unkempt beard hanging from his chin. Another had drunk himself to sleep in a corner booth. Kross sat at the bar, hunched over his holopad with a halo of condensation forming around his drink on the bar top.

      No one else was here, and truth was, I didn’t want to be either. Every minute we were barred from using the Sentinels was another minute closer to when the Alliance would be dragging our corpses through the snow. If Bussert couldn’t come up with a solution, maybe I could. Problem was that I didn’t know science like she did. My debriefings with her team hadn’t brought any of us closer to understanding what I’d experienced in that Gren.

      I needed inspiration. And if not inspiration, maybe just a distraction so I didn’t make myself go any crazier than I already was thanks to the Bane.

      Which meant I needed a mug or two of frostmelt.

      Kross was too caught up in whatever he was reading to notice me when I wandered up to the bar and waved at Lucy. She looked at me over her red, bulbous nose and raised one gray eyebrow as if waiting for me to spout off a smart remark.

      I held a finger in the air. She shrugged and filled up a dented mug with a gout of frothy frostmelt, then slid it over to me.

      “Not much for words tonight,” she said gruffly.

      “Why?” I asked. “You want to talk?”

      She shook her head. “Don’t care about that. But I don’t like it when regulars act different. Usually means they got bad news.”

      She had hit that one right on the head. “You concerned about me? That’s a shocker.”

      She held up her left wrist and tapped the spot where her chip was implanted. “No customers, no credits.”

      She waddled away to lean against a keg, arms crossed. Her eyes turned toward some holoshow on the pad she had behind the bar.

      I slumped on the stool next to Kross and stared into my mug, watching the creamy bubbles pop until they revealed the shining layer of greenish carbonated liquid beneath. My reflection shone back. I dragged a finger over my cheek. The hard ridges from my burns protruded against the mostly healed flesh, overshadowing the scars from the ice rains. Feng had told me some of those burn scars would never perfectly heal; I would always have lingering reminders of what I’d narrowly survived.

      Kross looked over at me, tapped his holopad, and the glow disappeared.

      “New book?” I asked.

      He nodded. “The one thing that keeps me sane.”

      I felt the itch in my nerve-ports. Thoughts of the Bane squirming through my system, squeezing the life out of me. Wondered if it would be the Alliance or the Bane that got to me first.

      “I could use an escape.” I looked at my mug. “But I don’t think I can focus long enough to read a book. Don’t know how you do it.”

      “You’d be surprised. Back on Sittia Station, we didn’t have much for entertainment. The passages were too cramped to run through without getting reamed out by someone’s parents or the security officers, and when we weren’t in holo classes, we were working.” He smiled to himself. “But when I could get away, I’d find myself a nook to hide in and read.”

      “Can’t imagine you hiding anywhere.” The guy was huge. I mean, his arm was nearly as big as my chest. Maybe a slight exaggeration, but still…

      Kross let out a low laugh then finished his drink. He waved to Lucy for another. “I was just a dumb kid desperate to escape to new worlds. That’s probably why I joined the NWR instead of becoming a doctor or engineer like my parents wanted.”

      “You miss those days?”

      “Damn right I do.”

      Even childhood naivety couldn’t protect me from the hellish memories of Xenia. My life before joining up hadn’t exactly been interspersed with carefree moments.

      Lucy deposited his second drink on the bar.

      He took a sip, set it down, and wiped the froth from his mouth. “Any news from your debriefing with sci ops?”

      I shook my head. “Bussert and McKinley still don’t have a clue what happened.”

      “I hope they figure that shit out.”

      “Me too,” I looked at Kross. “You heard it, too, right? The shrieking sound? Then the electric jolt?”

      “Kind of,” Kross said. “I mean, I felt something. Maybe a faint tugging. I don’t think… never mind.”

      “What?”

      “Nah, boss, it’s not a big thing.”

      Kross put his drink to his lips.

      “Tell me,” I said.

      Kross set the mug down. “Maybe it’s because you were in the Gren.”

      “I don’t follow.”

      “Whatever you experienced in that Gren wasn’t like what I felt in the Hel. Ricci and Tanaka said the same thing.”

      “Then what did you feel?”

      “Something was coming from your Sentinel.” Kross gulped down frostmelt as if he was trying to give himself some time to think. “Like a pressure wave trying to push us forward. You know, like when you yelled.”

      “Me or the Sentinel?”

      “Both.”

      “Damn.”

      A long silence hung over us. I couldn’t believe I had been the only one to experience that strange shriek and jolt. It felt to me like a call that had been passed between the Sentinels from all over Ferrous. But if it was, why was I the only one susceptible to it? Was I just that weak? Or was there something wrong with the Gren? Or…

      My stomach twisted. “You think it has something to do with the Bane?”

      Kross shrugged. I downed the rest of my frostmelt and signaled to Lucy for another.

      “Feng told me the Bane is more advanced in me than any of you,” I said then paused. “Doesn’t know how long I have left.”

      Kross said nothing. Just traced his finger around the edge of his mug.

      “He says my symptoms should be worse. I get these flareups around my nerve-ports, and the shit Feng has been giving me isn’t helping, but I haven’t completely lost my mind yet. At least, I didn’t think so.”

      Kross arched his brows, taking another drink. Still quiet. The big guy probably did think I was losing it.

      “I’m not trying to throw a pity party,” I said. “If I die, I die. But when I do, that leaves you guys on your own. We already lost Langer. I don’t want the Alliance to take any more of Banshee. Maybe it was my fault the Gren went rabid because my brain isn’t what it used to be. If that’s true, Schroeder and Bussert shouldn’t be holding back the Sentinel operating program. You guys shouldn’t be punished for my sickness.”

      “We’ve got other options. Join the boots, for one. I can use a rifle just as good as any of those guys.”

      I glanced at Kross’s artificial leg. “They wouldn’t even let you guard the walls. Operating Sentinels is our best chance. It’s the NWR’s best chance.”

      “We’ll find another way.”

      “The Alliance isn’t giving us the time to find another way,” I said. “Hell, they’re going to regret the day they took the Ashers from us. We’re going to destroy them with those Sentinels.”

      Kross let out a huff. “You saw Ricci and me. We couldn’t even get our legs under us. We washed out, okay?” He raised his glass. “Might as well enjoy what time we got left in this life.”

      “You call this enjoying your time?” I asked.

      “Not exactly, but it’s what I know,” Kross said. “Ricci’s worshiping at the church of ass-chasing right now. We’re living the best we can for now. You should, too. What are you doing besides worrying about shit you can’t control?”

      My thoughts turned to Xenia. I’d already lost everything—everyone—once. I would give anything if it meant my family would be resurrected, healthy again. But that wasn’t the way life worked. Had to keep moving on. Just like Tanaka would say, can’t change it.

      “I’m trying to figure out what I can control.” My fingers tightened around the dented mug. “I’ve got to find a way to get us back into those Sentinels before the Bane or the Alliance take me down. I’m not letting you guys die.”

      “You might not have a choice.”

      “You know what? You might be right. But if there’s a chance we do survive, no matter how small, we got to take it.” I pointed at him. “The only people we can rely on are Banshee. The rest of the NWR doesn’t give a shit about us. Ferrous is just another crumb in space. A place to send the fleas they can’t quite shake off. And Schroeder’s the NWR incarnate on Ferrous. He’s a decent commander, but he’s just putting in his years so he can get a promotion that’ll take him to a planet where your dick doesn’t freeze off every time you’ve got to take a piss.”

      “What about Garcia and Anvil? We’re all Asher operators.”

      “They’re Asher operators.” I shook my head. “When’s the last time you got a drink with them?”

      Kross scrunched up his brow like he was trying to remember.

      “Long before we met those Harveys,” I answered for him. “You know Wilson? Silas?”

      Confused, Kross shook his head.

      “They were operators,” I said. “Wilson was demoted, and Silas lost his spot because of an accident. Now they’re just a couple of the dozens of nameless boots drinking themselves to death on this frozen rock. You think just because we were operators, we’ll still get the same respect as before. But that ain’t true.”

      “Maybe we don’t get the same respect, but we haven’t been tossed out the airlock yet.”

      “Not yet, but they’re scared of us. The boots, the techs, all of ’em. We got all these fake body parts and we’re trying to pilot Sentinels, for shit’s sake. We are freaks. They already look at us like we’re the rotten waste from a busted food fabricator, and after what they saw outside with my Gren, I don’t blame ’em. Point is, the only people that are going to protect the Deadmen from the Alliance are the Deadmen. So if I keel over from the Bane before that happens, I at least want to make sure you guys can keep yourselves alive. Got it?”

      Kross’s eyes narrowed, but he didn’t answer.

      “Got it?” I repeated.

      “Got it.”

      We finished off a couple more mugs in silence.

      I hadn’t wanted to unload on Kross like that. But I wanted him to understand what was going to happen. He needed to be prepared. If Ricci was right and paradise awaited us, I’d regret every second in that realm if Tanaka, Kross, and Ricci were being torn apart in the white.

      Kross chuckled, dragging my thoughts back to the present.

      “What?” I asked.

      “You really think you’re going to die before you get a chance to kick some Alliance ass?” He leaned toward me, grinning. “Remember when you took down that Reaper?”

      “I do.”

      “I’ll never forget what you told me afterward, even with one of your Asher’s arms completely broke dick.” Kross gulped down frostmelt and set his empty mug down. “You told me you could’ve done it without any arms.” He looked down at my prosthetics. “How about without any legs?”

      “You son of a bitch.” I gave Kross the dirtiest scowl I could. He got me there.

      “You’re not dying, Shaw. You’re a fighter. We wouldn’t be in those Sentinels without you. You got more control over those things than any of us. Even Tanaka.” He paused. “You know, I read this book when I was a kid. It was about these aliens. Little slug things that would travel up your nostrils, then take complete control of your body. The slug could even tap into your memories and talk like you. There was no way to tell if a person was infected or not. That’s what you’re like. I look at you controlling a Sentinel, and I could swear it was the real deal.”

      “I knew I was ugly, but you calling me a slug?”

      “Better than a slug. See, the story ended when one of the humans fought back against the slug’s control and the—”

      He stopped. Locked eyes with me as we both realized what he’d just said.

      “Damn, Kross. I know Bussert says those things are brain-dead, but what if there really was another consciousness in that Gren, trying to regain control from me?”

      “Maybe sci ops missed something,” Kross said, nodding slowly. “Maybe that Gren wasn’t as brain-dead as they thought.”

      I’d come to the bar looking for inspiration. And by God, I might’ve just stumbled right onto the solution with Kross.

      I stood, accidentally knocking over the rest of my frostmelt. I needed to see Bussert right now.
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      Dark bags hung under Bussert’s eyes. She stared at me over a cup of steaming tea as we sat at a table in the otherwise empty mess hall. I took a sip from my coffee to cut the edge off the frostmelt worming through my system, then stuffed a salty chunk of food-fabbed bacon into my mouth.

      She watched me eat with a sour expression. “I know that meat is grown in the lab, but it’s still made from mammalian cells. How can you eat that?”

      “Tastes good.”

      “Tanaka tells me you feed the glass deer around base. You don’t think about animals like them when you stuff that in your mouth?”

      “I like animals when they’re alive, and I like ’em when they’re food.”

      Bussert shook her head, combing her fingers through her tangled hair. “Why did you drag me here, Shaw? You said it was urgent.”

      “Right.” I swallowed a bite. “Look, we can’t be operating with just one Asher team. We need to get the Sentinel program.”

      “Nothing I don’t already know. But Schroeder isn’t letting you in a Sentinel until we figure out why you lost control of that Gren. Whatever happened to you in there—”

      “That’s the thing,” I said. “It wasn’t me.”

      “Was someone else piloting that Sentinel?” Her tone was sarcastic, almost harsh. Bussert’s nerves were frayed, and she wasn’t going to like what I had to say next.

      “Yeah, I think so.”

      “Give me a break.”

      “Seriously.” I leaned toward her. “Even when you throttled the Sentinels, I pushed them to the limit. Rest of the team couldn’t do that. Piloting these beasts comes naturally to me.”

      “That’s true.”

      “So why did my Gren lose it?”

      “Maybe I overestimated you,” she said. “Maybe the Grendel was too much.”

      “No, no way,” I said. “Listen, something happened to that Gren, like a switch had been flipped and the Sentinel suddenly realized I was a parasite that it needed to shit out. I’m thinking that it was a piece of the thing’s mind that you missed.”

      “Impossible,” she said. “The only thing that keeps the Sentinels functional is the modded cores. We monitor all their neurological activity, and they’re brain-dead.”

      “Can you at least take a closer look? Hell, maybe it’s not the brain. Maybe it’s something in the core.”

      Bussert sighed, sounding offended. “I’ll look into it.”

      “Thanks,” I said. Bussert started to get up. I took her hand, making her pause. “Seriously, Doc. I’m not just talking about checking on this thing. All of it. This whole Sentinel program. You’re giving us a chance. So thank you.”

      She drew her hand away but smiled. “I’m not doing it just for you.”

      I had no illusions about that. Everybody involved had their own motives. Bussert wanted to prove that she’d been right all along, maybe gain enough glory that it got her off this rock. McKinley seemed motivated by the need for knowledge, the urge to explore the unknown. As for me, I just wanted one last chance to make a difference. This program might be the only thing standing between us and the Alliance scattering our frozen carcasses out into the white. I was already a dead man, but maybe I had one last fight in me.
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      Back in operator training, the days had been long. Eighteen hours of running sims, calisthenics, and classroom lectures. Felt like they dragged on forever before we were in our first Ashers, out on the job for real. But even those days were nothing compared to this. I went to checkups with Feng, drank at the Sanctum, and hit the gym at base without any idea if I was ever getting back in a Sentinel. Over and over, that cycle repeated with no answers. I halfway considered becoming a Divinist just so I had someone to pray to for a goddamn miracle.

      Then one night while I was in my bunk, that miracle came. An urgent message from Bussert flashed across my COLs: “Come to the lab now! Possible solution found!”

      Those words sent my heart racing as I sprinted to the science wing. I felt like a man who had been shoved outside in the white for a month and finally let in to warm up.

      The research lab now looked more like the Asher loading bay than a place for science experiments. Sci ops workers were scattered over the catwalks and platforms, peering into holopads or examining Sentinel bodies suspended next to loading platforms.

      I found Bussert and McKinley talking with a pair of techs. Behind them was a white-furred Gren with curved, yellowed fangs. The beast lay on its stomach on a massive steel frame with enormous clear plastic sheets hanging around it like an oversized operating curtain. A crane held the modified bits of the bio-mech core above it with the nerve-braid and fluid-exchange tube dangling over the Sentinel’s exposed spine. Other wires connected the core to nerves tracing past the beast’s vertebrae.

      “Doc!” I called to Bussert as I ran up to her. “Something was in that Sentinel’s head, wasn’t it?”

      “Not exactly, but you need to net up right now.”

      “Wait, what? The program’s back on?”

      “We’re about to find out,” McKinley said, rubbing his hands together.

      Bussert turned to the techs. “Make sure the new modded core is ready. Double- and triple-check everything!”

      They ran off to join another four techs clustered around a computer station.

      Bussert led McKinley and me past the sheets surrounding the Gren. An intense musk and the biting odor of sterilization chemicals hit me.

      “What’s going on?” I asked.

      McKinley had a holopad out and was staring at the screen. “We need to see if we fixed the piloting system.”

      Bussert started climbing the stairs leading up to the crane where the bio-mech core was hanging. “Open the sci ops channel on your comm link, Shaw.”

      I blinked to send a command through my comm link and followed her up the stairs. “The core isn’t even in the Sentinel,” I pointed out.

      “It doesn’t matter,” McKinley said, breathing heavily as he ran after us.

      The scientists were all worked up, barking orders and running around like Xenian bloodworms with their tails on fire. Couldn’t figure out why at first. Then Garcia’s voice sizzled over my comms. “Sci ops, Anvil Actual. Sentinels look like they’re about to move. We’re running out of time!”

      “Anvil spotted Sentinels?” I asked. “Where are they?”

      We stopped on the platform near the Gren’s bio-mech core.

      “The caverns you discovered with that Titan.” Bussert pointed at two techs examining the nerve-braid and the fluid-exchange tube. “Net Master Sergeant Shaw up to this core immediately.”

      They snapped into action and started attaching the lines to the back of my neck. Bussert turned away to consult another tech, ignoring me as she jabbed her finger at her holopad. They spoke in urgent voices, but not loud enough for me to hear.

      “Someone tell me something!” I said.

      McKinley put a hand on my shoulder as the techs tightened my connections to the core. “Anvil is following a group of Hels and a Gren, but the Sentinels haven’t noticed them yet. We’re going— ”

      “They’re getting restless!” Garcia called over the comms, interrupting McKinley’s explanation.

      “Hold on!” Bussert replied. Then she looked at me. “You need to be fully netted up before Anvil confronts those Sentinels.”

      “Okay, but what—”

      “We need to engage soon, or we’re going to lose them,” Garcia said.

      Bussert gave a sharp nod to the techs. “Initiate the connection now!”

      I’d never netted up outside the gel. Without the viscous substance to support me, my body went limp, and I vaguely felt hands under my armpits, lowering me to the platform. My vision went dark for a second, and then I could suddenly see everything clearly again. Too clearly.

      I was in the Gren, and as I twisted its head around, I could see the core hanging above my back. I could even see me on the platform next to Bussert, my own head twisting as McKinley held my body in place.

      “Don’t move too much,” Bussert said. “Without the gel, you’re just going to hurt yourself.”

      “What the fuck is happening to me!” I demanded, hearing my voice through both the Gren’s ears and my own human ears. Just like when I was inside the Sentinel, I could still talk. But I sure as hell wasn’t used to feeling like I’d been downing Feng’s extra-strength painkillers with frostmelt.

      “Hold on,” Bussert said, watching her holopad. “Just give us a second.”

      I tried to control my breathing, fighting against the panic biting at me. This wasn’t how netting in was supposed to go.

      “Anvil, you are free to engage.” Bussert looked at me—my human body—then at the Gren. “Shaw, get ready!”

      “Ready for wha—”

      “We’re opening fire!” Garcia’s voice burst over the channel.

      A few seconds later, an electric wave coursed through my body. A loud ringing echoed through my skull, resolving into the voices of what sounded like a dozen screaming Sentinels. And I wanted to answer them, wanted to follow them. Every instinct told me to get up and run.

      “Do you feel it?” McKinley asked, excitement tinging his voice. “Shaw, do you feel it?”

      “It’s like before…” I managed as those strange sensations flooded through my body.

      “It’s working,” Bussert said, waving the holopad over her head. “Anvil’s chasing down the Sentinels.”

      “Then it’s true,” McKinley said, eyes gleaming.

      “What… the… fuck…” I ground out.

      McKinley looked up at the Gren. Seemed to stare right into my huge monstrous eyes. “You aren’t struggling. You aren’t trying to fight us. What’s going on in your head?”

      It was true. This was the same cocktail of signals that hit me when I had lost control of the Gren in our test run outside of base, but unlike last time, I didn’t want to destroy every human I saw. I didn’t feel the hunger to shred an Asher or rip apart everything that wasn’t natural to Ferrous.

      “I’m in control,” I said. “But I feel this call. Like, I’m supposed to go help the Sentinels or something.”

      “Amazing,” McKinley said, a grin spreading over his face. “Everything we thought is absolutely correct.”

      Bussert nodded, letting the holopad drop to her side. “We did it.” She pressed a finger to her ear. “Anvil, status?”

      The electric wave passed over me, and with it the echoing calls bouncing around my skull subsided.

      “All Sentinels are down,” Garcia reported. “I repeat, all Sentinels are down.”

      “Thank you, Anvil,” Bussert said. She turned to the techs. “Unlink Shaw.”

      My eyes went dark again, and I blinked, suddenly back in my own body, my senses once again relegated to my human body. I gasped for breath as McKinley helped me to a sitting position.

      “Answers now,” I said. “I’m losing my goddamn patience.”

      “You didn’t feel any aggression, right?” McKinley asked.

      “No, I wanted to run after that call or signal or whatever it was, but the Sentinel didn’t fight me.”

      “Good, good.” Bussert scrawled a few notes on her holopad.

      “You fixed it?” I asked, grabbing a rail to pull myself to my feet. My prosthetics shook as I did, recovering from the brief link to the Sentinel. “We’re back in business?”

      “So long as Schroeder is satisfied with our findings,” McKinley said.

      “And those findings are…”

      Bussert handed her holopad to a tech. “Sorry, we didn’t have time for explanations before. When Anvil found those Sentinels, this was the one chance we might get to test our hypothesis. And just like I thought, the Sentinels we’re working with are one hundred percent brain-dead.”

      “Then how do you explain what happened to my Gren before?” I asked.

      “We dug through the code in their cores,” McKinley said. “Thanks to the translations I made of the hieroglyphics in the cavern, we found something we previously missed.”

      “There’s some kind of emergency response system tied into the Sentinel’s genes,” Bussert said. “Specific external stimuli can set it off.”

      “So my Gren lost control because I felt an alarm going off? Just like now, when Anvil engaged those Sentinels?”

      “You’ve got it,” McKinley said. “We don’t exactly know how the Sentinels transmit the signal, but it does seem to be some kind of distress call.”

      “The cells most sensitive to this call are more highly concentrated in the cores of higher-class Sentinels, like the Gren,” Bussert said. “That’s probably why your team didn’t react as strongly as you.”

      “We think the higher-class Sentinels can rally the Hels,” McKinley said. “Command them, so to speak.”

      “Either way, I recoded the cores so the Sentinels receive the emergency signal,” Bussert said. “But it doesn’t set off a chain reaction of molecular pathways that make you lose control.”

      “Just imagine if we could replicate the signal itself, we could turn it into a powerful weapon,” McKinley said. “The possibilities are limitless.”

      “That would be insanely useful against the Alliance,” I said.

      McKinley blinked, snapping out of his fugue. “I’m afraid our understanding of the signal is nothing more than an intriguing theory right now.”

      “At least the Sentinel operating program will be running again soon,” Bussert said.

      My anticipation boiled over like a fission reactor on overload. We had our secret weapon against the Alliance back. We could win this. But that sense of impending victory suddenly vanished, replaced by an uneasy knot in my stomach.

      “I understand why I felt that signal tonight when Anvil attacked the Sentinels,” I said. “But the first time, when I lost control, we didn’t have any teams out exploring Prog ruins.”

      “That’s right,” Bussert said.

      “No one was fighting Sentinels, either. That means we didn’t do anything to set off that distress call. So what caused the signal that hit my Gren that day?”

      McKinley and Bussert looked at each other uncomfortably, then me.

      “We don’t know,” McKinley said.

      But judging by his expression, it sure as hell seemed like he had his suspicions. Now I did, too. A black hole formed in my gut, sucking away my insides. My nerves twitched, needing more than ever to connect with an Asher.

      “Is the Alliance back?” I asked. “Did they do it?”

      McKinley shrugged. “We don’t know anything for sure, but…”

      He let his words trail off.

      Bussert gave me a hard look. “And that’s why we need to get your team in those Sentinels as soon as possible.”
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      Only two days after Bussert and McKinley fixed the Sentinels, I was in the gym with Tanaka when my COLs lit up: Sentinel activity detected. Banshee, report to Sentinel loading bay immediately.

      My nerves sparked in anticipation. “You ready for this?”

      Tanaka huffed, leading us out of the gym. “Every time I think I’m ready for something, Ferrous proves me wrong. But yeah, I want to see how we handle those things against actual targets before we have to deal with the Alliance again.”

      “Amen to that, sister,” I said.

      Fighting a few Sentinels would be nothing compared to a team of well-trained Harveys, but a skirmish in the white with live monsters was better than practicing maneuvers against snowdrifts.

      When we got to the Sentinel bay, sci ops team members were running between Sentinels and loading platforms. Frantic voices and commands echoed through the vast chamber. Ricci and Kross were already netting into a pair of Grens.

      Bussert ran over to us, sweat trickling down her forehead. She pointed to a nearby Gren with half its face covered in still-healing plasma burns. “Tanaka, you take that one!”

      Tanaka scaled the loading platform next to the ugly Sentinel. I veered off, assuming Bussert wanted me in the Gren next to Tanaka’s. Instead, the doc grabbed my shoulder.

      “Our team spotted four Helot-class Sentinels and an Agis-class out there,” she said. “There might be even more. Anvil didn’t have time to confirm numbers. They’re escorting our team back right now, so they won’t be able to back you up right away. You might need some extra firepower.”

      She pointed toward the Reaper I’d taken down in the steam vents. Its wounds had mostly healed, leaving only traces of pink flesh between icy scales where sci ops had stitched it back together. Otherwise, it looked damn near intact. Wrist-cannons, spiked tail, everything. I felt a lightness in my chest, nerves tingling all over. Couldn’t wait to get in something with some real oomph.

      “Look, I’m not sure what exactly is going on,” Bussert said then paused. “Doesn’t sound like command is either.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “The Sentinels our team spotted basically ran straight past our guys like they had somewhere to be. Completely ignored them. Like they were on a mission.”

      “The signal… That would do it, wouldn’t it? You think the Alliance set it off somehow?”

      Maybe this wasn’t going to be a practice outing after all.

      “I don’t know,” she said. “But either way, be careful, okay?”

      “Always.”

      In a matter of minutes, I had slipped under the flesh-and-polymer hatch of my Reaper and into the warm gel chamber between the beast’s massive organs. The world around me exploded to life. I could hear the thumping heart of every worker in the bay and even smell what they’d had for dinner on their breath. Every color turned more vibrant, individual shades I hadn’t ever noticed with my human eyes now showing as bright as any star on a clear night. And just like when I’d been in a Gren, I saw heat radiating off the other Sentinels and the people milling around them. That feeling of the beast’s nerves integrating with my own never got old.

      “Banshee, ready?” I asked.

      Ricci stretched his claws out, the deadly black curves gleaming in the bay’s lights. “More than ever.”

      “Yes, boss,” Kross said.

      “Feeling good,” Tanaka said.

      Thirty seconds later, we were out of the bay and into the white. I led the team, talons slamming into the ice as we loped across the landscape.

      “Banshee, sci ops,” Bussert called over the channel. “Transmitting Sentinel location reports your way.”

      “Copy,” I said.

      My HUD lit up with a trail that appeared to lead to the steam-vent forests where we’d taken down the very Reaper I was piloting.

      “Bussert said the Sentinels were acting strange,” I said over my team’s private channel. “It might not be the sci ops team that riled ’em up.”

      I’d already told them about Bussert and McKinley’s signal theory. They got what I was insinuating, and I practically felt their tension creeping through the comms.

      “Command didn’t say anything about seeing the Alliance,” Kross said.

      “No, but they didn’t see the Alliance the first time they steamrolled us either,” I said. “Eyes open and maintain constant comms.”

      We started the long run up the boulder-strewn hills toward the steam vents. A few meter-long creatures with hooking beaks and long, fur-covered wings soared above us. Reminded me of the carrion eaters I’d seen too many times as a kid on Xenia. These things were looking for scraps, and they were headed the same direction we were. Not a great omen.

      Steam plumed upward on the horizon, the heat of the spewing mist bright in my infrared vision. I kept my wrist-cannons warmed as we closed in on the vents, a faint blue aura glowing from the weapons and my scales.

      “Slow down,” I said. “Maintain visual contact.”

      We plunged through the steam, the heat nearly blinding my infrared sight. I had to focus on the visible light eking through the gray fog as we wound through the steam vents toward the position sci ops had marked on our maps. The trail took us out of the vents and into a field filled with crystalline ice formations. Towering fangs of ice curved over us to form a vaulted ceiling. Light refracted through it, glittering over the snowflakes that played on the winds coursing between the pillars.

      If this place wasn’t so deadly, I’d be tempted to call Ferrous beautiful.

      Maybe that was because I was snug inside a Sentinel, where every piece of the world was connected to me through my senses. The planet had never felt more like my home. But any sense of security was fleeting. Wild Sentinels or, hell, the Alliance might still be in the area, waiting to cut us down.

      The others fanned out around me, a good fifty or so meters between each of us. The disheveled white fur of their Grens blended into the environment even better than the mottled gray-and-white scales covering me head to tail.

      “Found something, boss!” Kross yelled, pointing a crooked black claw ahead.

      I spotted footprints in the ice and snow, claw scratches on the pillars. We followed the footprints and scratches, advancing between icy columns until I caught a flash of white speed by a frosty pillar. Small, but if it was an Alliance foot soldier…

      “Possible contact,” I said.

      Even though the target had disappeared behind cover, I could see the soft glow of the heat it had left, a dissipating wake of warm air.

      “Tanaka, follow my approach. Kross, Ricci, I want you fifty meters to either side. Watch our flank.”

      I prowled forward, nearly as quiet as the wind scraping over the snow. Unlike in an Asher, my steps weren’t plodding or heavy.

      Then another glimpse of motion between the pillars.

      “There!” I said.

      I followed the wispy shadow of the heat trail my target left behind. My scales warmed with the charging plasma beneath my flesh, an intense power revving inside me, ready to be unleashed at whatever we faced.

      When I neared the pillar where I’d seen movement, all my senses tunneled. My muscles tensed, and I pushed around the corner, Tanaka beside me.

      A family of glass deer shrieked and ran, scattering between the pillars, leaving hoofprints and rapidly cooling trails of warm air. I aimed my wrist-cannons, waiting for a hostile to explode from the snow. A Sentinel or even a Harvey.

      But as the deer scattered past the icy columns, I saw only my team converging on my position. Had the science team just gotten spooked by some glass deer?

      “Anyone else got eyes?” I asked.

      “Not a damn thing,” Kross huffed.

      “Nothing,” Ricci said.

      I sniffed the air. Smelled the scent of the glass deer. But there was another odor. The stench of unclean fur and death. Weak, distant.

      We sifted through the pillars, searching for the footprints again, but either we’d lost the trail or the steady snowfall and wind had masked it. I kept my ears perked but heard nothing more than the movements of the others and the pounding hooves of the deer as they continued racing away.

      Our search continued for nearly an hour. Nothing but ice and rock. No more evidence of Sentinels or Alliance, for that matter.

      “Command, Banshee Actual,” I called. “No hostiles in the vicinity.”

      “Copy, Banshee Actual,” Lieutenant Delis called back. “You’re to maintain the sector until we can give it the clear.”

      “Understood,” I said.

      We circled the ice columns, waiting for something, anything to show. Not so much as a Ferran snow rat appeared. Nearly another hour passed like that.

      Until it hit me.

      An electric wave. A wail bouncing around inside my skull.

      This was the first time I’d experienced the signal again since the test with Bussert and McKinley. It was stronger than before. Much stronger.

      I froze. Taking slow breaths, focusing on the crisp air, I braced myself for an onslaught of rage. Tanaka, too, came to an abrupt halt. She fell into a combat stance. Ricci and Kross were slower to react, but both their Sentinels broke out into snarls, arms held in front with claws reflecting the wan moonlight.

      Slowly, the electricity built in me until my bones vibrated with an intensity that threatened to shatter them.

      “You guys feel that?” I asked.

      “Yes.” Tanaka stood straight, wind blowing through her fur. “Is this what you felt before?”

      “Yeah, but this… this is more powerful.”

      “But you haven’t gone AWOL on us yet,” Ricci said.

      “I’m not going to,” I replied.

      “Looks like Bussert and McKinley fixed the Sentinels,” Tanaka said. “I mean, I don’t feel like destroying any Ashers.”

      “Me neither,” Kross said. “But I really want to run.”

      The signal continued to grow. Most of the time when I netted, the pain in my nerve-ports went away. But not now. Now that agony spread through my body like a forest fire chewing through the woods. The Sentinel started to quiver, muscles twitching.

      “God help us,” Ricci said, shivering. “Just because we haven’t lost it yet doesn’t mean we won’t.”

      “We can hold it together,” I said. “Trust me, you’d know it if the Sentinel was going to lose its shit.”

      I was desperate to believe that was true, biting back the fire in my brain.

      The others stood beside me. I heard every strained breath they took, their huge hearts thumping, teeth grinding together.

      “Anvil is already back at base with sci ops, right?” Ricci asked.

      A glance at my HUD confirmed it. “Yep.

      “That means something else set off the Sentinels. Doesn’t seem like it was us.”

      “Shit,” Kross said. “Alliance?”

      “Maybe.” I opened a channel to command. “Banshee Actual. Picking something up through the Sentinels. Not sure what it is, but it could be the Alliance. Are we free to investigate?”

      Delis called back, voice nearly in a panic. “You got eyes on Harveys? What do you see?”

      “Negative. Nothing yet. It’s just a, uh, feeling in the Sentinel. A signal. Ask Bussert or McKinley about it if you want. Something’s going on.”

      “Hold,” Delis replied. Line went dead for a few seconds. I guessed she was consulting with Schroeder or someone else in the CIC. “Banshee, you are clear to investigate, but do not engage any contacts without our approval. I repeat, do not engage.”

      “Understood. Over.”

      All of Ferrous seemed to open up around us as the signal thrummed inside my head. I heard distant storms, imagined I even felt tremors in the ground, the subterranean shifting of tectonic plates and the walloping footsteps of other Sentinels, crashing toward whatever had caused this signal.

      “Where to then, boss?” Kross rumbled.

      Every square centimeter of my flesh beneath the scales prickled. The plasma burning inside me flamed hotter, warming my body and priming my weapons. My vision seemed to pulse, the whole world contracting slightly like I was looking down the viewscope of a rifle. I turned on my heels, tail straightening behind me. I scanned the horizon. The mountains beyond the ice pillars. The plateau we’d passed with its steam vents.

      And then, somewhere between the steam vents and distant valleys, something called to me. Almost impossible to explain. When I focused in that direction, the pain in my nerve-ports faded. The Sentinel’s thumping heart settled, and an immense, inexplicable feeling of desire overwhelmed me.

      I wanted to go that way. And I wanted to go now.

      “There,” I said, pointing at a mountain range only visible through the snow-screen thanks to my Reaper’s insane vision.

      Tanaka took a few tentative steps forward. Kross and Ricci, too.

      “That’s it,” Kross said, almost happy. “That’s what I’m talking about.”

      “I want to go there more than I’ve wanted any woman in my life,” Ricci said.

      “You two actually agree on something?” Tanaka asked.

      “Guess so,” Ricci said.

      “Then that settles it,” I said. “Let’s move!”
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      Dark clouds rolled over the sky to our west, dumping curtains of snow. Blinding lightning silhouetted the mountains. We ran over the arctic wasteland, dodging between jagged pillars of ice until we reached a rolling landscape where rocky formations pierced the snow like the fins of Sentinels sleeping just beneath the white. Between those towering rocks, steam vents let out puffs of warm air. Smaller creatures scattered at our approach, taking shelter in the colorful fronds of plants growing around the vents.

      I switched over to the science team’s comm channel as we ran. “Sci ops, this is Banshee Actual. Do you read?”

      “I hear you,” Bussert called back.

      “We’re still following the signal. It’s taking us farther west.”

      “Are you okay? Are you still in control?”

      “We’re all fine.” We cleared the vents and were met by a series of small ravines, each carved by fingers of a large glacier that had split apart thousands of years ago. “That emergency signal you were talking about… it’s hitting us pretty damn hard. Command gave us permission to investigate.”

      “Remember, this is still a trial run for you guys.” She sounded like a mother sending her kids alone on the space elevator for the first time. “Maybe you should unlink. It’s probably safest to just get out and shut the Sentinels down.”

      “I don’t think so,” I said.

      I wanted to know if the Alliance was here. Confirm it was those bastards responsible for the signal. But there was also a steady rush of adrenaline pouring through me as we passed between the ravines.

      It felt good to be moving like this. Damn good.

      “You can’t get out of them?” Bussert asked.

      “No, I’m sure we could. But we’re not getting out.”

      “What? Why?”

      “We’re following the signal,” I replied.

      “This is too dangerous.”

      “It’s more dangerous to ignore any Alliance forces wandering around the white,” Tanaka said.

      “Exactly,” I said. “If they set off that signal, we need to find them. We need to know what we’re up against.”

      We crested another hill. The landscape grew rockier, deeper canyons fracturing the sprawling white. Falling snow melted against my plasma-heated scales. The signal was directing us straight across a few deep ravines. There was no easy way around them without some massive backtracking. We’d have to go over them—and so we did. In the Sentinel bodies, we could easily handle jumping from one side to the other. The beasts’ muscles were nearly as good as the boosters on our old Ashers.

      We rushed toward the edge of a massive canyon overlooking a frozen river. Beneath the thick layers of ice four hundred meters down, I saw the surge of running water. I leapt over the canyon, air slashing over my scales. My talons slammed hard into the ice on the other side. Never before had I felt this kind of raw power on tap whenever I needed it, this kind of sheer exhilaration.

      “Think we can clear it, too?” Kross asked, slowing as he approached the precipice.

      Tanaka hit the canyon’s rim and soared, arms pinwheeling. She landed, bursting through a snowbank near me, momentum carrying her forward until she slid to a stop.

      “Yes, we can jump it,” she said.

      Ricci followed, landing more clumsily, falling forward in the snow but quickly recovering. Kross ran at the gap next. He didn’t have the speed. I could tell he wasn’t going to make it before he even jumped. He launched himself over the edge, reaching for our side. But his claws fell short. My heart climbed into my throat, fearing for a moment that Bussert had been right. It was foolish to give in to the animal instincts of the Sentinels. Foolish to let them guide us.

      Then I heard Kross laughing. Deep, hearty laughter. The kind of laugh that only comes seconds after you realize you just avoided death by a centimeter.

      “Shit, that was close.” He started to pull himself over the lip of the canyon, claws gouging the ice.

      Ricci grabbed his hand and yanked him up the rest of the way.

      “Got a handhold about ten meters down.” Kross shook his body, shedding snow from his fur, then stretched his arms high, claws raking the air. “God, I’ve never felt so alive!”

      “Beats being an engineer on Sittia,” Ricci said, patting Kross’s big hairy shoulder.

      “Or a beggar on Chrystnam, huh?”

      “Every day, brother.”

      We sprinted down the other side. Snow fell in a constantly crashing tidal wave, coating the spindly karst mountains around us. Those rocky formations grew denser as we ran. A few had long ago toppled against each other, forming piles of scree. As we raced through them, the storm weakened, letting columns of moonlight plunge between the rocks.

      “Ace, check that out,” Tanaka said. She pointed to a sheer wall of ice and rock with a gaping hole carved into it.

      “Cave,” Kross said.

      “Not just a cave,” Tanaka said. “Look closer.”

      “This is unreal,” Ricci muttered.

      Part of the cave entrance had given away, crumbled rock lining the ground. A few sections of the wall were still intact. They were covered in the all-too-familiar engravings of the Progenitors.

      “We’re going in,” I said.

      No one questioned me. The signal was too powerful. It wanted us in there.

      “Sci ops and command need to see this,” I said. “Make sure your vid streams are open.”

      We entered the cavern. I gasped. Couldn’t help it.

      An enormous, winding ramp led into the vast space. Colossal towers rose from the cavern floor, pushing out of snowdrifts larger than the entirety of Clearwater. Black stone, maybe obsidian, covered the walls and towers. Shafts of moonlight fell from holes in the ceiling, illuminating drifting snowflakes. Wherever those fingers of light touched, the stone reflected as though it were gold. The caverns where we had found the Titan could not compare to the grandeur of this place.

      “Is this what the signal wanted us to find?” Kross asked.

      “Doubt it,” Ricci said.

      He approached a rampart stretching between towers. Most of it was crumbling. A latticework of metal pipes, now mostly just flaking rust, grew up the fortifications like ivy.

      “Why would the signal pull us here just to find this junk?” Ricci asked. “Where are the Sentinels? The Alliance?”

      Tanaka bent and picked up a stone covered in hieroglyphics. “If it wasn’t the Alliance that set off the signal, there’s something else going on here.”

      “Hey, look at this,” Kross said, standing on top of a pile of rocky debris. “We weren’t the first Sentinels here.”

      I joined him. Beyond the broken remnants of a tower, the crooked claws of a Reaper stuck out of a snowdrift. I climbed down the ruined tower and scraped away the snow until I revealed the rest of the Agis-class Sentinel. Dark singe marks covered its torn scales. Glistening, frozen organs spilled out of a massive wound in its abdomen.

      Ricci and Tanaka appeared behind Kross.

      “We didn’t do this,” Tanaka said.

      “No shit,” Kross said. “We just got here.”

      “No, she means the NWR didn’t do this,” I said. “This thing was killed by someone else.”

      No one needed to say it aloud. This all but confirmed the Alliance had been here.

      I scanned the snowdrifts, looking between the broken towers. More busted limbs and frozen claws protruded from the white, so many beasts entombed in the snow.

      “There are so damn many of them,” Kross said.

      Ricci climbed part of a rampart and surveyed the devastation. “Anyone see any dead soldiers or Harveys?”

      “Negative,” Tanaka said.

      “Not a single damn one,” Kross said.

      “I don’t like it,” Ricci said. “You all know Chrystnam is NWR by name only. The Sanctus family runs the place, rolling around with military-grade weapons. I remember this one time they came to clear out a rival gang, the Ironhearted in my hometown. We all knew the Ironhearted were nothing but a bunch of stupid kids with a few plasma pistols and egos bigger than Kross’s ass. Any betting man would’ve given Sanctus two hundred to one odds of winning so much as an arm wrestling match with the Ironhearted.”

      “What’s your point?” Kross asked.

      “The Sanctus got sick of the Ironhearted’s shit. They came into town and steamrolled them, guns blazing. You could smell the spilled blood and ozone all over the damn city. Me and a few of my brothers got up the next day to pick over the scraps, see if we could get lucky and find one of those pistols or maybe some shit we could sell for a few credits. Saw a lot of Ironhearted corpses that day. Hundreds of ’em. And you know what else I saw?”

      “Shit, just tell us, Ricci.”

      “Sanctus bodies. A few dozen of ’em. Didn’t matter that they rolled in hot, outgunning the Ironhearted boys, or that they were better trained. They still suffered casualties.”

      I shivered.

      Ricci hopped down from the rampart. He was right.

      I’d killed dozens of the giant monsters, but looking at all these bodies hit me like a boot to the ass. I saw only Sentinels in the makeshift boneyard—more monsters than I’d ever seen on the planet. Whoever or whatever had killed them was skilled enough to walk away from this without leaving any casualties behind.

      I navigated between the corpses, the others following. I’m not sure why, but it felt like we were walking on sacred ground. Maybe that was the lingering effect of the signal.

      “So tell me,” Ricci said, “how does someone kill this many of the monsters without leaving a single body behind? Not even a single severed limb.”

      “The Sentinels might have done this to themselves,” Kross said.

      “You ever see a Sentinel attack one of its own?” Tanaka asked.

      “But we’ve never seen a place like this either. It could happen.”

      “It’s got to be the Alliance,” I said. But I didn’t like the idea they could slaughter Sentinels so easily. Especially not while I was in one.

      “I wanted this to be something else,” Ricci said. “They can’t be back so soon. And to kill this many Sentinels without so much as a single wrecked Harvey? We’re not ready to face that kind of firepower.”

      A sinking feeling dragged at my insides.

      I prodded a corpse. The Sentinel’s tongue lolled out of its mouth. A layer of ice covered its dead eyes.

      “There’s a problem, though,” I said. “The Alliance—or whatever is responsible—didn’t do this tonight. These things have been dead for a while.”

      Made me feel a little better. Didn’t explain the signal though.

      “Banshee, you’ve got to get out of there,” a familiar voice called over our comms. “Do not touch anything.”

      “McKinley?” I asked.

      “Bussert told me what was going on,” he said. “I’m watching your streams. You need to leave this place undisturbed.”

      I surveyed the scarred Sentinel carcasses, surrounded by the toppled towers and broken chunks of fortress walls. “Looks like things have already been disturbed.”

      “Don’t make it worse,” McKinley said, angry now. “This is an extraordinary Progenitor archaeological site.”

      The guy sounded like he was going to have an aneurysm.

      “We’ve got direct orders from command to scout for possible hostiles,” I said.

      “This signal, the ruins, you don’t know what you’re stepping into,” he replied. “It might be even more dangerous than the Alliance. For God’s sake, what if there are Sentinels larger than we ever imagined? Or maybe whatever the Alliance is looking for is in there. A Prog weapon or something worse—and you accidentally set it off. Wait until we can send a sci ops team to assist.”

      “You better take that up with Schroeder,” I said.

      I cut the open channel to the science team, shutting McKinley out. He might want to protect his precious archaeological site, but we needed answers about the Alliance now. The Prog ruins had been here for eons; they could wait a little longer.

      Ricci tagged something on his visual feed that popped up in my HUD. “Check this out.”

      The outline of the green rectangle highlighted a crack in the obsidian. A faint light glimmered through. It seemed to lead from this cavern to somewhere beyond. Just looking at it spiked the signal. Whatever was through that passage—more Sentinels, the Alliance—I needed to know. Impossible to turn back now.

      “Just a quick survey,” I said to my team. Then to command, “Command, Banshee Actual. Copy?”

      I wanted the clear to proceed. Wanted them to know we might be on the trail to something big. Delis didn’t respond.

      “Command, do you copy?”

      Again, silence.

      The sour feeling in my gut spread. And when Lt. Delis finally broke over the comms, stricken in raw panic, my darkest fears were confirmed.

      “Banshee, get back to base now!” she cried. “We’ve got enemy contacts!”
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      Adrenaline-fueled electricity thundered through my heart, overpowering the pull of the signal.

      “Command, what’s going on?” I asked.

      “We’re under attack,” Lt. Delis said, the words hitting me fast and hard like plasma fire. “We’ve got, oh God, three fireteams of Harveys. And… and… I think three infantry platoons with mechanized support headed toward base! We need you guys now!”

      A chill colder than Ferrous swept through me. Turned out we’d been searching for the Alliance in the wrong place.

      “We’re on our way!” I said, trying to swallow the lump in my throat. “Banshee, move now!”

      Tanaka led the way, scrambling over the ruins toward the exit. I felt the signal calling to me, beckoning me back toward that passage Ricci had found. But the thought of the Asher bay and Sentinel docks in flames overcame any desire to go delving through the Prog ruins.

      We left the cavern and ran between the karst mountains again. The ravines and canyons we’d leapt over before were no match for the desperation we felt as we cleared the gaps, bounding over frozen rivers and sprinting down the rolling hills.

      “We got damn near thirty minutes before we reach base!” Kross yelled between heaving breaths. “They gonna hold that long?”

      “They have to,” I said.

      I expanded the map on my HUD. Saw the five markers labeled Anvil in the middle of base. They were surrounded by a flock of smaller specks representing a platoon of boots and all the hovertanks we had. Those units were enough to keep a few Hels from storming base as a last resort if the Ashers were unavailable. But they were no more than a clump of trees standing against the avalanche of Alliance forces headed their direction. Dozens of red markers on the map shone several kilometers away from the base’s perimeter. Harveys, mechanized support, soldiers—all destined to hit base a good ten minutes before we even made it back.

      “They aren’t going to survive this,” Ricci said coldly.

      “Then we need to move faster,” Tanaka said.

      I pushed my Sentinel harder, until its gasping breaths shook through me with each loping step. We navigated through a sloping, boulder-strewn landscape. Nearly halfway back to base, a cluster of blips representing two squads of boots disappeared from my HUD.

      “We’re taking heavy fire!” Delis yelled. “Banshee, hurry!”

      “Fast as we can,” I replied, pumping my legs harder, tail whipping behind me.

      More markers on my HUD faded, each signifying another life turned to ash under the barrage of Alliance fire.

      We ran. Hard.

      I felt the strain of exertion. The slow boil of the Sentinel’s cells screaming for more energy. And I kept fighting it, even when a dull pain throbbed at the back of my skull and I felt the itch of blood trickling from my ears and nose.

      The others started to fall behind.

      “I can’t keep this up,” Kross said. He sounded out of breath.

      “Fucking dying back here,” Ricci managed.

      Tanaka said nothing, but her heart rate went wild on the biomonitor. She was straining herself too hard. The Grens were less than half my size. Couldn’t keep up with my pace.

      “Fifteen minutes,” I said. “We can make it.”

      An entire section of markers on my HUD vanished. More soldiers wiped out by an exploding rocket or the devastating rounds of an enemy hovertank. The Harveys were closing in on the base perimeter, too, outnumbering Anvil three to one.

      Every second I slowed for my team was another the Harveys massacred our people.

      “I’m going ahead,” I said.

      “By yourself?” Kross gasped.

      “If they destroy base, we have nothing. We’ll die in the white. Just make it back as soon as you can.”

      “Careful, Ace,” Tanaka said over my private line, exhaustion dripping over her words. “Want to see you alive when we get there.”

      “Get there fast with the boys, and you will.”

      I left my team behind, pushing the Reaper harder as I crossed through a forest of steam vents. Scalding heat overwhelmed me, not just from the steam. My vision turned slightly hazy, pain spreading. The Sentinel’s body wasn’t a machine. There was no automatic exertion limiter in it like an Asher. It would keep going until I killed the damn thing.

      I prayed I wouldn’t pass out before I got to base, drawing on the well of my own willpower, hoping that was enough to keep the Sentinel upright and alive. Once I cleared the steam vents, I passed through another patch of rock and ice stalagmites clawing up from the snow-covered ground. A few enemy units fizzled out from my HUD, eliminated from what looked like concerted fire from Anvil. But for every one that disappeared, at least one of the dots representing an NWR soldier or vehicle did, too. Already outnumbered, those were the kinds of trades our side couldn’t afford to make.

      We might lose before I even made it to the battlefield.

      My chest heaved, my vision flickering and my head pounding by the time the lights of Clearwater finally sparkled in the distance. Just south of the colony was the base.

      Our hovertanks lined the perimeter, launching a vicious salvo. Photon rounds from auto-turrets on the walls sliced through incoming missiles in violent, blooming flames. Foot soldiers took shelter in towers and along bastions jutting out from the base’s buildings. Anvil’s five Ashers stood behind the base’s eastern wall, unleashing a volley of plasma fire. I could already smell the spilled blood and charred flesh as their gunfire seared into the ranks of Alliance forces.

      But the damage our guys doled out was nothing compared to the rounds crashing into base. A plume of fire exploded upward from just outside the base’s walls like the hand of a demon reaching up from the depths of the underworld. Flashes of red and blue plasma lit up the night, reflecting across the snow. Kinetic rounds from railguns and rockets tossed showers of rock and ice wherever they hit.

      A half-dozen hovertanks were already blown to metallic bits. Bodies littered the fields and trenches around the base, their blood painting the snow red. Heat streamed off their corpses.

      Most of the Alliance infantry was mired down at the bottom of the valley. But while they struggled to climb the frozen incline, ten spider-legged transport crawlers scaled the hill, spewing fusillades of energy rounds. They launched a cloud of missiles that kept Anvil ducking behind the base’s walls. Harveys marched behind the crawlers, brandishing plasma rifles, railguns, photon cannons, and missile pods. One fireteam charged against the onslaught, heads straight toward the walls. Straight toward Anvil.

      I ran harder.

      The pain swelled in the back of my head. A monster was trapped within my skull, pounding against my brain. My muscles felt like they were splitting into strings, and a coppery taste danced across my tongue.

      “Tanaka, where you at?” My voice sounded wheezy, even to my own ears.

      “We’re managing,” she replied. “Be there in five, maybe ten minutes.”

      God, the base really didn’t have a chance.

      “You need to go faster,” I said.

      “Trying,” she replied, her voice shaky. “This is killing us.”

      I didn’t know what else to say. What else could we do? All I could think of was the Asher operator’s motto.

      “To the end, Banshee,” I said heavily.

      “To the end,” they replied.

      The billowing flames and sounds of battle grew louder. Heat from the fires and scattered explosions filled my infrared sight with blinding flashes. Screaming gunfire and agonized yells of pain pierced the dull thud of explosions, nearly deafening to my powerful senses. I raced low to the ground, desperate to keep myself hidden for as long as possible.

      The angry beast in the back of my mind wanted to unleash hell on every enemy target flaring across my vision. I had long-range weapons; I could start firing. But every time I used them, my scales glowed blue. I might as well light a beacon calling the plasma rounds of every Alliance weapon. There was only one of me and hundreds of the enemy. I had to play this smart.

      Still on the eastern perimeter, toward the barracks and mess hall, Anvil towered between the buildings. Already, a handful of Harveys had used their hands and weapons to tear down the walls on the northside, flanking Anvil and cutting them off from the opposite side of the base where the Asher bay was. Sparks shot from a couple of their damaged limbs, rivers of melted alloy spilling down their chassis. I even saw the heat rising from rents in their armor where incoming rounds had damaged their servos and motors.

      “Anvil, Banshee Actual,” I said. “Here on your nine o’clock.”

      “Thank God,” Garcia said. “But… but where’s the rest of Banshee?”

      “I’m it right now,” I said.

      “We’re being beaten back!” Gunnery Sergeant Tracy Nguyen cried, her voice ringing in my ears. She was Anvil’s secondary lead. “We need all of Banshee, not just you.”

      “They’re coming,” I said. “Where do you need me?”

      Missiles slammed into the ground near Anvil’s positions, forcing them to shelter in place, dirt and ice bursting around them in geysers.

      “We need to clear a path to the Asher bay,” Garcia said. “If we don’t save that—”

      Another bout of plasma fire slammed into them, burning into nearby buildings and cutting into their armor. Garcia returned fire, never finishing her thought.

      Didn’t matter. I knew what was at stake. Even if we survived, even if the Ashers survived, if we lost that bay… well, the damage to Anvil was already too great. They needed the extra parts and tools. Otherwise this could be their last fight.

      “I’ll protect the bay,” I said, reaching the base’s western edge. Smoke stung my nostrils, embers swimming on the dark clouds, the intense heat masking my vision. More cries of agony, calls for help, and curses from soldiers being torn to pieces drowned my senses as I tried to pick out my first target. I nearly felt sick when I heard the blood and organs sliding out from the soldiers dying all around me. Smelled the odor of flesh peeling back from fire, bodies voiding themselves in death.

      My heightened senses could also be a curse.

      Two scarred Harveys were almost on my side of the base now. Their missile pods glowed with the burn of recently launched ordnance. Blackened craters smoldered near a pair of hovertanks. One of the barracks had been peeled open by a missile blast, flames licking from the interior.

      But the Alliance hadn’t been the only ones to land direct hits.

      One Harvey lay in the road from base to Clearwater, half its torso sheared open, venting blue flames. Another was a black husk of singed metal. A few of its internal components showed through the tears in its alloy like the organs of a disemboweled animal. They glowed a bright orange, still hot from whatever blast had ended the mech.

      A deep well of terror blossomed in my chest. The cost of those two Harveys had been enormous. Scattered among their wreckage, bodies stained the snow—all most likely NWR ground forces.

      Flickers of plasma and small explosions rolled over a Harvey nearing the Asher bay. Soldiers fled from its path. Anvil tried to fire at the Harvey, but the closer mechs punished them with another salvo of missiles.

      Everything around me had erupted into chaos. The Harvey near the Asher bay took out an energy axe, ready to slice through the building. The turrets of two hovertanks groaned, turning to aim at the Harvey. But already I could see they were too slow. The axe would cleave through them and right into the bay where Patel and Davidson and all our other techs were. The heart and soul of our defensive forces, demolished in a single swing of an axe.

      “Banshee Actual, engaging,” I reported over the public channel. I stood at my full height. No longer hiding. Aimed my wrist-cannons at the Harvey. Didn’t have time for a full charge. Maybe a fraction of a second. Enough that my body glowed blue, shredding the darkness.

      I let loose with both cannons.

      Each shot screamed from my wrists, burning through the air with a violent fury until they smashed against the Harvey, carving into its hull. Molten globs of alloy splashed over the ground and sizzled through the snow. The Harvey tumbled forward, limbs spread and axe lying useless on the ground. I charged my wrist-cannons again, going in for the kill.

      I fired again, right as the mech pushed itself up. The shots dug craters into the ground where the Harvey had been. The mech took out a second axe from its hip-holster then threw the blade.

      I ducked. The axe seared the air above me. Lightning coursed from the blade until it slammed into the ground, a wave of white bursting around it.

      Reaching behind its back, the Harvey grabbed a plasma rifle and aimed at me. I sprinted at the mech. Plasma rounds hit the ground at my feet then a building behind me, hot mist spraying from the impacts. A few smashed against my scales, and I absorbed their energy, dropping down on all fours and galloping toward the Harvey, tail whipping behind me.

      Fire and snow clouded my vision. Time seemed to slow.

      I zigzagged between buildings and incoming fire. Several more shots bit into my flesh and scales. A sharp agony flared in my shoulder. Somewhere down my torso. Maybe my tail, too.

      But I forced myself past the pain.

      The Harvey’s rifle glowed red. Overheating. The pilot was panicking.

      I ran straight at him, an unrestrained nuclear warhead waiting to explode, then jumped. All that power stored in the Sentinel sent me crashing into the Harvey, knocking it backward, dents rippling through its armor. We became a messy tangle of alloy limbs and claws and muscle and servos.

      His fingers dug into mine, clamping down on my exhausted muscles. I ripped my claws deep into the guts of the Harvey. Metal screamed and tore. Scorching fluid from busted hydraulics sprayed over my chest and face.

      The Harvey slammed its head against mine, and I went blind for a moment, teetering backward. Another blow shattered my jaw. Felt my teeth crack, chunks of bone jostling in the soft tissue. The Harvey pummeled me, taking control.

      So much for saving the Asher bay. For saving anything or anyone else. I could feel what little strength I had left from my run here fading against the mech’s assault.

      “Ace, we’re just a couple minutes away!” Tanaka called.

      The Harvey’s face swung in for another blow, fingers cracking against the side of my skull. Another fist. More pain.

      “Ace, do you read?” Tanaka said, voice dripping in desperation.

      I had to hold out. Against the tidal wave of pain crackling through my nerves and my dizzying vision, I raised an arm, aiming the wrist-cannon right at the busted metal puckered around the Harvey’s pilot chamber.

      Then I fired.

      I swore I could hear the screams of the operator as he was incinerated.

      The Harvey collapsed.

      “I’m here, Tanaka,” I said.

      Gasping, I searched for my next target.

      Hovertanks retreated between buildings. One of the wall-mounted turrets erupted in a miniature mushroom cloud. A Harvey strode past it, but rounds beat into the mech until its fusion reactor burst. It stumbled and fell forward, the heat blazing in my vision. The pilot jumped out of the emergency hatch. In a matter of seconds, the mech would explode in a fiery blast, the flames devouring everything around it. NWR forces and base buildings included.

      I charged the self-destructing Harvey. The nearly ten-meter-tall mech was damn near my size, but adrenaline and monstrous strength let me lift it above my head. Tongues of plasma burned my claws, scraping against my scales. I heaved the flaming mech out of the base, and it rolled into the oncoming Alliance forces. A flash of white light erupted from its chest as the fusion reactor failed. The concussive wave slammed against the stalking Alliance crawlers and a couple of Harveys, knocking them backward and tossing foot soldiers across the landscape. Flaming wreckage fell in a rain of deadly shrapnel.

      But that still didn’t stop the Alliance.

      “I’m losing fusion containment!” Staff Sergeant Caplan, another Anvil operator, yelled.

      “Keep it under control,” Garcia replied. “Stay low!”

      Anvil filled my comms with more desperate cries as they were surrounded by Harveys. They demolished another three, but they were constantly ducking and retreating, pressed nearly back to back. Those five Ashers were the biggest threat to the Alliance, drawing the fire of damn near everything crossing the eastern half of our base.

      With Anvil pinned down, the enemy blew gaping holes in the buildings and fortifications where our soldiers had entrenched themselves. Only a couple of buildings deeper in base seemed untouched by the assault. Even if we won tonight, we’d already paid a heavy price—and that price would grow every brutal second this battle wore on.

      A whine and shriek erupted to my right. I turned to see more missiles streaking from a Harvey, and another round of explosions thumped around the base, some right between Anvil’s Ashers. One missile caught an Asher’s leg, and the mech crumpled, falling backward over a storage warehouse. Sparks sprayed from the damaged limb, and another missile struck the downed Asher. Fire and smoke erupted from the mech’s chest where the operator would be trapped.

      “Caplan!” Garcia cried.

      When the smoke cleared, Caplan didn’t stand. Gruesome orange fire ravaged his mech, and a column of plasma shot straight up from his failing fusion reactor.

      “All bio-signs lost,” Nguyen yelled, ducking behind the warehouse when more plasma rocketed toward them. “He’s gone. Damn it, Caplan is gone.”

      No, no, no. I couldn’t believe it.

      My chest tightened. Everything around me seemed to be happening too fast to keep track of, but there was one thing I did know: We were losing. Badly.

      I charged my wrist-cannons. Fired a volley of full-power shots into the nearest Harvey. I crouched, doing my best to avoid the return fire. My scales flared blue when I launched another burst of rounds at the mech. Every time I unleashed a shot, I might as well have been an amateur boxer projecting my punches to the heavyweight champ. Still wasn’t causing enough damage. And the damn lightshow attracted fire from a few crawlers navigating between wrecked buildings toward me, too.

      More shrieks from soldiers caught in the crossfire cut across base. I smelled panicked fear. Voices screamed for reinforcements that would never arrive. Pillars of fire and snow erupted everywhere. A few hovertanks broke apart in spreading balls of plasma, molten metal spewing from them in whipping orange tentacles.

      I wanted to do more. Needed to stop it. But my Sentinel was still burning from how hard I’d pushed it to get here, nerves screaming nearly as loud as the frantic cries from our forces as they retreated deeper into base.

      “Tanaka, tell me you’re here!” I shouted between gasps, lungs burning. Saw her on the HUD, but didn’t want to believe they still weren’t here.

      “At the western ridge overlooking base,” she replied, nearly breathless. “Just two more minutes.”

      Two minutes might be too long.

      The land around the base was turning into a field of boiling water and blood interspersed with scarred rock. The icy adrenaline that had kept me moving was fading. I felt sick. Anvil stopped a couple more Harveys, but the Alliance still outnumbered us to a ridiculous degree.

      “Shaw, we need your help!” Garcia yelled.

      I glanced at her team, my HUD identifying their respective Ashers. Nguyen was being forced backward, a litany of scorch marks and gouges growing across her chest from plasma fire. Sergeant Ian Fletcher ducked under the blazing heat of a photon cannon blast, and Sergeant Amar Singh buckled when incoming rounds chiseled into one of his legs. Another volley of concentrated plasma fire sent him collapsing forward over a hovertank. Singh pushed himself back up, firing with one hand before incoming plasma cut through his rifle. He let out a roiling scream over the channel.

      As desperate as I was to help, I feared my Sentinel wouldn’t let me. My muscles ached. My nerve-braid felt like it was burning itself out of my neck.

      The Sentinel started to feel sluggish, no longer responding instantly to my commands.

      You know those nightmares where you’re trying to flee from a careening asteroid or a Sentinel stomping over the landscape? You feel like you’re running through a Nereun bog, unable to escape certain death?

      That was me.

      I had practically emptied my Sentinel’s energy reserves. All I could do was charge and fire shot after shot, each step forward taking more and more effort, draining what little fuel the beast had left. NWR soldiers poured around my feet like water, pushed back by the winds of battle. Rounds plunged through them, smearing them over blackened rock, their blood splattering over my talons. I felt the simmering heat leave their bodies, heard their pained groans as they crawled for safety they would never reach.

      This was it. All our efforts, all our sacrifices nothing more than snow under the desert sun.
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      I took cover behind a massive chunk of icy rock near the barracks. Gunfire chiseled into it, spraying gravel. Slowly, I regained my strength with each gasping breath. I felt the torn muscles healing, the shredded vessels patching themselves up. Bussert had told me the monsters had healing and immune systems that acted way faster than ours. I felt that difference firsthand. But my human body was not nearly as strong. The beating I had taken left my nerves in flames and a hammer pounding inside my skull.

      I peered out from behind my shelter just enough to track the heat signatures of the Harveys and their escorts. Hovertanks and spider-legged transport crawlers advanced through base. When I tried to run for Anvil’s position, a Harvey turned its guns on me, laying waste to the buildings around me, fire sprouting everywhere the rounds touched, forcing me back.

      “Just outside the western walls,” Tanaka said between labored breaths. “Where do you want us?”

      They didn’t have the luxury of long-range weapons. But it would be suicide for them to charge over the battlefield to meet the Harveys.

      “Take cover near the Asher bay and wait for my mark,” I said, ducking under another incoming blast.

      I followed their markers on my HUD as they slunk through base.

      A grinding sound split the air, and I twisted around the rock enough to see a Harvey push past the wreckage of its brethren. It ducked behind a building in flames before I could shoot it. Two more Harveys followed, plasma rifles trained on me. The remaining Harvey team held positions around their ground troops and transports, blasting away at Anvil.

      “Banshee,” I said. “Make ready.”

      My team advanced on all fours, low to the ground. I kept the Harveys’ focus on me with a few screaming plasma shots. The mechs broke out into a sprint, feet punching into the snow and ice, shaking the earth. Their return fire slashed over my scales. A few flaked away in crumbling ash. To take down these bastards, I needed a better weapon than just my claws and wrist-cannons.

      I eyed the closest fallen Harvey. The mechs’ guns, though powerful, weren’t like an Asher’s. They were useless without an external power source like the miniature fusion reactor. But the axes had their own internal batteries. Two lay nearby the charcoaled Harvey. I scooped the weapons up, one in each clawed hand, squeezing the handles to activate the blades. Green plasma flickered to life.

      Not a single nearby Harvey looked away from those sparking blades.

      “Now!” I yelled over the comms.

      Tanaka and the others flew into the Harveys’ flanks. Claws whirling, they slammed into the mechs. One immediately went down, leg severed and hemorrhaging tangled wires.

      The closest Harvey still ran at me, firing its rifle. I launched myself at the charging mech. My axes came straight down through the Harvey’s rifle. The weapon fell away in three molten chunks. A small explosion burst from its detonating ammo cartridge, welding the mech’s fingers together. I kicked the Harvey in the chest, talons puncturing alloy.

      Broken tubes bled misting gas. Sparks flew from one of the holes.

      The Harvey attacked in a whirlwind of fists. Each impact sent convulsing waves of pain through me, and I lost an axe. I struck out with the other until the blade bit into the Harvey’s shoulder. Its fingers splayed wildly, but the arm didn’t stop slamming into me. Again, I dug the axe into the Harvey, hoping to cleave off at least one of its arms. But the energy blade had fizzled off, battery depleted. It was nothing but a hunk of heavy metal now.

      The Harvey slammed the side of my skull with a broken metal fist. Lightning shrieked through my already busted jaw. My vision went dark for a fraction of a second. Just enough time for another blow to slam into my chest. More bone fractured. I gasped for air, feeling the broken ribs with each desperate breath.

      The Harvey threw itself at me with all the desperation of a wild animal knowing its only choices were to cower and die or attack with everything it had left.

      Yells and curses rang out over my comms as the rest of my team tore into the other Harveys. Tanaka, Ricci, and Kross were striking and parrying as best they could. But more Alliance mechs had joined the battle. It was five on three now, the mechs towering above them. For every chunk of armor Banshee tore away, clumps of their fur and flesh were shorn off by plasma fire, grasping metallic fingers, and the bite of axe blades.

      On the other side of base, another explosion bloomed. Tormented voices screamed out in a hellish chorus. Singh was down, his Asher too damaged to stay in the fight. At least his bio-signs showed he was still alive, unlike Caplan. The other three Anvil Ashers—Garcia, Nguyen, and Fletcher—had their photon sabers drawn, clashing with four Harveys in close combat. Soldiers, crawlers, and tanks engaged in a chaotic skirmish around their feet. My team had drawn some of the fire and forces off Anvil’s back, but it looked like it wouldn’t be enough.

      Blood on the Ferrous ice. Soon that was all we would be.

      I lifted my hand to block another blow from the Harvey attacking me. A bone split in my arm with a violent crack. I let out a primal scream, and it hit me again.

      No! I couldn’t go down like this.

      Heat flared from the Harvey’s core as its fusion reactor worked overtime, the mech trying to overpower me.

      And that’s when I realized I’d been fighting like I was in an Asher, like I was a machine.

      I was in a Sentinel. I was a Sentinel.

      Needed to act like one.

      I struck out with my tail. The long spikes at the end of it punched through the Harvey’s chest.

      The mech ground to a halt. Steam escaped its gaping wounds in winding tendrils. I yanked the tail out. One of those spikes dripped dark crimson, staining the snow at the Harvey’s feet. From the Harvey’s hip holster, I tore out its fully charged axe, then shoved the mech over. The new blade hummed to life.

      This battle was not over. Not for me.

      Banshee was desperately fighting against a group of Harveys, crawlers quickly surrounding them. One mech brought its fists up above Tanaka, ready to unleash a hammering blow powerful enough to cripple her.

      “Tanaka, duck!” I cried then threw the weapon.

      She dove to the ground. The blade buried itself deep into the Harvey’s abdomen, arcs of green electricity spitting as the mech fell backward. Ricci and Kross pounced on another. One of the mech’s comrades tried to pull Kross off, but he lashed out, cutting deep gashes into the offending Harvey, then chomped through its arm with his curved fangs.

      Tanaka crouched, looking for her next target. Blood stained her fur. A long flap of flesh hanging off her left arm revealed pulsing red muscle. Bubbling black flesh marked plasma wounds. Her ribs protruded where the fur had burned away.

      Near the Asher bay, a Harvey punched through the doors. Troop transports crowded the opening as our soldiers lost more ground, retreating into the bay. Rounds streaked from one of our hovertanks near the CIC. They exploded against the legs of a transport crawler, and the vehicle’s legs crumpled. The crawler fell sideways, soldiers tumbling off its platform. More raced forward to replace their lost brethren.

      The enemy was everywhere.

      Screams rang out over our comms from the public channel. Calls for medics went unanswered.

      Then I heard a familiar voice.

      “They’re in the CIC!” Lt. Delis. “The—”

      The line went dead.

      “Delis!” I yelled over the comms. “Delis, do you read?”

      Nothing.

      Fingers of smoke reached up from the command center.

      “God, no!” Garcia yelled. She plunged her blade through the pilot chamber of a Harvey, plasma and smoke spraying from the fatal wound. She kicked the dead mech over, fighting her way toward the CIC. “We’re almost there!”

      Nguyen turned as well, but a plasma bolt struck her shoulder, and she tumbled forward. A Harvey raised its axe to send the blade through Nguyen’s back. Fletcher swung his photon blade, cutting off the Harvey’s wrists. Even as he saved Nguyen, plasma fire danced over his back, tearing through his armor.

      We were no longer defending the base. Now we were just trying to survive. Make it through the next second. Then the next. Each second stretching into its own horrific eternity.

      A heavy force crashed into my chest, throwing me backward. My head crushed part of a building. Foot soldiers scattered. The acrid scent of burning plastic hit me. A component inside my pilot chamber must have been severed or broken. Warnings flashed across my HUD, reporting nerve disconnects between my limbs. I pushed myself up, my head feeling light, the taste of blood gushing in my mouth.

      “Ace!” Tanaka yelled.

      “I’m… okay,” I said.

      But I wasn’t so sure. Not really. Dark fingers of smoke coiled away from my charred scales. Nausea threatened to overcome me when I saw the wound along my abdomen, the skin curled back, organs glistening in the flash of plasma fire.

      Another discharge of crimson light exploded through the night.

      All the sounds of battle, the agonized curses, the stench of fire faded away. My world narrowed to the Harveys closing in on us. How many were left? Six, seven? Couldn’t tell. My vision swam.

      The Sentinel was giving out. Each breath felt like I was drowning.

      Tanaka leapt at a Harvey. She spun through the air, seeming to shed the plasma fire coming at her like it was nothing more than beads of water.

      But the illusion of her dexterity was just that. An illusion. Blackened fur and flesh sloughed off her body in charcoaled ribbons as she tore at the Harvey’s chest, stabbing the alloy and snapping cables and wires.

      I tried to stand, but the body I was borrowing gave out. No more adrenaline was left to drown out the fiery pain flaring through my gut.

      Desperation would have to do.

      I fought through the pain, my vision going red. Plasma rounds flew from my wrist-cannons, but each subsequent shot pained me like they were costing me pieces of what little life I had left. The Harvey grabbed Tanaka by the leg. A sickening crack sounded as bones split through flesh. Then the mech tossed her aside like she was nothing but garbage.

      “Tanaka!” I threw myself at the Harvey.

      The mech turned on me, its metal fingers grappling my claws. I tried to fight back, snapped at its face with my broken jaw, whipped it with my tail. But every movement was slower, weaker than the last. It took nearly everything I had just to stay upright.

      “They made it into the lab!” someone yelled over the comms. The voice was quickly drowned in a flurry of other cries.

      Then came Tanaka’s voice, shallow. “Ace…”

      At least I knew she was still alive. For now.

      Searing pain blazed through my tail. Severed by an energy blade. Then that blade came down again. I barely had time to see it slice into my neck before my world went dark.
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      I gasped for breath.

      All my enhanced strength had gone, leaving me with only the stark frailty of my human body inside the dying Reaper. The heart of the beast still beat, slowing. My hand fumbled through the dark wetness until I grasped the emergency release handle and pulled it. The polymer sheets holding the flap of flesh and artificial bone across the hatch fell away.

      I thrust my head out of the chamber, gel pouring out. The sounds of battle raged, shaking through me like thunder. My comm link had come loose, and I pressed it deeper into my ear canal. My hand came away covered in blood. My own or the Sentinel’s, I wasn’t sure.

      “Banshee, report in,” I managed. My lungs ached with the cold air. I coughed as I pulled myself from the pilot chamber. Gel clung to my skintights, freezing in the unforgiving Ferrous air.

      “Still here, chief,” Kross said.

      “Alive and pissed off,” Ricci said.

      “Can’t… get back up,” Tanaka said, regret evident in her pained voice.

      “Stay there,” I managed. As if I could do anything to help now.

      I slipped down from the Sentinel, leaning against the coarse scales of its back. My legs flopped uselessly. Just like every other time I’d unlinked with a goddamn Sentinel, I was temporarily paralyzed.

      Across from me, I saw steam rising from the bodies, both Alliance and NWR, scattered in the snow. Maybe I could take a rifle from one. Make my way to Tanaka.

      Pain and exhaustion throbbed in my skull. I blinked, trying desperately to stay awake.

      A squad of Alliance soldiers ran toward my downed Sentinel. Above them stalked a crawler, weapons raking our fleeing troops. I sat directly in its path. Cold crept into my lungs with each pained gasp, and I coughed up blood. Exhaustion tugged at me, calling to me to give in to the world of unconsciousness. The heat of my dying Sentinel was the only thing keeping me awake.

      Even if I got my legs working in time to find a weapon, I couldn’t stop that crawler. Couldn’t make it to Tanaka. Soon I’d be just another burning corpse.

      Then a deafening blast cracked through the air like a god descending from the heavens. A beam of plasma tore through the side of the crawler, and its legs buckled. It toppled sideways, crushing half the Alliance squad headed toward me.

      Something huge leapt overhead. My stomach turned sour for a second, fearing it was a Harvey. But an anvil was painted on its shoulder, cut in half by a silver scar in the alloy.

      Garcia.

      She’d made it out of the fray—thanks to Kross, Ricci, and Tanaka drawing fire.

      Jets of red and blue plasma and photon rounds screamed above me. Garcia speared through the wounded ranks of the Alliance. Nguyen and Fletcher followed, cutting their way through the enemy to join Kross and Ricci. Together they tore into the last couple Harveys, peeling away at their armor with blades and claws until the last mechs fell.

      I tried to stand, my prosthetics providing only shaky support. I had to lean against the dead Reaper.

      “They’re retreating!” Fletcher said, his deep voice booming in my ears.

      “Don’t let up!” Garcia yelled, firing into the Alliance’s backs.

      My eyelids felt heavy, but I forced them to stay open. Legs shook, weak. Useless. The sounds of gunfire and explosives gave way until all I heard was the crackle of fire and the anguished screams of the injured. Voices no less desperate and panicked than before sizzled over the comms.

      “Tanaka, you still holding on?” I asked, my throat feeling tight. I tried to take a step forward to where her Sentinel had fallen.

      “Here…”

      Blood tickled as it streamed from my nostrils. I wiped it away with the back of my hand. Took another step, then collapsed. Couldn’t get my feet under me again. Couldn’t stand.

      Snow swept over me. My consciousness faded in and out, my head pounding relentlessly. The calls of the medical team drifted around the base like haunting spirits. They were woefully unprepared for a disaster like this. Couldn’t tell how long I’d been lying in the white before someone finally lifted me up, taking me away.

      I vaguely recalled being transported past the men and women already dead and turning to icy statues. Some whose mouths hung open like specters yearning to live again. Others frozen in grimaces of pain.

      None looked at peace.
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      We didn’t bury the dead on Xenia.

      Giving their flesh to the sands was a waste. The water, the nutrients would be lost. Life burned quickly. The planet reclaimed what it was owed for allowing us our brief years spent tortured by its heat and misery, humans living on time borrowed through pure desperation and stubbornness.

      We harvested every droplet of water we could from the cool night air and waited patiently with tarps and barrels to collect the rare downpour. A canteen filled with water was damn near worth a week scavenging metals in the old mines. But water alone wasn’t sufficient. It only kept you alive long enough to feel the gut-twisting pains of starvation if you didn’t find food.

      Barter for it, ration it, steal it. Whatever it took to stay alive.

      The supplies the NWR dropped off on their semi-annual aid visits never lasted as long as they were meant to. So every living thing became a resource, from the viper beetles with their venomous sting to the hell bats that would just as soon feast on a man inside the mines as we would eat the sinew and meat on their scrawny bodies.

      But as agonizing as those pangs in the gut became, no one could bring themselves to eat another human’s flesh.

      At least, no one openly admitted to it.

      To circumvent that inconvenient ethical barrier, we developed the Rites of Retrieval. Rituals supposedly created to ensure the souls of the deceased had time to find an afterlife where freshwater springs fed verdant forests and food dropped from the trees. Something we were told was called “fruit” on a distant planet.

      Could you imagine? Plants freely giving food to humans, plants that didn’t fight back or burn you from the inside out with acid? Enough food that no one lay awake at night, trying to figure out how to make a single ration of freeze-dried salty paste last a week.

      Those were the stories my parents told me. The ones I thought about when I climbed to the top of the broken ribs of the Titan that formed the curved shelter, the Bones, where we lived. I scaled past the homes of others with a heavy bundle of cargo on my back, catching a few glances into the windows and doorways others had carved into the dried bone. Some avoided my gaze. Others looked at me with sorrow. A few, the hungriest, I guessed, with envy.

      My older brother couldn’t make this climb. The Reds had him. He could barely move, exhausted from the constant blood loss.

      And my mother was certainly in no state to carry out this task. I’d kept her inside our home, praying no one saw her. I knew what would happen if they did.

      A person suspected of the crazies was condemned to a Wandering. They were run off into the desert and watched over by one of our self-proclaimed Officers of the Law. If they made it back, they got to resume their old life, presumably in good enough mental shape to keep going until someone else decided they needed to repeat their Wandering.

      If they didn’t make it back… that was one less mouth to feed.

      I couldn’t throw my mother to the desert like that, even though in my heart, I knew she was no longer my mother. Just a barely functioning husk of a human body with a mind warped by disease.

      The people sent to Wander, if they died in the sands, would be Retrieved. Their corpses would be taken to the top of one of the broken ribs where I was now. We called this the Altar of Giving. Here, the bone had been ground down and flattened, so that its porous interior served as a platform of sorts looking out over the sand dunes. It was wide enough for nearly five men to lie down in a straight line, head to foot.

      Only there was no one else to lie down on the Altar. Just my younger brother, barely a toddler, his lifeless body pathetically small on the plateau of bone. I sat at the edge, covered in the sand-colored camouflage netting required by the Rites.

      The sun beat down on me, relentlessly hot.

      But I couldn’t move, couldn’t abandon the vigil.

      I whispered the prayer that went along with the Rites, the words ringing hollowly in my mind.

      “Let his blood become ours again. Let his flesh become ours. Let us reclaim what Xenia gives us.”

      Then I waited, repeating those words until they came. Five carrion eaters descended from the sky, their leathery wings flapping heavily in the grit-filled wind. They landed around the Altar, eyeing me cautiously. It was a game we played, and they knew it, too. The net might’ve been useful camouflage in the past, but these creatures had learned its purpose. Five of them circled around my brother, probing at him with their long, saw-toothed beaks.

      In their beady black eyes, I saw a curious intelligence. They were calculating, trying to weigh the odds. Was drawing so close to me worth the taste of flesh?

      And every time, they came to the same conclusion. Flirting with death was worth it. Because you might still get something to eat.

      So as the Rites dictated, I waited. Watched them tear my dead brother apart. Tears rolled down my face, evaporating almost instantly, leaving stinging salty trails. I wanted to strangle the carrion eaters. Choke their scaled necks and smash their bodies against the Altar.

      But I couldn’t.

      If I came down empty-handed, my mother would starve. My older brother would, too. And my neighbors would tell others that clearly I had gotten the crazies because I’d let good meat go to waste.

      My stomach growled, knowing what the Rites meant even as I watched the carrion birds strip the meat from my little brother’s corpse. The only sounds I heard were the satisfied caws and squawks of the carrion eaters.

      Until my brother was nothing but bones.

      The carrion eaters’ bellies were distended, fat with their meal. Their hunger had overcome their caution. They wouldn’t need to eat for weeks—and that was their mistake.

      I shed the camouflage net I hid under. The carrion eaters flapped their wings, trying to fly. But they couldn’t. Not with bellies so full. They’d been greedy. One managed to jump off the side of the platform, dropping toward the ground at a controlled descent. It would make a meal for someone else.

      But the remaining four were mine. I tossed my net over them, my shelter turning into their trap. I sobbed as I tied it closed, avoiding looking at what was left of my brother.

      God, what had this world done to him? What had our mother done to him?

      No, no, no.

      It was my fault. I’d left her alone with him. Naively clung to the hope she would somehow get better, that the mother I knew was behind those roving eyes, those cracked and mumbling lips.

      Like a fool, I’d trusted her. This was my penance, my punishment. To see what these carrion eaters did to him. And now, I would take them back to my home, let them digest the nutrients in their bellies over the next couple days. Absorb every trace of what had once been my brother until it was metabolized and made part of these creatures.

      Then it was our turn. We would eat them.

      I kept crying. Each tear was a waste of water. I hated myself all the more for squandering that precious resource, but I couldn’t stop. I climbed down from the Altar, the net full of grotesque creatures slung over my back, their frightened squawks ringing in my ears.

      Enough meat between the four of them to last until the Reds took my older brother, probably. Maybe even until my mother’s mind finally gave out.

      I needed to leave this planet. Life on Xenia wasn’t living. It was just waiting around to see what finally killed you. I couldn’t protect my family, but I thought that by joining the NWR, I’d have a chance to save people. To make sure someone else didn’t have to watch the people they loved torn to shreds or burned alive.

      Thought being an Asher would help me make good on that oath.

      I was a goddamn fool.
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      I blinked slowly. A white shape moved in my peripheral vision, slowly coalescing into something shaped like a person. The biting scent of sterile air mixed with blood cut through my haze. Moans everywhere. The memories of Xenia faded, but the tears still spilled from the corners of my eyes.

      Then I remembered the Alliance Harveys, the smell of blood on snow.

      Heart pounding, I jolted upright, ready to run. “Banshee!”

      “Slow down there, Master Sergeant,” someone said.

      I looked around, blinking. I was in the med bay.

      “Where’s Aya Tanaka? Roman Kross? Lucca Ricci?” I asked, their full names tumbling from my mouth. We hardly ever used them, and they sounded odd to my ears. But I needed to know. “Did they make it?”

      “Your fireteam?” the attending nurse asked.

      “Yes, damn it!”

      “They’re alive.”

      “And… fine?”

      “Fine.” She adjusted my IV drip. “I think they’re in a satellite med station.”

      “Where?”

      She shrugged, moving on to her next patient. “Ask Feng.”

      Dozens of patients were covered in bandages, hooked to biomonitors and IV lines. Half the patient beds were lined up in neat rows; the rest were haphazardly jammed together as if the medical attendants had given up organizing the triage. It also looked like that nurse was the only one managing this room.

      I swung my legs off the bed. Let them dangle, kicking my artificial feet. Making sure the damn things hadn’t decided to ignore me again. My muscles ached, and a dull throbbing beat at the back of my skull. Mottled bruises covered my arms, and each breath I took sent little needles through my ribs.

      But I was alive and no more broken than I had been this morning. I slipped out of bed. Managed to stand just fine, and I tore the IV needle from the back of my hand, a bead of crimson forming. All around, I heard rasping breaths, whimpers. Soft cries from sedated patients who weren’t long for this world. The nurse looked at me but didn’t even bother to protest, shaking her head as she changed the bandages on an unconscious patient.

      I had to leave. Had to figure out what was happening and what we needed to do next. I reached for my ear and probed for my comm link. Instead, I was met with a bandage. I peeled it off and threw it into a trash receptacle before I entered the hall.

      More cots and beds filled the corridor. Derm regen patches covered patients writhing in pain. Their expressions were nearly all the same. Masks of agony. A cry exploded from another room, and I heard sobs coming from somewhere behind me.

      So much destruction. So many lives teetering over the edge of existence.

      “Shaw!” a voice called.

      I turned to see Dr. Feng. “I need my comm link, and I need to find my people.”

      “I’ve got your link,” Feng said. “And I can tell you where the rest of your team is. But there’s something else you need to see.”

      “I need to get to my people first.”

      “Please, this is important.”

      He grabbed my arm and pulled me into his office, shutting the door behind us. The noises of the injured outside became muffled. A strong smell of incense filled the cramped space, and I saw a thin wisp of gray smoke drifting from a burner in the corner of the room. Wasn’t sure if it was a religious thing or if Feng just didn’t like the stench of the ward.

      Standing behind his desk, he tapped on his holopad, and a 3D holo appeared between us. I recognized the shadowy outline of a body from the medical imaging procedures Feng had conducted on me before. Amid that darkened construct were the silvery branches of the Colonizer’s Bane slithering through my nervous system.

      “You’re bleeding,” Feng said, pointing at his own ear.

      My hand went up to mine instinctively and came away red. Feng scrounged around his desk until he found a clotting gel and handed it to me. I took it and placed it against my ear.

      He clicked on his holopad, and the 3D holo image rotated. “The Bane has changed.”

      I motioned at the holo. “Just give me my comm link so I can call my team.”

      “So impatient.” He dove into another drawer, plucked out the knuckle-sized device, and tossed it to me. “Wait until the bleeding stops before you put that back in. But I need you to listen to me now.”

      I glanced at the door. “Come on, Feng. The Alliance could be back any minute. This image of me looks the same as the one you showed me last time, so what’s the big deal?”

      “This isn’t you.”

      “What?” I asked.

      “Staff Sergeant Roman Kross,” he replied.

      And like that, I realized the goddamn holo still had one real leg. I’d been so caught up trying to leave I hadn’t noticed.

      Feng tapped another button.

      Another shadowy scan of a man, thinner and shorter, appeared. The Bane was just as apparent in his system. “And this is Luca Ricci.”

      Another tap. Another holo with more feminine curves, missing an arm.

      “Tanaka,” I said before Feng could.

      A deep pit of dread devoured my insides. The images I’d seen of them from merely a few weeks ago had been nothing but bits of spaghetti compared to the thick octopus arms of the Bane inside my body. Now their growths were as bad as mine.

      “How did this happen?” I asked.

      Feng ran his finger along the holopad, rotating Tanaka’s body. “The progression of the Colonizer’s Bane accelerated in correlation with your time in the Sentinels.”

      “Netting into the Sentinels is making it worse?” I asked.

      He spread his hands in a helpless gesture.

      My ear was growing warmer again. I dabbed at it, irritated. Every time I netted now, it was like that. Blood. Nerves fried. “Am I killing myself every time I get in one of those things?”

      “I didn’t say that,” Feng said, holding up both hands defensively. “I can’t draw a firm conclusion. Correlation is not causation. It might be a coincidence, and we don’t know definitively that this is actually killing you.”

      “Coincidences are causes dressed up in a Divinist’s robes. I don’t believe in them.”

      “It doesn’t matter what you believe,” Feng said. “This is science. We need more data before I can—”

      “Screw your fucking data. What the hell is going on?”

      “I think there’s a high likelihood that your operation of the Sentinels is responsible for the rapid spread of the Bane in your team’s nervous systems.”

      I took the tissue and clotting gel away from my ear. No more blood dribbled out. I shoved the comm link into it. The comms came alive with activity, voices calling frantically. Demanding resupplies in the Asher bay, repairs in vital power supply units, and help with recovering more of the injured.

      “Anything else?” I asked Feng.

      His brow furrowed, wrinkles forming little canyons across his forehead. “You understand what I’m saying, don’t you? If this is true, every time you get into a Sentinel, the Bane gets worse. You and your team are headed toward a medical black hole.”

      That hit me like a Sentinel’s tail. My stomach turned over. I’d been so adamant to protect my team by pushing the Sentinel operating program, but I couldn’t save them from what was devouring us all from the inside.

      “Your time in the Sentinels needs to be limited,” Feng said. “If the disease keeps accelerating, I can only assume the threat of debilitating brain and nerve damage, bleeding, and eventually death is going to keep increasing.”

      “We knew this was a risk,” I said, even though I’d tried to deny it. Tried to pretend the day we faced our mortality was some ambiguous point in a distant future. “But we’ve only got one Asher fireteam. You saw what the Alliance did today.” I choked down the lump in my throat. “My team has to be out in the white.”

      “I know, I know,” Feng said, and a flicker of genuine human emotion sparked in his eyes. He didn’t like this any more than me, but he knew we had no choice. “Each second you spend netted up is going to make it worse, and… you need to make those seconds count.”

      “You’re saying you don’t want us to kill ourselves before we can be useful again.”

      He smiled thinly, but his eyes were sad and wreathed in more wrinkles than I remembered.

      I only had one life to live on Ferrous. One life to give. Letting my brain ooze out of my ears because I spent too much time in the Sentinels before we could tear apart whatever Alliance forces remained on the planet wouldn’t be helping anyone, especially if they rolled back into base with more backup.

      But what choice did I have?

      Before I could even begin to figure out what to do next, Delis sent a message through my COLs requesting Anvil and Banshee in the CIC. Said it was an emergency.

      No shit.

      Everything was an emergency now.
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      I ran through the corridors toward the CIC. A cold wind blew through the passage, and snowdrifts piled up in sections where the wall had been carved away by Alliance weapons. Smears of blood stained the floor between broken wires and scattered debris. My feet clanked along the floor as I dodged piles of rubble and melted polymers.

      I’d gotten ahold of Tanaka, and the sound of her voice had soothed my raw nerves better than any of Feng’s painkillers. She, Ricci, and Kross had all been transported to the same satellite med station after they’d been freed from their damaged and dying Sentinels. They were on their way to meet me.

      The doors of the CIC had apparently been blown off. One leaned against the wall, and the other was flat on the floor. Two soldiers guarded the entrance, cradling plasma rifles. Dust and ash covered their uniforms. They raised their weapons at my approach.

      “Master Sergeant Cole Shaw,” I said. “Responding to a request from Lieutenant Delis.”

      “They’re waiting for you,” one of the privates said, waving me inside.

      I marched into the room, expecting to see Captain Schroeder leaning over the central conference table with the other officers, planning their strategic response to the attack.

      Instead, I saw a scene from a nightmare. Half the room was a charred mess, desks and computer stations melted into mountains of plastic, metal, and silicon. Blood splatter painted a wall pocked with puckering holes gouged by gunfire, and the conference table had been smashed to pieces.

      Garcia and the rest of her surviving fireteam stood around a handful of crowded desks that had been pushed together. Bandages were wrapped around half of Singh’s face. The parts that weren’t covered revealed a tight grimace. Nguyen wiped at her eyes with the back of her hand, half of one arm covered in derm regen patches. Fletcher stood stoically next to Garcia, leaving a space between them as if they’d saved it for Caplan.

      First Lieutenant Sai Agarwal stood across from Anvil with a few other officers, including Lieutenant Delis. Dark stains covered the front of Agarwal’s uniform. And finally, there was Dr. Lena Bussert. Where her white coat wasn’t burned, it was mottled with crimson.

      “Ma’am.” I saluted Agarwal.

      She returned the salute and motioned to an empty seat. “Join us.”

      A holoprojection glowed in front of her. A slew of numbers and data streamed over a map of the base.

      “Is the rest of Banshee on the way?” she asked.

      “Yes, ma’am. They’re coming from another med station.”

      “Good.” She wiped her forehead with the back of her hand, wiping away flakes of dried blood. “We’ve got a lot to cover.”

      “Are we waiting on Schroeder?”

      She shook her head. “I’m commanding officer now.”

      At first, I didn’t understand. My mind was still struggling to wrap around everything else going on, like someone had thrown a disassembled plasma rifle into the air and I was trying to put the pieces together before it landed.

      “Schroeder was killed in the raid,” Agarwal explained. “I tried to stop them… but I was too late.”

      Shit. Didn’t really know Schroeder well, but I did know that a body without a head didn’t work real great. And the NWR base was a big, complicated body.

      “How’s the rest of base holding up?” Garcia asked.

      “Honestly, I’m not sure how much we can salvage,” she said. “And if the Alliance returns to finish what they started…”

      Footsteps sounded from the CIC’s entrance. Tanaka led Kross and Ricci in. They looked as dirty and disheveled as everyone else, bruises and bandages covering the parts of them that were still flesh. But it felt damn good to see them walking in together, nothing else missing besides what they’d already lost.

      I nodded at them, trying to withhold the urge to jump up and embrace them right there and then as they took their seats. Tanaka slipped down beside me, and I swore I saw her gravely serious expression crack for a fraction of a second when she looked at me. Both of us just relieved to be alive. Relieved that all of Banshee had made it home this time. I gave her a small smile and then returned my attention to the briefing.

      “I’m going to get right to it,” Agarwal said. “Nearly three-quarters of our mechanized units were destroyed in the attack. Hovertanks, transports. We’ve got very little left.”

      She swiped across the makeshift conference table so the holomap zoomed out. “Schroeder would want to play this conservatively. He’d say we should hold tight or even fortify Clearwater instead.”

      “Ma’am, I don’t like the idea of waiting for them to come back,” I said, trying to ignore the burn around my nerve-ports. “They know we’re hurting.”

      “I didn’t say that’s what we are doing,” Agarwal said. “I said that’s what I think Schroeder would do.”

      “Do we have an ETA for reinforcements?” Garcia asked. Beside her, Nguyen and Fletcher looked at each other nervously. “We need another Asher team. No offense, Banshee.”

      “At best, they’re weeks out,” Agarwal said. “It’s safe to say they won’t be here in time for whatever the hell is coming next. So, I am not going to go by the old playbook. Bussert, status update?”

      “Half of our staff is… gone.” She sat silent for a second, her bottom lip quivering. “The Alliance invaded the labs. They ransacked our computers, our supplies, everything. If they hadn’t figured out about our Sentinel operating program after you attacked them, they know now.”

      Our secret weapon wasn’t so secret anymore.

      “Damn,” Ricci said. “I’m not trying to be insensitive, but our Sentinels were trashed. Are the ones in the lab in better shape?”

      “Several are still intact,” she said. “Enough for you to have a spare or two.”

      “Good,” Kross said. “Because I’m ready to crush some Alliance skulls.”

      “You’ll get your chance,” Agarwal said. “Especially if Dr. Bussert is right.”

      “I wish McKinley were here to explain this,” Bussert said, “but I’ll try my best.”

      I felt that bottomless pit in my stomach open up again. “Wait, what happened to McKinley?”

      “Taken, we think,” Bussert said. “It was chaos in the lab. I saw some soldiers grab him along with a few others. They almost got me, too, but security came just in time.” Her eyes seemed to focus on a spot only she could see. “McKinley was working on something you need to see.”

      She tapped on her holopad. Images of Progenitor hieroglyphics floated before us in a wash of pale-blue light. “We lost his most recent work, but we saved a few notebooks and computers. I found something in them that might explain why the Alliance is on Ferrous.”

      Another tap on the holopad, and the glyphs in the hologram morphed into decipherable words.

      “My translation is not as good as what McKinley’s would be,” she said. “I don’t understand all the contextual clues like he did, and I’m working with his partially finished lexicon, which he told me was still not completely reliable.”

      The translations might not have been entirely accurate, but that didn’t stop my blood from turning colder than the Ferrous air.

      The Scourge was a biological technology designed to subjugate and eliminate entire planets, solar systems, and civilizations via Rune-enabled delivery of appropriate signaling mechanisms. This system is to be isolated but preserved for required study on this planet. Authorization for deployment will be restricted.

      Computers buzzed behind us, but the rest of the world seemed to fade away. Everyone sat silent, staring at the translation.

      “This thing, the Scourge, is on Ferrous?” Garcia asked, finally breaking the spell.

      “I think so,” Bussert said.

      “Do you know what it is, what it does?” I asked.

      Bussert shook her head. “This is all I have.”

      Ricci’s face had grown pale behind his black tattoo. “If the Alliance finds this shit, whatever it is, sounds like it’s going to be a lot more than Ferrous that’ll be hurting.”

      “Which is exactly why I need you all in the field,” Agarwal said. “We need to know where the Alliance went—and if we can, we need to find this Scourge before they do. Rescuing McKinley would be a bonus, but… it’s not our primary objective.”

      I looked between Agarwal, Bussert, and the translation on the holo. “Do we have any idea where the Scourge is? Or even what it looks like?”

      “I’m afraid not,” Bussert said.

      “How the hell did the Alliance figure this out?” Kross asked. “If this is what they’re after… and it’s been right under our noses the whole time…” A vessel bulged in his forehead, and his fingers curled into a fist. “We’re fucked.”

      “Everyone’s going to be fucked if we don’t stop the Alliance from getting the Scourge,” Agarwal said, voice shaking with anger. She paused, looking at each of us. “We stop the Alliance at all costs. Is that understood?”

      The implications were all too clear.

      “Yes, ma’am,” we replied nearly in unison.

      “Start netting up,” she said. “We’ll send scouts and drones to track the Alliance. I want you out there looking, too. Dismissed.”

      Agarwal turned toward her officers, already conferring with them in hushed conversation. Garcia and her team left to the Asher bay. We joined Bussert and headed back to the science wing to see which of the Sentinels were left.

      “A biological weapon capable of destroying and controlling civilizations, entire solar systems,” I said, looking at the doctor. “I get that you don’t know exactly what this thing does, but do you have a guess?”

      “Nothing in McKinley’s data gave me the slightest clue,” Bussert said, her voice sounding hollow. “It sounds like a bioengineered disease on a scale we’ve never dreamed, but it could very well be worse than that.”

      “Worse?” Kross asked. “What could be worse?”

      “I wonder if it affects the Rune Network,” Bussert said. “Might even control the Runes in some way we don’t yet understand.”

      “We’ve been trying to figure out how to do that for decades,” Tanaka said. “Controlling them could cut off entire solar systems from each other.”

      “Fits that warning,” I said.

      The idea of the Alliance altering the Rune Network, severing supply lines and trade routes between distant planets and colonies, leaving everyone to fend for themselves, left me almost frozen with fear. How would a backwater planet like Xenia fare if this weapon was deployed?

      I already knew the answer. Everyone would die. There would be too many bodies to perform the Rites of Retrieval. The carrion eaters would grow bloated on the fields of death. It was too late for my family, but the other colonists on Xenia, on the dozens of worlds where people were just trying to scrape out an existence…

      “We can’t let the Alliance have the Scourge, whatever it is,” Ricci said.

      “We can’t,” I agreed. “And we won’t.”

      I didn’t have to say that we’d succeed or die trying. My team already knew.
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      The base on Ferrous had been designed to be self-sufficient. Like a miniature city, the buildings on this patch of ice and rock all had their own purposes. Part of that design reflected the brutal fact that we were on one of the coldest damn planets under NWR control. That was why you could get from one side of the base to the other by navigating through a series of tunnels and skywalks without ever stepping foot outside.

      Following that route might not always be the most efficient. But it was always the warmest.

      Now, not so much.

      Every other tunnel was clotted with debris. Most of the skywalks had been torn down, twisted and half-melted. The Alliance had hit us hard and fast. We were lucky Anvil had made it back to base when they did with sci ops. If the Alliance had struck even a few minutes earlier, there would’ve been no Ashers to hold them back until my team arrived. The destruction, bad as it was, would’ve been even more devastating. Likely total. Hard to imagine that as we flitted from building to building, exposed to the blisteringly cold snowstorm swirling over the base.

      As we headed toward the bay, my nerve-ports burned hotter than ever. Feverish beneath my thermal suit. I peeled back the cuff of my sleeve and peered down at a port. The skin around it shone a brilliant red. Blisters haloed the metal.

      “You okay, Ace?” Tanaka asked, looking down at my bare hands.

      “No worse than usual,” I said. A lie, sure, but now was not the time to worry about the Bane eating through my nerves. And that wasn’t the only thing bothering me. I could deal with my mortality later—if we survived the Alliance.

      But shit, I realized I hadn’t even told the others about what the crazy doctor had showed me.

      “Actually, Feng said that—”

      Ricci cut me off. “The Bane’s getting worse.” His nostrils flared. “The doctor at our med station told us.”

      “But hey, if it hasn’t killed you yet, then we should be fine, right, boss?” Kross asked.

      Wish I had an answer for him. “Hope so.”

      “Feng will figure this out,” Bussert said. “He’ll stop the Bane.”

      “You really think so?” Kross asked.

      “There’s got to be an answer.”

      “Not really answering my question.”

      Bussert didn’t bother with a reply. We trudged on with nothing but the whistling wind and the crackles of a few stubborn flames to break the quiet.

      The Sentinel Bay was finally in sight. Half the roof had been torn away, and long gashes scarred the walls of the neighboring laboratory section. So much for all of Bussert’s efforts to keep the place sterile and clean.

      “There’s something else bugging you, isn’t there?” Tanaka asked. “You have that look in your eyes…”

      She wasn’t wrong. There was so much on my mind that I didn’t know where to start. But something about the attack itself was bothering me. I picked up my pace, eyes glued to the wreckage ahead. “Something about this whole scenario isn’t right. They caught us with our pants down. It’s only because sci ops spotted those Sentinels that Anvil was here before the Alliance.”

      Tanaka stepped over a ruptured pipe spewing steam. “They’ve been watching us. Waiting.”

      Ricci shook his head. “Timing has nothing to do with it. They were arrogant.”

      “What?” Kross asked. “You think it was fate? Divine intervention?”

      “They already knew about the NWR forces on Ferrous,” Ricci said. “They rolled in with enough firepower to destroy Anvil and base. Anvil might’ve fought hard, but it wasn’t Ashers that saved the base.”

      “The Alliance would’ve steamrolled the base if Anvil hadn’t been here,” Bussert said.

      “And they would’ve steamrolled Anvil if we weren’t here,” Ricci said, holding a hand up to shield his eyes from the snow. “The Alliance wasn’t counting on operator-controlled Sentinels. And for that matter, I don’t think even our people expected us to put up a fight like we did.”

      Kross clapped Ricci’s back, towering over him. “You got that right. For a Hel-sized runt, you got the bite of a Titan.”

      “Alliance underestimated us once,” Ricci said. “They won’t make that mistake again.”

      Ricci understood better than any of us. The guy was used to being underestimated. Joined up with the NWR as fast as he could, flew through basic training, insisted on joining the Asher program. People tended to think it was because Ricci had so-called short man syndrome. They thought he needed to prove himself. Show the world he was a verified badass.

      That might’ve been partly true. Ricci wasn’t usually the first to share details about his past, but he grew up on a colony planet, Chrystnam, only a touch better than Xenia. They had more food and tried to pretend like they were a developing planet, sure. But they were also rife with wide-scale poverty and its faithful accomplices, crime and corruption. For a guy Ricci’s size growing up in a place like that, you either learned how to stand up for yourself quick or you learned how to suck good dick.

      His words, not mine.

      Ricci was tough, and even though I didn’t fully understand how the foul-mouthed, womanizing warrior reconciled his unshakeable faith, he was a hell of a teammate. And, unfortunately, he was right.

      The Alliance wouldn’t underestimate us again. Last battle hadn’t been easy. Next time was going to be worse. Much worse.

      Tanaka suddenly stopped in the middle of the path. She had her arms crossed, shivering. “Wait, you hear that?”

      “I hear the wind,” Kross said.

      “No, no,” Tanaka said. She held up a hand to make us pause. “Chanting.”

      Now that our boots weren’t crunching through the snow, I heard it. The low rhythmic roll of voices.

      “Divinists,” I said.

      The voices grew louder. I walked unsteadily through the snow toward a gap in the broken wall. The others followed.

      Down the slope leading toward Clearwater, a procession of colonists wound its way up toward base. They carried colorful lanterns, bright against the background of ice and snow. A few held long poles with small metal lamps spewing colorful smoke.

      The first few Divinists climbed over the wrecked gates into base.

      “I recognize that lady,” I said, pointing. “She’s the Elder who performed the ice divining on the night of the Awakening.”

      Tanaka stood beside me, wind tearing loose strands of her jet-black hair from her ponytail. She squinted at the procession. “Yeah, that’s her. Wonder what they want.”

      The Elder noticed us, too. She peeled off from the pack and walked swiftly toward us. The orange light of her lantern cast strange shadows across her face. Didn’t help that she wore a long, hooded robe lined with crystals. Those crystals refracted the lantern light, giving her an almost demonic appearance.

      Wasn’t sure what these people were doing here, but we didn’t have time for them to get in our way.

      “You!” the Elder said as she drew close, pointing a long, crooked finger at me. “You’re the ones who commit sacrilege against the ancients.”

      “The what?” Kross said.

      “She knows about the Sentinels,” Tanaka said coolly.

      “I’ve seen it in the ice,” the Elder said. “Everything is written in the ice.”

      “Look, lady.” A rolling heat swelled in my chest as I spoke. “I just watched half the people I know get slaughtered. And now the bastards who did it are out in the white somewhere, waiting to finish what they started. We don’t have time for your cult shit.”

      The Divinist ignored me. “You brought this tragedy on us. You caused this destruction.”

      “We didn’t cause jack shit.” Ricci’s cheeks flared scarlet. He waved his hand at the carnage. “We just saved Clearwater from looking like this.”

      “Clearwater may look fine,” she said. “But this planet is not fine. The spirits have awoken. They are angered by the fire spreading across Ferrous. You did this, and now you must stop it.”

      “That’s exactly what we’re trying to do,” I said.

      “By desecrating the gods themselves,” she said.

      Kross folded his big arms over his chest. “We’re protecting you.”

      The Elder scoffed. “Ever since you and your team arrived, you have brought nothing but imbalance and strife to Ferrous.”

      “We’ve stopped more Sentinel attacks than you can imagine,” Kross said.

      The Elder flourished her lantern, light bleeding over the snow. “We came here to live in peace. Before you, we lived in harmony. You provoked those attacks you’re so proud of stopping.”

      My fists clenched, fingers pressing so hard into my cold palms I thought I might draw blood. “You don’t want to mess with us. Not now. Go back to your temple.”

      Tanaka put her hand on my shoulder, but I shrugged it off, taking a step forward.

      “Please, Elder,” Tanaka said, putting herself between me and the Divinist. “Our people are busy trying to recover from this attack. The people who did this might come back. You’ll be much safer if you just go back to Clearwater.”

      The Elder waved her lantern at the Divinists streaming past us. “The gods decreed we assist you. Whether I like it or not, they have a purpose for you.”

      “And I’ve got a purpose for them,” Kross said. “Going to use those big bastards to stomp the Alliance.”

      The woman glared at Kross as the colonists filtered into the ruins of the base. Her eyes glowed like a pair of pulse rounds coursing through the night. A chill crept through me. Maybe I was going crazy, but it sure felt like that icy cold was pouring off her.

      “Cool it, big guy,” Tanaka said. “They want to help us, let them help.”

      The Elder, still glaring at Kross, raised her lantern. “The gods have already been disturbed. If you do not heed my warning, it will only get worse.”

      “What the hell—” Kross began.

      Bussert cut him off with a curse. She held a finger to one ear, pressing on her comm link. “Something’s wrong in the Sentinel bay!”

      She took off at a sprint, dirty white coat flapping behind her. We raced after her. Inside, fallen ceiling beams lay across the floor. Piles of ash and snow had been swept against those beams by winds slinking through the holes in the walls.

      Four of the Sentinels strapped up in the bay had been utterly annihilated by the Alliance, their bodies wrecked. Gore spilled across the floor, giving the bay a pungent, rotten odor.

      But the ghastly sight of those dead Sentinels wasn’t the only thing that made my stomach clench. A few of the Hels were shaking in their harnesses. The groan and protest of their metal restraints screamed above the howling wind.

      One thrashed a leg free from its manacles, hitting a lab tech and sending the man rolling over the floor. Others rushed to his side, picking him up and clearing him from the Sentinel’s unconscious thrashing.

      “What’s wrong with them?” Bussert shouted to one of the many lab techs running between the monsters.

      “I have no idea,” the man said, holding a holopad in one hand and wiping sweat from his brow with the other. “Their biomonitors are going crazy.”

      Bussert took the holopad, glanced at it, then looked up at us. “This is like what we saw when you reported feeling that signal.”

      Tanaka’s eyes narrowed. “The Sentinels never acted like this before.”

      Bussert handed the holopad back to the tech. “That’s probably because what we’re seeing now is nearly ten times as strong as anything we’ve recorded before.”

      “The gods have already been disturbed,” Ricci muttered, repeating the Divinist’s words.

      Blood trickled out of the ears and nostrils of a couple Grens. I saw one that had gone mostly rigid, but its muscles bulged and relaxed in waves as if parasites crawled beneath its flesh.

      “Maybe the Alliance found something,” I suggested. “Maybe that’s what caused the surge in the signal.”

      Bussert froze, bottom lip trembling. “The Scourge. Good God, what if it’s already started?”

      “We need to load up and roll out,” Kross said. “Can we still get in these things when they’re acting like this?”

      I hadn’t thought about that. “Won’t know until we try.”

      “You want to net right now?” Bussert asked, her voice growing louder to be heard over the cacophony. “It could be suicide!”

      “If the Alliance set the signal off, this is the best chance we have of tracking them down.” I opened a channel to the CIC. “Command, Banshee. We got a lead on the Alliance. Signal’s pulling on the Sentinels. Requesting clearance to use them to go after it.”

      Delis replied immediately. “We copy. You’re cleared to go. Anvil is prepping for departure. They’ll meet you outside the Sentinel bay and follow.”

      “Okay, Doc,” I said, turning back to Bussert. “We’re cleared to go. Let’s get moving.”

      She held the holopad, pointing at the biomonitor reports screaming across the device. “We don’t know what’ll happen if you try netting now. We’ve got to think this through.”

      “We don’t have time,” I said. “I’ll net in first. Everyone else stays out until I give the all clear.”

      Tanaka grabbed my arm. “You’re kidding.”

      “No, I’m not.”

      “You’re not netting up first.” She let go and looked hard at Bussert. “I am. Which of these assholes are still functional?”

      The tech pointed to an Agis-class Reaper at the end. “That one didn’t take any damage.”

      “Put me in,” she said.

      “Tanaka, stand down,” I said.

      “No. Whether you like it or not, we can’t do this without you. You jump in there and die, that’s it for the Deadmen.”

      I hated to admit she made sense. But as much as it pained me to see her throw herself in harm’s way like this, she was right. Part of leading was knowing when to let someone else take the risk.

      She ran to the Reaper. The white-and-blue armored plates covering the monstrosity shimmered. The cannonlike appendages above its hooked claws glowed faintly as if the beast was preparing to fire even in its dormant state. Even from this distance, I felt the heat radiating off the plasma burning in its belly.

      Tanaka stripped down to her skintights, and a team of techs began attaching the fluid-exchange tube and nerve-braid to her slim neck. The monster’s spike-covered tail twitched as the techs worked. Then they peeled back the polymer sheet on the Sentinel’s back.

      Electricity buzzed under my skin as I watched, part fear and part envy. I wanted to be back in, even knowing that netting into the Sentinels might be killing us. Nervous sweat rolled down the back of my neck.

      “Ready,” Tanaka’s voice came over our comms.

      After closing the Sentinel’s flap, the techs retreated to the platform near the Sentinel’s back, hands over their holopads.

      “Doctor?” one asked, looking down at Bussert.

      “You sure about this?” Bussert asked me.

      “Not at all,” I said, trying to hold in the ball of anxiety spinning wildly inside me. “But Tanaka is.”

      Bussert nodded at the techs, and they punched their holopads. The massive straps, hoses, and clasps holding the Sentinel in its stasis bay released. The monster’s eyes blinked open. Its armor glowed even brighter as it pushed itself to a crouch.

      Its eyes locked with mine. Orbs bigger than my body. I had never felt such cold fear as I stared into those monstrous, alien depths, knowing that my teammate—my friend—was somewhere inside that thing.

      “Tanaka,” I said over the comm link, “that still you in there?”

      A painful second passed as the Sentinel’s plates undulated wildly with azure light.

      “Here,” she said, almost breathless. “You were right. It’s the signal. Insanely powerful. It’s taking everything in me to not rip the roof off this place so I can go after it.”

      “Well, half the roof is already ripped off,” Kross said. “Might as well finish the job.”

      Ricci elbowed him in the ribs. “Not the time, brother.”

      “Please, nobody rip any more of the roof off,” Bussert said. “We’ve got two Grens ready now.” She pointed toward the end of the bay. “And there’s at least another two we can make operable.”

      “Ricci and Kross can have those Grens,” I said. “I was thinking of something bigger.”

      “Tanaka’s in the only fully intact Reaper,” Bussert said, a puzzled crease between her eyes. “There’s another missing a tail. Its arm hasn’t fully healed, either.”

      “I have something else in mind.” I pointed to the Titan.

      Unlike the smaller Sentinels, the colossal armor-plated beast lay still on its back. Two of its scarred arms had been patched with sheets of alloy armor scraps and parts scavenged from damaged Ashers to supplement its naturally enhanced healing. The monster fit right in with us Deadmen.

      Puffs of frozen mist escaped the protruding vents in its palms and along its back. The ground beneath its body was covered in a slick sheet of ice. Its eyes were closed, but I could almost feel them staring at me from above its short snout, the tusklike fangs stabbing out in long curves from its snarled lips.

      “Shaw, you can’t be serious,” Bussert said. “You have no idea if you can even control it.”

      “I have to try,” I said. “You can be damn sure with a signal that strong, the Alliance are up to some bad shit. This might be the one thing that can improve our odds.”

      “If you can’t handle it, we’re all dead.”

      “I can handle it,” I repeated.

      “Fine.” She called over her comms for her techs to prep the Titan. A crew of people rushed toward it. “It’s all yours.”

      I climbed the ladders to the platform on the back of the beast. The air around the beast was freezing, hard to breathe in, as if even in its comatose state it didn’t want to be bothered. And if I was being honest, I was terrified at the thought of netting to the most powerful beast I’d ever faced.

      “Davidson!” I said, unable to withhold my surprised relief when I saw the tech at the top of the platform. I was glad to see he had survived the attack. In all the chaos, I’d forgotten about my usual techs. But by his side was a woman I didn’t recognize. “Where’s Patel?”

      “She, uh, didn’t make it,” Davidson said.

      That hurt like a kick to the groin. “Shit, who’s going to tell me to go to infirm when I need it now?”

      The woman extended a hand to me. “Elena Kim. I’m filling in.”

      I took her hand and shook it, trying not to let the shock of Patel’s death rattle me. “Patel got me netted and took care of my Asher for the past four years. You’ve got big shoes to fill.”

      Kim motioned to the Titan, holding the nerve-braid up. “And looks like you do too, Master Sergeant.”

      I turned around and let them get to work. They double-checked the connections between the braid and the fluid-exchange tube.

      Davidson patted me on the back. His eyes gleamed. “All set. Kick their ass for us, okay?”

      “That’s the plan.”

      Kim and Davidson helped me up to the Titan’s neck. While they peeled the flap back to reveal the pilot chamber, I grabbed one of the rocky plates jutting from its spine to climb in. I slid into the warm gel pocket. Huge vessels snaked around the chamber, pulsing with each thundering beat of the creature’s heart. The deep bass of that rhythm smashed against my internal organs.

      “We’re closing it up,” Davidson reported, replacing the flap.

      Darkness enveloped me as I floated in the gel. I closed my eyes, letting the fluid-exchange tube breathe for me. The gurgle of the tube shook through the gel, preceding the familiar coppery scent of Sentinel blood.

      “We’re going to engage now,” Bussert said. “Ready?”

      “Ready,” I replied.

      “Initializing.”

      I couldn’t help but gasp when the first wave of energy scorched between me and the Titan. The sensation collided against me like a space frigate crashing into a planet. My heart bounced against my rib cage, reawakening old injuries, and a storm of electrical pulses shot through my limbs. I imagined my bones melting, individual cells flaking off and sizzling away.

      “Shaw, you okay?” Bussert asked over the comm.

      I tried to reply but my jaw remained clenched, teeth grinding together. All my muscles locked as if they’d turned to concrete.

      “Shut it down!” Bussert called in a panicked voice.

      “No,” I managed through gritted teeth.

      In my mind, a battle raged. It felt like the Titan was fighting me for control—but that couldn’t be possible. It was brain-dead. A vegetable. It just felt like a leviathan surfacing for the first time in centuries to reclaim a lost world. I worried for a moment that Bussert and McKinley’s modifications hadn’t worked in this Sentinel. Maybe they’d missed something, or the Titan was different from the other classes.

      There was no time for the doc to run more tests or make modifications. We needed to move out. And that meant I needed to get control of this.

      I pictured the port at the back of my neck, the pulses traveling from it and into the Titan. Centimeter by centimeter, I imagined those signals piercing through the Titan’s nervous system, through the nerves and blood vessels and muscles.

      Whatever was resisting me crumbled away.

      Victory. I didn’t just control the Titan. I was the Titan.

      My eyes opened. The whole world was drowned in scorching crimson. The odor of burned flesh and plastics had never been so strong. Slowly, I reached out with one arm, obsidian claws digging into the floor of the bay like a photon saber through snow. I started to stand. Could only manage a half-crawl without busting off the remaining pieces of the roof. I was far too big for this place, and my body screamed at me to be free, to get outside and follow the call.

      Tanaka was right. The signal was far, far stronger than last time. I needed to follow it like an addict needed a fix. Nothing would get in my way.

      “Shaw, what’s going on in there?” Bussert asked. “Talk to me.”

      I saw her small form on the floor of the bay. In a world soaked in blood, she was a glowing white speck in my vision, heat and fear radiating from her body.

      “I’m good,” I said.

      She clamped her hands over her ears. Other sci ops techs and scientists cowered and retreated. Along with my words over the comms, the Titan had just let out a low growl that rolled over them with the power of an ice storm.

      Tanaka stood at the end of the bay, scales rippling with blue light. Ricci and Kross waited beside her. Their white shaggy fur rustled in the wind.

      “You guys ready?” I asked them.

      “Always,” Tanaka said.

      They exited the bay first, and I followed, finally unfurling to my full height, feeling a sudden freedom that made me want to howl. I towered above the base’s wreckage. The NWR crews and Divinists scattered around base stopped working, looking up at me. In their faces, I saw terror, reverence. The strange and powerful senses of the Titan allowed me to smell their emotions, hear every whispering breath, each thudding heart.

      Anvil stood nearby next to a collapsed wall. In my vision, a distinct gold radiance simmered off them. The Divinists’ lanterns shared that same glow, drawing my sight instantly to them, as if my body knew fire and heat meant humans. Targets I had to kill.

      “You’re huge,” Garcia said over the comms.

      Ricci chuckled, but he let the remark pass without making the obvious joke.

      Nguyen, Singh, and Fletcher cradled their weapons, their green viewports all aimed at me. They took nervous steps backward as I advanced from the Sentinel bay behind my team.

      Fletcher started to speak over the open channel. “When the Alliance sees you…”

      “They’ll piss their goddamn pants and run in terror,” Kross finished for him.

      I flexed all four of my arms, and the vents along my back opened, releasing a cold fog filled with snow and ice. I felt each conduit that traveled into those vents from some strange organ in my core that burned energy to cool the air.

      But I felt something else, too. Beneath the massive armor plates and muscle, there was a sensation of nearly indescribable lightness. Like I was hollow. Hadn’t experienced that in the Grens or Reapers. There were secrets inside the Titan. I probed every nerve, every cell, trying to understand. Something lying dormant twitched along my spine.

      “What the fuck is that?” Kross asked over the comms.

      “Ace, your back!” Tanaka cried.

      I let the signal fill me, and a tearing sound ripped from my spine.

      Like a Xenian viper beetle, my armored carapace had opened to reveal enormous glistening wings. They unfolded, thick blue vessels stretching over the white flesh. Each of those blue vessels connected to smaller vents along the ridges of the wings, ejecting the same frozen mist as the ones tracing down my spine.

      I flapped my wings. Snow swirled around me. A handful of Divinists were pushed back by the gusts. With another flap, I lifted off the ground. Each time my wings beat, the air around them froze into so many snowflakes, whirling away in miniature blizzards.

      I remembered the storm from the night we’d lost Valkyrie and Langer. Now I controlled that storm. I was as much a part of Ferrous as the ice that had left scars across my skin or the snow that covered the mountains.

      “Command, we’re moving,” I said.

      “No, you’re flying,” Ricci muttered.

      “Copy,” Delis replied. “Godspeed, Banshee, Anvil.”

      We headed out of the base, pounding across the snow-covered landscape. I struggled to stop myself from soaring ahead, an icy angel of death.

      The signal’s call was so loud, so strong, I couldn’t ignore it. I felt it tearing my insides apart. If I didn’t hurry, my body would shred itself into ribbons like those smaller Sentinels in the bay. I couldn’t hold myself back, but I sure as hell wasn’t leaving Tanaka, Ricci, and Kross behind.

      We were a team. The Deadmen. There was no one else like us, and all we had was each other.

      “Tonight, we all fly,” I said to my team.

      Then I swooped down, my clawed fingers wrapping around their shoulders. With another heavy flap of my wings, I took off, carrying us all toward the signal.
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      I coasted above spires of ice and rock with my team safe in my claws. Hot air churned out of steam vents, carrying me higher in their updrafts. We passed the canyons we’d seen earlier that night. Anvil kept pace as best they could, intense heat radiating off their Ashers as they sprinted and boost-jumped below.

      “You’re taking to this flying thing pretty well,” Ricci said.

      “Just don’t drop us,” Kross said. Sounded like a joke, but I was pretty sure he was at least half-serious.

      “If I’m dropping anyone, it’s Tanaka,” I said. “You two are nothing but snowballs compared to her.”

      “Thanks for that,” Tanaka said.

      I hoped she knew that letting go of her was the last thing I’d ever do.

      The craggy landscape gave way to a wide plain of snow, cupped by mountains on either side. Those mountains were close to where we’d been earlier tonight. The signal seemed to be pulling us down toward their feet, growing more desperate by the second. I circled toward windswept snowdrifts that looked like frozen waves that had crashed against the mountains, letting the others go when we were no more than a few Ashers’ height from the ground.

      They landed in the snow, clouds of white puffing up. I hit the ground, folding my wings, my armored carapace closing again. Anvil fell in around us a short time later, forming a perimeter.

      “Anyone got eyes?” I asked.

      “Nothing,” Ricci said.

      “I don’t see anything besides snow and rock,” Singh said. “And nothing’s showing up on my sensors.”

      “I thought this signal was supposed to show us where to go,” Garcia said over the comms. “We’re wasting our time!”

      “The signal hasn’t let go,” Tanaka said. “But we’re not quite at the right place.”

      Kross stamped the ground with a clawed foot, slowly rotating. “No other direction feels right.”

      “Not north or south or west or east.” I looked toward the sky again, ready to fly. That wasn’t right either. But… “We need to go underground. That cavern we found earlier, there must be another entrance here.”

      We plowed through the snow, Anvil running in our wake. I didn’t bother flying this time. We were close to the caves. Might miss them overhead.

      “There!” Kross roared.

      He pointed not at the open maw of a cave, but instead at a pack of Hels churning through the white, their insectile legs shooting up a fantail of snow.

      “They’re after the signal too,” Tanaka said.

      “Anvil, make ready,” Garcia said, aiming her rifle. “Hostiles ahead.”

      “Hold your fire!” I shouted. “We need to follow them.”

      I had no problem tracking the Hels even when snow churned around us, obscuring our vision. The beasts stank, the reek especially pungent in my Titan’s senses. They plunged into a snowdrift piled against a sheer wall of ice. I expected them to burst out the other side, but instead they seemed to have disappeared.

      “They went down,” Kross said.

      I pushed ahead first, decimating the snowdrift with a few swipes of my four monstrous arms, revealing a massive crack in the ice. We rushed in. The smell of blood stung my nostrils, so strong it nearly staggered me. It took a second for my eyes to adjust to the dark, even as my secondary thermal senses picked up the heat signatures from the Hels.

      “This is it,” Kross said. “No question.”

      The stench of ozone blanketed everything, lingering evidence of a recent battle. Where before there were only the frozen corpses of a handful of Sentinels, now dozens of them lay twisted on top of the snow and rock, steam rising from their broken and bleeding bodies. The ancient fortifications we saw before were now nothing but rubble scarred by plasma fire.

      “The Alliance destroyed it all,” Tanaka said.

      “McKinley wouldn’t be happy to see this,” Kross said.

      “If he’s even still alive,” I said quietly.

      The Hels we’d followed clambered over their dead brethren, indifferent to the destruction. They disappeared into another tunnel behind a toppled wall. The signal still had its claws in my mind, drawing me toward where those Hels had gone.

      “Through there,” I said. “Banshee, Anvil, on me.”

      I hunched down to fit through the dark tunnel. The others filed in after me. An icy haze filled the tunnel from the freezing air pumping out of the vents along my back. Cold stone cracked against my armored shoulders, and stalactites crumbled when I shoved through them. I trampled dead Hels, their carapaces fracturing as their innards oozed out beneath my claws.

      Roars from distant Sentinels, the cacophony of breaking rock, and the scream of plasma fire bled into the corridor. I tasted charred flesh and smoke on the air between the tang of a strange, overwhelming mustiness. A faint glow at the end of the tunnel guided us until we found the exit, leading us to a world unlike anything I’d ever seen.

      “Hey Ricci, can you pray to that Creator of yours for us?” Kross asked.

      “I already am,” he said.

      The others gathered around my feet, and Anvil formed up beside us. We stood at one of maybe hundreds of massive platforms lining the walls of a space that seemed somehow vaster than the snowy plains on Ferrous’s surface. Each overlook was covered in curtains of strange vines, high above the cavern floor, giving us a perfect vantage point while allowing us to remain hidden from below. Clouds of white rolled in from a few of the other entrances, blowing snow and ice through the enormous chamber. Humongous pillars like the ivory fingers of giants reached up toward the cavernous ceiling. Progenitor glyphs covered the columns, each symbol nearly as large as Tanaka’s Agis-class Reaper. Those characters were covered in a tiny, bioluminescent fungus that glowed in a multitude of colors. Reminded me of the Divinists’ lanterns.

      Between the massive pillars, colossal metal-and-stone structures shaped like narrow tongues of fire rose from the cavern floor. Clumps of the glowing fungus grew inside these as well, casting ethereal blue, red, yellow, and white light from what appeared to be windows in these ancient buildings or sculptures or whatever they were, bathing the whole underground world in a haunting radiance. Paths stretched between the structures in a weblike network.

      Smaller structures, closer to the size of the buildings in Clearwater, were huddled below the soaring towers, but they all curved toward the center of the cavern where a huge pyramid stood. Spires of stone and metal grew from it, stretching toward the ceiling. Tunnel entrances blossomed out of the pyramid’s side, beckoning me with an almost irresistible pull.

      I guessed it was about five kilometers from our position, but even at this distance, it was unbelievably massive. Besides the Rune exoplanets, this had to be the largest, most intact, most beautiful Progenitor archaeological discovery the NWR had ever stumbled upon.

      Now it was being destroyed.

      Already, many of the structures were nothing but piles of scree. What hadn’t yet toppled was burning. Sentinels swarmed through the crumbling city, all racing toward the pyramidal temple. Some beasts I recognized, like the Reapers and Grens, but there were Sentinels I had never seen before, too. Had to be several hundred of the giant creatures.

      The monsters weren’t the worst of it.

      Harveys flooded between the buildings, streaming in from southeast of our position. My HUD, linked to Anvil’s sensors, detected nearly two hundred of the mechs. Thousands of soldiers marched behind them, alongside transport crawlers clambering over smoking ruins. The Sentinels fought valiantly against the incoming forces, but the Harveys carved through them, making steady progress toward the temple. The Alliance attack on base had been nothing but a tiny fraction of this force.

      “You think that pyramid is where the Scourge is?” Garcia asked.

      “Judging by the Sentinels’ reactions, I’d say yeah.” I opened a channel on the comms. “Command, Banshee here. You getting my vid stream? We found the Alliance.”

      “Copy, Banshee Actual,” Lieutenant Delis said. “Mechanized units and ground troops are headed your way now. Should be there in an hour.”

      “An hour?” I looked at the progress of the Harveys fighting their way to the pyramid. “The Alliance is going to have the Scourge in twenty minutes. We can’t wait.”

      Instead of a reply from Delis, Agarwal came over the comms. “Shaw, if you and Garcia have an opening to stop them, take it. Keep them from the Scourge until the rest of our forces get there.”

      “You’re telling us to engage?”

      There was the slightest of pauses, an intake of breath, and then the signal from base suddenly cut out.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            -35-

          

        

      

    

    
      As I approached the edge of the platform, a red X on my HUD showed I’d lost connection with base. But if I moved back from the Prog city, I regained connection. Just like the Prog ruins where we’d fought the Titan, the city didn’t seem like it wanted to be found.

      “Command, as soon as we go in, we’re going to lose radio contact,” I said.

      “Understood,” Agarwal said. “Banshee, Anvil, proceed. And Godspeed.”

      We entered the radio-dark zone.

      “The Alliance must have landed a whole fleet of stealth ships,” Kross said.

      “We should be dead,” Ricci said.

      “If they had gone straight for Clearwater, there’s no way we could’ve held them back,” Garcia added.

      “The only reason we’re still alive is because they want whatever is in that temple more than they care about killing us,” I said.

      Garcia shouldered her rifle, scoping out the battle. “Then we’ve got to stop them from reaching it.”

      “I can take ’em,” Kross said. “Just get me down there, and I’ll rip ’em apart. Plenty of cover to advance.”

      “No,” I said. “You might take five or six of those Harveys—”

      “At least ten,” Kross interrupted.

      “Ten, twenty. I don’t care. That’s not enough.”

      For a guy who read a lot of books, Kross could be a bullheaded brute.

      A squad of Harveys broke off from the Alliance troops. They seemed to be making a beeline for the temple. Another two fireteams covered them, tearing into the Sentinels.

      “We can’t waste time fighting all of them,” I said. “We’re going straight for the temple. Maybe we can take the Scourge or destroy it before they do.”

      “That’s got to be our primary goal,” Garcia agreed. “But how are we getting there?”

      I looked at the entrances to the pyramid. They didn’t appear big enough to fit me. Hell, an Asher might have to crawl to make it through.

      “Banshee will provide cover,” I said. “Anvil, we’re going to get you as close to that temple as possible. Then we break. You all will go in, and we’ll stay outside to keep the Alliance off your back.”

      “Even if we make a straight shot to the temple, we might hit fifty Harveys before we reach the closest entrance,” Fletcher said.

      “Trust us,” I said. “We’ll get you there.”

      I crouched at the edge of the platform, unfolding my wings.

      “Any idea how these other Sentinels are going to treat us?” Tanaka asked.

      That was a damn good question.

      “Are you strong enough to fly with all of us?” Garcia asked.

      Another good question. I could pick up all four Ashers if I wanted. But I doubted with their added weight I could do anything except drop.

      “I don’t think so,” I said. “And even if I could, there’s no cover in the air. They’d shoot us down. I’m going to lay down some fog to hide us.”

      “And you think a giant white cloud is going to go unnoticed?” Garcia argued.

      “No, but it’ll look no different than the snow and mist blowing out of those other tunnels, and it’s a hell of a lot less obvious than if they spot a Titan leading a fireteam of Ashers.”

      No one disagreed with that assessment.

      “Stay close,” I said. “Anvil, do not fire on anything unless you have no other choice. We’re going in as quiet as we can for as long as we can.”

      “We can do that,” Garcia said.

      “On my mark.”

      My wings pulled me into the air. I concentrated on the vents along my back. Felt the burn deep in my core as my insides took in the surrounding atmosphere, turning it frigid. White icy mist curled out of the spine vents, spilling around the platform. Each beat of my wings spread it, helping the chilling fog consume our corner of the cavern.

      “That’s fucking cold,” Nguyen said.

      “And the cold will keep us alive,” Ricci said, tensing his chest, scarred flesh rippling.

      The fog descended into the streets, choking the feet of the columns and towers. It quenched the fires raging over a few buildings, mixing with the pillars of black smoke. While the fog blocked most visible light, I could still sense the buildings and the Sentinels moving between them.

      “Anvil, form up behind Tanaka,” I said. “I’ll lead. Ricci, Kross, watch our flanks. Move!”

      I dropped into a controlled glide, navigating through the mist. Tanaka followed, leaping between the towering structures, grabbing hold of one spire then launching herself to the next. Anvil boost-jumped down after her, streaks of heat simmering from their jets until they hit the cavern floor. Ricci and Kross scrambled down the wall.

      As I flew just above the tops of the buildings, careful to stay inside the rolling mist, I kept my eyes on the Sentinels charging around Ricci and Kross. The monsters didn’t seem bothered by either of them. Maybe the wild Sentinels couldn’t tell the difference between themselves and us. Or maybe they were just too enraptured by the signal to care.

      But they definitely cared about Ashers.

      A few Hels got too close to Anvil. They hissed and snarled at the mechs, joints and mandibles clicking.

      “Hold your fire!” I said when I saw Fletcher lifting his rifle.

      Before the beasts could attack, Tanaka leapt at them, tail whipping out in quick strikes, punching holes through the Hels’ sides. Their blue, antifreeze-laden blood poured across the ice. One curious Gren turned her direction, but before it could attack, I slammed into the ground next to the monster and grabbed the beast in one of my half-mechanical arms. My claws curled around its body until its bones snapped, and its head lolled on its shoulders. I tossed the corpse aside, and we ran.

      “Approaching Alliance contacts,” Kross reported. “Got a fireteam of Harveys to our ten o’clock, about a half klick away. I see a second team along with a group of crawlers at our two.”

      “Any way around them?” I asked.

      “Not without backtracking all the way to the side of the cavern,” Ricci said. “And even then, we’ll run into others.”

      We didn’t have time to double back and find another route. And besides, Ricci was right. Every other path to the temple was quickly being choked by the Alliance.

      “Banshee, prepare to engage,” I said, barreling through the white haze, hoping that just maybe they would miss us.

      I heard the whine and mechanical whir of Anvil readying their weapons.

      “We’re ready on your signal,” Garcia said.

      “Just stay close and out of sight,” I said. Wanted to keep them out of this as long as possible. “Better if the Alliance think they’re just running into some Sentinels.”

      “Understood.”

      I took off again, staying low in the fog. My wings clipped the tops of buildings, rock tumbling where they hit. McKinley would weep if he ever saw this place. I pushed ahead.

      “We got another two teams of Harveys headed toward us,” Tanaka said. “That’s four teams total.”

      “Can they see us?” Fletcher asked.

      “I thought you were supposed to cover us!” Nguyen shouted.

      We might’ve been able to sneak past two teams of Harveys. But as the new arrivals spread out in a dragnet formation, there was no way to make it farther without some bloodshed.

      “Come on, we got the jump on them still!” Singh said.

      “Hold your goddamn fire,” I said. “Trust me.”

      Forgot that they hadn’t seen the Titan in action. Didn’t know what it looked like to see the monster tear through mechs.

      “They’re coming in hot, Ace,” Tanaka said.

      “I’ll take care of it.” I dove back to the ground, then barreled ahead.

      I slammed into the first team of Harveys before they had a chance to see what was coming. My claws wrapped around four of them, ice spreading from my touch, and their mechs crumpled in my grip, sparks and the whine of breaking metal filling the air. I let them fall. The fifth lifted its rifle, letting loose a spray of plasma into my chest. Didn’t even hurt.

      I imagined the confusion of the pilot, terror freezing his blood. He took a few steps backward. I lunged, then tore one of the Harvey’s arms off and flung its rifle away. It tried to run, but I picked it up by a leg. Ice crackled as it spread over the Harvey’s alloy.

      Hanging upside down, the Harvey twisted so I saw through the polyglass viewports right into the cockpit. Saw the glow of heat radiating off the human inside. I sank my fangs through the middle of the mech then pulled away, wires whipping free from its torso. Dark liquid sprayed from broken hydraulics and fluid lines.

      One fireteam down. Three more to go.

      The other Harveys had paused in the mist, swiveling where they stood, trying to hide behind broken buildings and dead Sentinels. I could only imagine the frantic calls over the comms when that first team had spotted me, a Titan in the mist. A few wild Hels and Grens charged them. Gunfire exploded through the mist. Desperate, wild fire.

      I bent down and scooped up four energy axes from the Harveys I’d just destroyed. Each blade came to life in a green arc of glowing plasma refracting through the fog.

      That glow was enough to draw the first few Harveys toward me—and away from Anvil. I gave the axes a few test swipes, scorching through eddies of white mist. The Divinists revered the Sentinels as gods, and I felt like a god now. One of vengeance and death. And I was ready for slaughter.

      If the Harvey pilots hadn’t already pissed themselves in fear like Kross had predicted, I hoped they had now.

      “Banshee, let’s roll!” I yelled then charged.

      Plasma rounds scorched across my armor plates, but nothing even drew blood. I swung the axes, descending on the poor bastards. Tearing into them with their own weapons.

      A pair of Harveys climbed over a mountain of rubble, trying to flank me. I saw them from my periphery as they swung their rifles toward me, unleashing a salvo. I turned toward them, drawing back my arms, ready to sling an axe.

      I didn’t need to.

      Ricci and Kross pounced on the mechs, ripping into their alloy with scything claws. I thought I could hear screams as claws dug into their pilot chambers.

      An orange beam of light exploded from my left.

      It slammed into one of my shoulders, burning the armor. That one hurt. I spun to see a fireteam of Harveys. One balanced a photon cannon on its shoulder, charging it for another shot.

      The beam lanced toward me, burning through the fog. I dove hard to my right, crashing into a tower. The heat of the beam washed over me as it punched into another building, molten rock spraying from the impact.

      Two more Harveys near the first charged their photon cannons.

      Tanaka leapt down next to me, her scales shining a furious blue. She fired a volley of plasma charges that burned holes through the Harveys. Chunks of slagged metal burst from the massive wounds in their armor, and their shots went wide, raking the surrounding buildings.

      The chaos had attracted more Harveys into the icy mist. Transport crawlers and soldiers followed them with a contingent of hovertanks. Plasma shots and photon charges streaked toward us. Rockets from the mechs’ pods crashed against my chest and limbs, cracking a few plates.

      But they couldn’t stop us. Not now. Not when we knew how much was at stake. All we had to do was get Anvil to that damn temple so they could find the Scourge. That was the mission, and the Deadmen would see it through to the end.

      Only one of the original four fireteams of Harveys was left, rushing to intercept us, acting as vanguard to the Alliance forces.

      “Ricci, Kross, get around them!” I yelled. “Tanaka, cover fire!”

      The Grens went low, winding through the streets. Plasma fire shrieked overhead. Debris rained down on them through clouds of brown dust and black smoke. Kross rammed into the wall of one building, barging through luminescent moss-covered stone and rusting metal. The Harveys’ fire followed them as the team closed in.

      Tanaka climbed up a tower, sending plasma charges into the Harveys’ ranks. I stood in the middle of the street, facing the remaining mechs and the foot soldiers running for cover between the hovertanks and crawlers. All of them burned in my vision, each target a bright orange-and-white tongue of fire in my Titan’s vision.

      All of those little flames needed to be put out.

      I ran at them, bellowing loudly enough to rattle my own eardrums. The flesh between my plates let off a bright blue glow that traced the vessels leading to the vents along my body, icy fog pumping all around me. Plasma rounds blasted into my chest. Shots that would’ve devastated an Asher. I felt little more than splashes of heat. Most of it was simply absorbed by my armor.

      Harveys fell to the axes I’d stolen from their brothers. Tanaka’s fire destroyed the mechs and vehicles I missed. Kross and Ricci burst from between a pair of buildings, smashing into a group of Harveys. Flame and sparks burst from their slashed alloy. Harveys and crawlers collapsed on foot soldiers foolishly trying to hold their ground. Their cries of agony rose against the cacophony of gunfire and roars of our Sentinels.

      When the energy axes’ batteries died, I ripped into the mechs with my claws, tossing their mechanical corpses aside. Another group of four Harveys valiantly threw themselves between us and the rest of their forces. Their bravery wasn’t enough to stop my icy grip from freezing them, my claws from shredding them, or my teeth from crushing them.

      They couldn’t stop me. Couldn’t stop the Deadmen.

      The Alliance lines broke. Soldiers fled. A few Harveys joined the retreat, so desperate to get away that they trampled their own people. The crawlers and hovertanks were slower to escape. I grabbed a tank and tossed it. The vehicle flipped through the air until it crashed into the back of the mech. Just enough to make the Harvey stumble so I could catch up. I swung a fist into the mech’s pilot chamber, ending its retreat.

      Another Harvey stood amid the retreating soldiers flowing past its legs like a river. Rockets streamed from its shoulder-mounted pods, smoke trailing through the air. They exploded against me, cracking a few of my armored plates. But the pain didn’t matter, couldn’t slow me down. A fiery rage welled up from within the Titan, mixing with my own anger, my vision awash in crimson.

      I released the monster inside and let out a thunderous roar.

      Adrenaline flooded through me. It felt good. Damn good.

      The Harvey ran at me, wielding its axes now, its boosters firing to launch it forward.

      Instead of meeting its charge, I threw my weight into the nearest burning Prog tower. Metal shrieked in protest. Flakes of rust and embers came off in a shower over my shoulders. Right as the Harvey neared me, weapons ready to cleave my head off, the tower crashed like a felled tree. The Harvey was going too fast. It couldn’t avoid the falling building.

      Chunks of the Harvey’s armor peeled off as the mech burst through the other side of the broken tower. Metal panels and pipes bent outward, flying away from it. A tube in its torso dangled, leaking fluid over the stone-covered ground. One of its legs was twisted, and the other was missing its foot.

      Somehow it had managed to hold onto one axe, though the other arm had been completely sheared away, nothing but flickering wires left. Even the armor around the cockpit had been rent open. I could see the operator sitting in his chair, working the joysticks and buttons.

      I leapt at the Harvey, then threw it against another tower. As rock crumbled around the mech, burying it, ice sprayed from the vents along my back, falling over the carnage like a fresh snowfall. My muscles and nerves tingled, and I gasped for breath.

      I looked around, searching for a new target. Saw only Kross and Ricci and Tanaka, chests heaving, all standing amid the remains of their own conquests.

      On my HUD, I saw Anvil a couple hundred meters back. Sentinels called by the signal ran past them, forcing them to advance cautiously in the cover of the Prog buildings.

      “You still okay, Anvil?” I managed.

      “Affirmative,” Garcia said. She sounded shaken.

      The frozen mists around us started to dissipate, melting away as fires devoured the ancient hidden city. Our cover was rapidly disappearing—along with any hope of getting Anvil to the temple unseen.

      I tried to focus on the vents tracing down my back to restore our cover. Only a few wisps of fog streamed out. A weak flicker of blue light blinked between my armor plates. I didn’t know everything about this body. But a deep-seated instinct ate at the back of my mind, telling me it needed to rest, to recharge before I could unleash that frozen haze again. I saw the heat of dozens of Harveys no more than a kilometer from our position. Half were still advancing toward the temple; the others had split off to intercept us. There was no hiding from them now.

      I’d been so confident in the Titan’s strength. I hadn’t thought to consider that it had any weaknesses.

      As the icy fog lifted, the Harveys came rushing at us, slinging fire. It seemed damn near suicide facing those numbers.

      But we had no choice. Unlike the Alliance, we couldn’t retreat. There was only one direction we could go.

      I yelled over the comms, “Forward!”
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      Nearly thirty Harveys raced toward us down a main thoroughfare between the buildings. Crawlers and hovertanks followed with the foot soldiers, smoke from the raging fires swirling around them. While some wild Sentinels attacked the incoming Harveys, most of the behemoths still charged toward the temple, as desperate as us to reach it.

      But there were too many Alliance forces descending on the temple. Too strong, even for those other Sentinels. The Harveys pushed past the slashing claws and whipping plasma, their weapons burning through fur and scale, cutting down the desperate monsters. The beasts were Ferrous’s last-ditch effort to stop the Alliance. The planet wanted to keep the bastards from the Scourge. But despite the Sentinels’ best efforts, I watched in horror as the first few Harveys made it to one of the temple’s entrances.

      We weren’t even halfway there, we’d lost the advantage of cover, and the Alliance had already made it in. We couldn’t fight our way through these forces. Anvil wouldn’t make it in time while we tried burning a path through the Alliance for them. We needed a new plan.

      “Anvil, we’re going to distract them,” I said over the comms. “You need to go to the temple. Split off now!”

      “On it,” Garcia replied.

      She led Anvil down a side street, disappearing between the towers and columns. Oily smoke billowing from the burning buildings and ruined Harveys provided some cover, but it was nothing like the icy mist I’d laid down before. All I could do was try to make enough of a scene that the Alliance missed the four Ashers infiltrating their ranks.

      I took in a deep breath, summoning all the anger and rage and heat boiling inside me, letting it out in an earth-shattering bellow. The other Deadmen answered my cries, howling and roaring.

      “To the motherfucking end!” Kross yelled.

      We ran toward the advancing Harveys. Kross lunged forward, jumping over a cutting wave of plasma fire, then landed hard on the chest of a Harvey with a photon cannon. The mech fell backward, grinding against the ground. Kross tore into the cockpit until his claws caught the pilot and the mech went still.

      Ricci closed in on another. The mech had already pulled out its axes. The blades sliced toward Ricci, but he ducked. The axes missed, cleaving off nothing but burned fur. With a swipe, Ricci’s claws plunged deep into the Harvey’s side, sparks flying.

      But the Alliance had learned in their brief skirmishes against us. More of the mechs had photon cannons—weapons that I’d already learned hurt a hell of a lot more than plasma splashing against our armor.

      One of those Harveys aimed its photon cannon at Ricci while his claws were deep in the innards of the other mech.

      “Heads up!” Tanaka yelled.

      A blast of blue plasma rocked into the side of the offending Harvey. Part of its side armor and leg gave way in ropes of molten alloy. It lost its balance, tilting sideways. The mech lost its grip on the cannon, and the weapon discharged. The beam lanced into the ceiling of the cave. Liquefied rock fell over us in a searing rain.

      The other Harveys spread out into better shooting positions. I shouldered into one, its armor crumpling against mine. Too close for clean photon shots, the next few Harveys drew axes, landing searing blows. A few more armored plates split. My flesh burned. But that momentary wash of pain was nothing compared to the satisfaction of crushing those mechs in my claws or snapping them in two with a single bite. Even if I couldn’t conjure the cold anymore, I could still rip them to pieces.

      I was an avalanche.

      And still they came, as desperate to stop us as I was to stop them.

      Those that I missed, Kross, Ricci, or Tanaka found. There would be no mercy. No survivors.

      Two Harveys tried to climb a tower, gaining higher ground. Didn’t matter to me. I tore into the structure, shoveling away the structural supports inside. Half the tower gave way in a billow of gray dust, the Harveys firing their photon cannons as they lost their balance. Orange beams of concentrated light ripped into other buildings, carving away swathes of rock and metal. Then the rest of the structure collapsed in on itself, swallowing one of the mechs. The other activated its boost jets, trying to get away. A blast from Tanaka’s wrist-cannons ensured it never did.

      Soldiers standing on the platform of a crawler fired mounted anti-Asher plasma cannons at me. Charged lasers and rockets pounded against my armor. But anti-Asher did not mean anti-Titan. I grabbed the crawler by one leg and flipped it over, spilling the soldiers from their perches.

      “Anvil, status?” I managed.

      “One klick out,” Garcia said. “Entrance tunnel in sight.”

      The new plan seemed to be working. Keeping the Alliance’s eyes on us was giving Garcia and her people the space they needed to advance.

      Problem was that the price we were paying for that distraction didn’t come cheap. Blood matted Ricci’s and Kross’s fur. A few of Tanaka’s scales had been peeled off. Only half her body glowed each time she charged a shot, like a circuit inside had been severed.

      A dull pain throbbed at the back of my skull. Felt blood trickling through my nostrils, the taste of it drizzling over my tongue.

      We were hurting.

      “Ricci, Kross, fall in with me!” I yelled, fighting my way ahead so they could shelter behind my bulk. They were a fraction of my size and couldn’t take the beating I could.

      The Alliance’s defensive fire pounded the buildings around us. Buildings that predated humanity’s expansion into space by thousands of years were destroyed in an instant.

      I counted maybe twenty more Harveys in front of us. One of those Harveys tried to play hero, charging past me and slamming into Kross. It knocked him into a tower. Half the walls collapsed around them, dust pluming in a gray cloud.

      “Kross!” I yelled.

      Ricci ran toward the scree, claws bared, curses flying. Before he started digging through the rubble, Kross emerged from the debris, carrying the severed head of the Harvey. He tossed the thing into the street. Kross’s ribs expanded with gasping breaths, fresh blood trickling from gashes in his arms and chest.

      “I’m okay,” Kross managed.

      “Get back in line,” I said, fighting through the hail of incoming rounds.

      Before Kross made it, he took a shot to his shoulder that sent him sprawling backward. Three more rounds cut into his flesh. A rocket cratered the ground next to him, the concussion knocking him off his feet. Another Harvey leapt toward him with an axe drawn, slicing down at him.

      I was too far to do anything.

      But Ricci wasn’t.

      He jumped in front of Kross and smashed into the Harvey. They tumbled backward in a thrashing mess of white fur and metal, Ricci biting and slashing until he ripped off both the Harvey’s hands. But the Harvey still managed to pin him on his back, slamming its broken arms into the side of his face, blood spraying from each impact.

      Didn’t last long. Two sharp claws lanced through the back of the mech, straight through the pilot chamber. Kross yanked the Harvey off Ricci and slid his claws back out of the mech. He helped Ricci up, and they ran toward me, plasma fire peppering their sides.

      Just when they reached me, another fireteam charged. These bastards were relentless.

      Tanaka dropped down beside me. Scales glowed bright blue as she charged shot after shot. I lowered my head and rammed into a Harvey, driving an arm straight through it. I whipped another away with one of my half-metal, half-flesh arms. Then I squeezed a third until its alloy and armor gave way with a shriek.

      That one was for Schroeder, I thought grimly.

      Tanaka opened fire on another Harvey. It fired back, but its photon cannon was too slow. Beams blasted into the towers and spires. Desperation threw off the operator’s aim as it cowered behind the base of a fallen building. That wasn’t its only fatal mistake. While the Harvey kept its eyes on Tanaka, Kross and Ricci flanked it, tearing into its sides like a pair of hungry wild dogs.

      Another Harvey mech unloaded its rifle on me.

      This one’s for Patel.

      I grabbed the head of the Harvey in my mouth and ripped it off. Then I lifted the rest of the Harvey and threw it into a tower. The building came rushing down over the mech like a waterfall.

      Nearly a third of this newest wave of attackers were down. I picked up the mangled pieces of broken Harveys, tossing them back into the ranks of their comrades.

      For Langer.

      I smashed the enemy beneath my feet. We had almost beaten these fresh reinforcements when four more fireteams broke away from the main contingent and headed our direction. Past them, Alliance transport vehicles and shuttles filtered into the openings of the temple. A trail of Sentinel corpses led to the base of the pyramid.

      A quick glance at my HUD showed Anvil was close now, somewhere at the edge of that slaughter.

      They could still make it.

      I felt a new heat in my core. Fresh energy, like a fusion reactor that had finally recharged. I concentrated on that heat, churning that energy into the vents along my back. Crawling white mist once again spread from my body. Everything the mist touched turned to ice, including the Alliance Harveys, transports, and soldiers. They became statues, if only for a few seconds before they were obliterated by rounds of plasma or photon cannon beams from their own ranks or smashed under our feet.

      We found our rhythm as we cut through the Alliance forces. Icy mist. My hammering fists. Tanaka with the plasma. Ricci and Kross with their claws. Again and again.

      “We’re at the entrance now!” Garcia said. “Two fireteams in our way. Currently engaged with wild Sentinels!”

      I took another charged photon cannon round to my chest. An armor plate shattered, and charred flesh peeled back to reveal glistening red muscle. My vision swam. So close. We were so close. Just a little longer.

      We drew more Harveys away from the main pack. But they no longer rushed us headlong like before. Instead they approached more cautiously, concentrating their fire on our weak spots where the damage had already been done. More of my armor gave way under the blistering assault.

      We were gods, but even gods could die on Ferrous. If this was the Deadmen’s last stand, we would make it count.

      “Fight your way through,” I said to Garcia. “Not sure how much longer we can hold them off.”

      Throbbing pain leaked through my nerves like a persistent drip in a dam. Incoming fire tore at exposed muscle, carving away chunks of unprotected tissue. The flesh burned away across my chest to reveal glimpses of my rib cage, and that, too, they attacked relentlessly.

      And even as I tore into another Harvey, even as I smashed those suicidal vehicles that threw themselves between me and the Scourge, I knew I wouldn’t make it. Already, the renewed heat churning in my core began to fade.

      Kross and Ricci and Tanaka screamed over the comms. Warnings. Curses. I wanted to order a retreat, to regroup and fight again another day.

      But if the Scourge truly was the destroyer of civilizations, running away now was just as suicidal as continuing to fight. The Alliance would have a Prog weapon with power beyond anything we could comprehend.

      Either we died today or we died tomorrow.

      Not much of a choice. But maybe there was still a chance for the rest of the NWR.

      The bite of agony claimed one of my four arms. Bone showed where a Harvey had cut through the flesh. An alloy plate along another one of the Titan’s half-prosthetic arms buckled under a barrage of rockets as I shielded my face.

      “Ace, I don’t think we can hold out.” Tanaka fired from a perch atop one of the buildings, covering us from above with plasma fire. Half her tail was nothing but peeling, blackened flesh.

      “We don’t have a choice!” I said.

      We’d run into a wall of Alliance forces that finally held us back. So many that, even as a Titan, I couldn’t barrel into them without being butchered.

      A building collapsed behind me; Tanaka leapt from it just in time. Infernos blossomed everywhere now, turning the city into a hellscape.

      Another laser lanced past me, air sweltering around it. The beam pierced a nearby tower, and the whole structure imploded, crashing into itself. Dust rolled over us.

      A loud blast shook the ground, and I saw a miniature mushroom cloud rising from Anvil’s location. Warnings suddenly flashed over my HUD. One of Anvil’s markers went dark.

      “Garcia, what’s going on?” I asked.

      “Fletcher is gone!” she cried. “We’re taking heavy fire. Harveys spotted us, more Sentinels, too. We need—”

      The channel went dead as another explosion rolled over Anvil’s location, a pillar of flames blooming over the towers. This time Singh’s marker blinked red on my HUD, his Asher caught in a catastrophic meltdown.

      “Garcia!” I called. “Talk to me!”

      Her voice was drowned out by the screech of nearby weapons. Energy rounds punched into my arms, and a laser seared through one of my legs.

      A third explosion roared from Anvil’s position, and Singh’s marker vanished for good.

      Only Garcia and Nguyen left. Two operators against a horde of Sentinels and the Alliance. They weren’t going to make it. But if they didn’t survive, neither would anyone on this planet once the Alliance got the Scourge.
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      If Anvil couldn’t make it to the temple, could I? Could the Deadmen?

      Wild Sentinels still flowed toward the temple, crashing against the remaining Alliance forces. Even if we made it out of this mess, we would have to fight through them. A gauntlet of claws and teeth and energy blades and gunfire.

      Even undamaged, the Titan wouldn’t make it through that.

      But…

      My pulse accelerated, and an iciness swept through my insides. What I had in mind was insane. Crazy. But in the end, crazy was the only thing that made sense.

      I tried to track all the Harveys and mechanized forces nearby. Most of the Alliance had been focused on us, the biggest and most obvious threats. But with Anvil’s cover blown, more Harveys had started off toward them.

      I did the math, quick and dirty. Garcia and Nguyen didn’t stand a chance. And with the rest of the Alliance getting smarter, fighting better, neither did we.

      But if we could somehow tip the scales, then maybe we could find the Scourge first. Take it. Destroy it. Whatever, so long as the Alliance didn’t get it.

      “Ricci, Kross—escort Garcia and Nguyen into that temple!” I ordered.

      They were the smallest and stood the best chance of evading the enemy.

      “And what the hell will you be doing?” Kross asked.

      More Alliance fire slammed into our position, melting through what precious little cover we had behind the ruined Prog buildings.

      “Tanaka and I will hold the line here.”

      Kross and Ricci took off. A few Harveys started to give chase. I barreled toward the mechs, crashing through buildings, venting as much frozen mist as I could, praying it would help conceal the others. Tanaka fought beside me, shooting any Harveys trying to get the drop on us by climbing the spires. The first few mechs I rammed into broke against me like waves on rock.

      But like a rocky shore, the first wave wasn’t the one that took it down. It wasn’t the second or third, either. No, it was the persistent hammering of the ocean tides, grinding down the rock into pebbles.

      On my HUD, I watched Ricci and Kross closing in on Anvil. They were almost there. Unlike me, they could fit into those tunnels, delve into the depths of the temple with Anvil.

      It was my job to keep the rest of the Alliance from following. I reared up and let out a deafening roar, icy air swirling around me as I thrashed into the Alliance’s ranks. I swung my arms, even as the metal plates warped from plasma fire and failed on the two badly damaged limbs. Soldiers and crawlers and Harveys surrounded me, relentless, sensing my weakness.

      The incessant tide of the Alliance never let up.

      A photon cannon blast caught the side of my face, tearing through one of my eyes. Blood sprayed from the wound, pain shaking through me. I reached a hand up instinctively, feeling nothing but broken bone and a pulpy mess where the eye had been.

      “Ace!” Tanaka yelled, following up the gruesome attack with a volley of her own. She strode in front of me, firing at the Harvey that had launched the photon cannon round.

      Trying to save me.

      Another Harvey lunged at her with an energy axe. I swiped it out of the air, and it slammed into a tower, crashing through the walls.

      “What’s your ETA?” Garcia cried. “Nguyen’s barely hanging on.”

      “They’re almost there,” I said. “Just hold on.”

      Another round of rockets crashed against my chest, explosions ripping apart bone and organs. I gasped, ice filling my veins.

      “We got another fireteam on us!” Ricci yelled. “They’re slowing us down.”

      “Shit, shit, shit!” was all Kross managed.

      More of the Harveys turned toward Anvil’s position. Tanaka let loose with her cannons, but the glow beneath her scales seemed dimmer with each blast. She took down a few mechs, but there were too many dodging between the Prog buildings, running to intercept Kross and Ricci.

      I opened that carapace along my back, my wings unfurling behind me. They smashed through the nearby structures until I’d cleared enough space to take off. Plasma fire slashed holes into my wings. Fire burned at their edges, even as I gained a few meters of altitude. I focused on the energy boiling inside me, pumping out more frozen mist.

      I was a demon bleeding fire and ice.

      An errant rocket slammed into Tanaka, and the scales along one of her arms splintered off. Her cry of pain echoed over the comms. Another salvo of rockets scorched toward her.

      “Tanaka, look out!” I said.

      She ducked as I flew in front of her, wings slowly burning. I twisted so the rockets slammed into my back instead, bone breaking and flesh tearing. I fell back to the ground.

      We just needed to make it another quarter kilometer. The Harveys seemed to sense my plan, pouncing at me, inflicting more damage. More pain.

      Keep moving. Just got to keep moving and fighting.

      The world around me seemed to slow, exhaustion and agony winning out against my will to push the Titan just a little bit further.

      Then I felt it. An arm cleanly severed. A leg broken, huge bones jutting out of armored flesh. I limped my way through the Harveys, swinging and biting. Pushing it straight toward its death.

      Toward my death.

      Tanaka tried to follow, but she could barely keep up with my mad rush. The Alliance forces quickly surrounded me. Somewhere within the recesses of the Titan, I felt my own flesh-and-blood body. More blood trickled out of my ears and my nostrils. These last-ditch efforts were costing me dearly.

      “Where’s our backup?” Garcia demanded. “I can see the damn entrance!”

      Gunfire exploded over the roars of a Gren somewhere toward Anvil’s position.

      “Boss, I don’t think we’re gonna make it to Anvil,” Kross said.

      I briefly considered limping toward them. But too many Harveys, too many hovertanks and crawlers stood in front of me. Those forces would follow me straight to Kross, Ricci, Garcia, and Nguyen. I had to buy them more time.

      “Tanaka, go to Kross and Ricci,” I said through gritted teeth. “I’ll cover you.”

      At first I thought she might protest, but she was smarter than me. She had doubtlessly already run the grim calculus and understood that this was the end for me, at least. Maybe for all of us. But we had to try.

      “On it,” she said. “Ace, I—”

      “I know, Aya. Go.”

      She took off between the buildings, ramming through them on her way to Kross and Ricci, wrist-cannons firing all the while.

      A Harvey aimed its rifle at her. I grabbed it and threw the mech into one of its comrades. They smashed through a Prog spire.

      One more fireteam stood before me. Then I could close in on the temple, and if I was lucky, stop the remaining twenty or so mechs marching toward my team.

      But I wasn’t lucky.

      A sharp pain exploded through my spine. My world turned black. I couldn’t see the Prog city or the Harveys. Every nerve-port in my body exploded with unbridled fury. I yelled in agony.

      The Titan slammed against the ground, broken. The crash rocked through my human body, threatening to break every one of my bones. Then a strange tingling sensation spread from my neck port to the fluid-transfer tube.

      Suddenly, I couldn’t breathe in the gel.

      My lungs screamed as panic took over. I clawed through the viscous gel until my fingers clashed against the emergency release port. They fumbled for purchase until, shaking, I yanked on the handle. Evanescent light leaked in, a blur of blues and reds and greens.

      I pulled myself toward the light, limbs trembling violently. Finally got my head out, and I gasped for breath. The sounds of battle pounded against my eardrums, but air never tasted sweeter. Even mixed with the stench of blood and burned flesh.

      Gel clinging to my suit, I slid down the Titan’s bloodied neck and landed on my back. Voices still yelled over the comms, frantic, muddled in my ringing ears.

      My head pounded. I fought the urge to cough, tasting blood in my mouth. Something dripped from my nose. I wiped it with the back of my hand, drawing away stringy blood. Probing at my ears, I pulled my fingers away to see more tendrils of crimson. I wasn’t in good shape.

      All the exhaustion that had plagued the Titan seemed to have drained right into my body. I needed to move. But my head swam, and it took everything I had just to sit upright. I turned, looking for a handhold on the Titan, something to help lift myself up.

      A massive canyon of flesh and broken vessels was carved up the Titan’s neck. Bone splinters stuck out of the singed wound. One of the Harveys had landed a blow with an energy axe that had not only severed part of the Titan’s spinal cord, but also the nerve-braid and fluid-exchange tube.

      A lucky hit, nothing more.

      Harveys stomped past me, kicking at the Titan. The beast was dead, but they still scanned their surroundings like they were waiting for something else to attack. Other Sentinels howled around the city, their nightmarish voices clashing with the gunfire shrieking from Anvil’s location.

      If I didn’t move, I was going to get crushed under a Harvey’s mechanical foot. But I still hadn’t regained complete control over my legs. I lay there helpless, trapped in my own body.

      “Ace, what the hell happened?” Tanaka asked, sounding nearly breathless.

      “Titan’s down,” I said. “I’m on foot.”

      “Motherfucker,” Kross said. Sounded like he’d been punched in the jaw. “Stay there, we’ll come get you.”

      “No! You come after me, then the Alliance gets the Scourge. Help Anvil! I’ll take care of myself.”

      But without the Titan to distract the Alliance forces, I didn’t think any of us were going to make it. I had to do something. Help them in some way. I needed back in this fight.

      Harvey feet slammed the ground as they approached. The mechs had seemed like little more than insects when I was the Titan, but now they towered above me. I tried to hide under the Titan, hoping the Harvey didn’t smear me into the cavern floor.

      Then the Titan’s corpse began to scrape against the ground. A pair of Harveys were pulling it away to clear the path for the rest of their troops, taking my cover with them. I scanned the area. Broken fragments of the Prog buildings jutted up from the sides of the street. That would do.

      Just one problem—I still couldn’t walk.

      My legs twitched, but the lag between unlinking and walking was too much. Another Harvey’s shadow was already passing over me. I rotated my left ankle, then my right. Pain flared through my leg. But both ankles at least worked now. Slowly, I drew myself up into a crouching position. My legs still felt numb, like they’d fallen asleep.

      If I couldn’t walk, I’d crawl.

      I inched forward, staying low. Sharp rocks snagged at my stomach and the parts of my thighs that weren’t alloy, jabbed into my palms. Didn’t matter. I was in so much pain that a little more hardly made a difference. I pulled myself behind a piece of bent wall from a Prog tower and huddled there for a minute, plucking out the crystalline shards of rock from my hands.

      “Banshee, status?” I asked.

      “We’re with Garcia now, but we’re pinned down,” Tanaka said, panic swelling in her voice.

      The whistle of firing rockets tore above me, followed by a pair of distant explosions. Then the terrifying roar of a Sentinel that lurked somewhere nearby.

      I peeked around the broken wall. The first few crawlers advanced my way. Soldiers atop the four-legged walkers swept the barrels of their mounted guns over the rubble.

      A few foot soldiers streamed around their legs. Two stopped near the flap in the Titan’s neck that I’d slid out of. They couldn’t miss the dangling bits of nerve-braids and fluid-exchange tubes. If they hadn’t already been looking for me, they’d know now that I escaped.

      The first transport crawler was almost on me. I crouched, balling myself up as small as I could. In a matter of minutes, I had gone from the biggest, most frightening monster in the whole Prog underworld to this.

      Pebbles jumped all around me as the crawler came closer. Rising five meters off the ground on spindly legs and armed with weapons better suited to take out foot soldiers than Ashers, taking it out in the Titan would have been like smashing a bug.

      But now, headed my direction, I was the one who was going to be smashed.

      The crawler’s leg pierced the ground beside me. Fractures spread through the smooth stone. I pressed my back into the wall.

      Another leg punched through rubble, sending up a puff of dirt and stone. I shielded my eyes as the grit pelted me.

      The crawler passed over me. I stayed dead still, eyeing the nearest building. Could I get there? Would it even make a difference? Everything down here seemed to be merely a husk of what it had once been. Structures hollowed out to scaffolding and walls with wide holes large enough to fit a Hel through.

      Once the other couple of crawlers passed, I could disappear into those spires and move through the shadows. That would provide the cover I needed to make it back to my team.

      More monstrous shrieks blared around me. Other Sentinels on a collision course with the Alliance forces.

      Heavy footsteps thundered in my direction. A second crawler strode by, jointed limbs stabbing the ground with each step. The gunners on the platform seemed every bit as frightened as I felt. They must have seen hundreds of their brothers lost to the Helots and Grendels, not to mention the destruction Banshee had caused.

      The boom of gunfire erupted from the first crawler. I couldn’t see what they were firing at, but I heard a shriek of pain. Then the clash of claws scraping over stone followed by a furious roar. Sounded like a Reaper, but I couldn’t be sure.

      Metal smashed against rock. Furious tearing sounds filled the air. Then a blast. The heat of an explosion rolled over me, followed by a rain of metal shards, stone, and chunks of charred meat. The other crawlers broke out into a sprint, feet stomping all around me.

      All the gunners were firing now, focused on whatever it was that had attacked them. Another column of flame and smoke rolled into the air. Flashes of plasma fire coursed overhead as the last crawler caught up with the pack. Behind it, I saw twenty, maybe thirty, foot soldiers making their way around the Titan. A Harvey strode behind them, weapons roaring.

      They were almost on my position.

      Hiding here any longer would be suicide. I had to run. Had to hope that my legs would hold me.

      After pushing myself up, I took a single tentative step. Then another. When it seemed like my prosthetics weren’t going to collapse, I sprinted between massive chunks of broken buildings. Slabs of the cavern floor stuck up like icebergs crashing together. Another explosion rocked the ground, the tremor echoing up my legs.

      My foot snagged on a piece of rubble. The side of my face hit the ground hard, skull thudding against rock. I started to push myself up again, but my vision was blurred. Might be a concussion, might be exhaustion. Either way, I needed a minute.

      Then I heard the whine of electronics. Plasma guns sighting up a target. A crawler maneuvered around the Titan. It was only a couple dozen meters away. I could practically see the gunners on the platform starting to pull their triggers.

      This was it. The end at last.
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      As those gun barrels stared me down, every fraction of a second turned into its own little hellish eternity, torturing me with anticipation. I wondered if praying was the right thing to do.

      Then a monstrous gray shape sprung from between two of the Prog spires. A Sentinel unlike any I’d ever seen.

      Turned out I didn’t need to pray after all. The gods had their own agenda.

      A wormlike Sentinel shot through the air, circular maw lined in golden teeth like so many knives. Globular white eyes lined its head, and its impossibly long body whipped behind it, covered in hundreds of hooked, bony fins.

      The beast slammed into the crawler facing me. It chewed through the platform, sending metal shrapnel flying. The Sentinel must’ve been adapted for drilling through the hard, frozen ground. By the time it landed again, the platform was nothing but scraps. As for the crew, all I saw was a mushy red pulp sliding off the crawler in clumps as the rest of the transport vehicle fell away.

      A handful of them had fallen from the platform, bloody and missing body parts, yet still trying to crawl to safety. As if such a thing existed in this nightmare.

      Another storm of explosions burst from where Anvil and my team were trying to finish their mission.

      “We aren’t going to make it!” Tanaka cried, her normal calm cracked by panic. “Nguyen is dead. Garcia is… God, Ace, we can’t do it!”

      I wanted to tell Tanaka that she had to make it. That there was no choice. But my words would do nothing to change reality. Head pounding, blood still trickling from my ears, I wracked my brain for a new plan.

      Had to be a way to win this. Had to be another way into that temple.

      One of the Alliance soldiers who had fallen from the platform collapsed nearby, his hand outstretched. Was he reaching out for help or to kill me in his final act? Blood popped in bubbles from his mouth.

      The wormlike Sentinel ignored both the injured soldier and me. It went after the next crawler, its attack no less devastating than the first. The Sentinel didn’t care about a couple of weak sacks of flesh, not in a world ruled by giants.

      “Retreat!” I ordered my team. “Pull back to better cover and wait for those ground troops Agarwal promised.”

      From every direction, I heard the cries of Sentinels and the protest of breaking metal, thundering gunfire, all of it echoing in a hellish cacophony. I was in the middle of the battlefield, only avoiding certain death because I was too small for any monster or machine to care about.

      “We’re coming to you,” Tanaka promised.

      “No,” I said. “You’ll only kill yourselves. Fall back and find cover.”

      “Ace—”

      “We can help!” Kross said, talking over Tanaka.

      “Not if you’re dead.” I had to yell to be heard above the grinding of the wormlike Sentinel. “They aren’t going to see me now that I don’t have the Titan weighing me down. I can make it to the temple on my own.”

      “Then we’ll unlink and follow,” Ricci said.

      “Damn it, this is an order. Get the fuck out of there and wait for reinforcements!”

      I ran up to the half-dead soldier and pulled off his tac vest, which was filled with grenades and battery cartridges. He didn’t even look at me, his eyes already glazing over.

      “Sorry, buddy,” I said.

      Even though he was the enemy, even though he had one foot through the door to the afterlife, I didn’t like the oily feeling I got when I took his gear. I didn’t like it any more when I stole the cartridges from another fallen comrade then scooped up one of the rifles they’d dropped.

      Nearby, the wormlike Sentinel was demolishing a third crawler. A Harvey and a few hovertanks concentrated their fire on the monster. Its flesh bubbled and sizzled, and its body smashed into buildings as its life ebbed away. Even as it fell, more worms burst out of the Prog spires, landing amid the Alliance and wreaking fresh havoc.

      I wondered if the worms had thought the Titan was one of their own. Maybe they were seeking vengeance for their fallen brother. Hell, I found myself looking at the Sentinels like they were my brothers.

      Either way, they’d given me the opening I needed. I ran into the shadows of the Prog structures, scrambling past piles of rubble. A few platforms were scattered sporadically up the length of the spire’s interior, but it was otherwise empty. Had people lived here once, or was this strange city built for another purpose I couldn’t begin to understand? McKinley would know, but I doubted I would get the chance to ask him.

      I stepped over lumps of plants sprouting from the ground. Their bioluminescent leaves provided a faint white light, allowing me to navigate to the opposite side of the spire’s base. There I found a half-circle doorway to escape through.

      “Ace, you still alive?” Tanaka asked between gasping breaths.

      “Yeah. You guys?”

      “We’re almost back to the cavern entrance,” she replied. “The Sentinels are still attacking the Alliance, but it’s bad out there. Really, really bad. Be careful.”

      “Shaw’s got this,” Ricci said, his voice filled with confidence. “They won’t even know he’s coming for them.”

      “On foot, I’m practically invisible. Don’t worry about me.”

      I knew that wasn’t exactly true, but I needed them to believe it. Needed to believe it myself.

      “One of us can still unlink,” Tanaka said. “Just one of us.”

      “Negative.” I slipped into another spire, paused just inside the entrance, catching my breath as I leaned against a wall. Tanaka wanted to do something other than wait. I got that. And as much as I wanted her by my side again, it was absolutely the wrong move. “If I don’t finish this, I need you all ready to track the Alliance. Intercept them outside.”

      Tanaka’s affirmative sounded almost defeated.

      Spire after spire, I advanced toward the temple, the sounds of battle raging outside. I crept into another tower at a half crouch to clear a curtain of rotted vines.

      Just as I slipped inside, I heard a snort. An odor wafted in through one of the other entrances. Reminded me of the smell after a day spent on the Altar during the Rites of Retrieval. Pure death.

      I flattened myself against a wall, holding my breath.

      A beast was stomping around outside, footsteps loud and heavy enough to tell me it was at least Grendel class.

      The Sentinel snorted again. Its silhouette passed over a window. Shaggy white fur glowed in the weak light emitted by the plants. Yup, definitely a Gren.

      I shrank against the wall.

      The beast froze. It huffed, making the dirt and dying plants shake.

      Keep moving. Go on. Nothing to eat in here.

      The Sentinel started to stick its snout through the draping vines.

      Slowly as I could, I moved toward another exit. My boots clicked softly with each step. My pulse thundered in my ears the whole time. I’d been in one of those monsters. I knew it could hear me.

      But maybe, just maybe, it wasn’t interested in such small prey.

      I was almost to the next exit when the monster shoved its head into the entrance. That goddamn head was nearly the size of a hovercar. Huge black eyes locked on me almost immediately, batlike ears twitching. The monster’s mouth opened to reveal curved yellowed fangs each bigger than me, and a roar escaped it that blew me backward, globs of saliva splashing against me.

      The Sentinel’s claws exploded through the walls.

      I ran.

      My unsteady legs threatened to slip with every step. I sprinted into the next spire, trying to lose the beast. The Sentinel simply busted through wall after wall. The next tower I entered was filled with dense plant matter. Vines and gnarled roots snagged at me, slowing me down.

      I couldn’t keep running inside the Prog ruins. Eventually, I’d hit a dead end.

      Instead, I wound through the alleys between the spires, avoiding the main streets where the Alliance was raging against the wild Sentinels.

      The Sentinel bellowed behind me.

      I unstrapped my rifle and fired blindly, emptying an entire battery cartridge. I knew exactly how useless that gunfire was. The Gren would barely notice it, but fighting back made me feel better. I wanted to believe I could do something to stop the beast, but the only weapons capable of bringing more Sentinels down right now were in the hands of the Alliance.

      And if the Alliance wasn’t going to give me better weapons, I’d have to bring the Sentinel to them.

      I veered hard to my right.

      Having piloted a Gren, I knew how its senses worked. I recalled the infrared glow of bodies and machines. Heat was a beacon to the Sentinels on this frigid planet. It meant prey, enemies, danger. And right now, I was the closest flicker of warmth in that Sentinel’s sight. I would be a glowing red-and-yellow body in a sphere of cool blue and green. Even when I tried hiding, the radiating heat betrayed my position.

      I needed to give the beast something else to chase. Highjack those instincts and senses I’d used when I was netted into one of those hairy bastards.

      Letting the rifle fall on its strap, I reached for a grenade on my borrowed tac vest. I grabbed the metal sphere and depressed the activation button twice, turning the plasma-based explosive to incendiary mode. The grenade buzzed, a red light beginning to flicker. The Sentinel roared again, and my eardrums threatened to give way. The blast of air caught me from behind, nearly sending me sprawling.

      I turned to face the creature. Its mouth tore open. Saliva roped off crooked fangs. The dark cavern of its throat opened up to me as the thing hungrily moved in to attack. One quick flick of its tongue was all it would take. Flip me off my feet and swallow me whole.

      I pitched the activated grenade onto the ground, right in front of the beast.

      A moment later, the crimson flames exploded. The inferno stretched its fiery fingers up through the cramped alley. I dove inside a doorway to avoid the fire. Heat rolled past me, carrying with it the stench of burned fur. The Sentinel let out another earth-shattering roar in surprise, rearing up on its hind legs, fire dancing across its body. Flames crawled over the sides of the building. The Gren looked around, and I could almost read its confusion, senses blinded by the sheer volume of heat.

      For the moment, it had lost me.

      I sprinted away, drawing closer to a main street. The Sentinel smacked at its burning fur, stumbling past the growing flames that were greedily devouring the vines that choked the ancient city. Its eyes locked onto me again, and it shouldered through the buildings, fangs bared in a vicious snarl. Ahead, I saw the glint of metal from Alliance crawlers escorted by a pair of Harveys.

      Their weapons were aimed at a target I couldn’t see, flashes of energy rounds bursting like fireworks around them. If they started firing on the Sentinel, surely that would get the Gren’s attention. But they were looking the wrong damn way, and the Sentinel was still after me.

      If I tried to bring it straight to the Alliance, even sprinting all the way there, the beast would catch me. And if it didn’t, running into the middle of the street would be suicide. The enemy would cut me down without a thought.

      No, I had to think like the Gren.

      I activated two more grenades, clicking them both into incendiary mode. I tossed one right in front of the Sentinel again, and flames erupted from the exploding grenade, overloading the Sentinel’s senses. With all the strength I could muster, I threw the second grenade toward the Alliance forces.

      Fire leapt from the blast, swallowing a pair of soldiers. Their agonized screams wailed over the inferno. Flames rolled up the legs of one of the crawlers, and more soldiers started shouting. Heat sweltered around me, a trail of fire leading directly from the infuriated Gren toward the crawler.

      I ducked back into a doorway as the Gren stepped through the flames. Its eyes swept the alley. I felt them linger near me, but the intense heat of the pathway of flames was too much for that beast. It couldn’t fight the instincts telling it to investigate, to go after those big, glaring heat sources.

      Energy rounds lanced toward the Sentinel as it started after the Alliance troops. I pressed myself against a wall, lungs burning, adrenaline soaking through me. Burning white fur blew past the spire where I hid. Agonized yells boiled over from the crawler when the monster’s claws tore through the metal. Crackling flames, gunfire, and screams, an unholy chorus, all rattled against my eardrums.

      Adrenaline carried me away from the chaos, and for the first time, my new legs felt like they belonged to me as I ran. I never looked back as I weaved between the buildings, blood still trickling from my ears and nostrils. Finally, I reached a break in the towers, and I paused, willing my heart to slow.

      Before me loomed the massive pyramid. I’d made it.

      Time to face the Scourge.
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      Smoke engulfed the temple, and embers swam in the darkness, burning when they landed on me. The shrieks and roars of Sentinels echoed from the entrances. Lasers and plasma fire poured out, too, illuminating the passages with flashes of artificial lightning. A fireteam of Harveys marched single file into one of those passages, guns blazing into the pyramid’s depths.

      The stench of death enveloped me as I crept past the corpses of monsters, men, and mechs, a macabre trail taking me directly into the temple. Those bodies provided cover, at least. I was an ant crawling among blades of grass, unnoticed by the enraged Sentinels descending on the Alliance troops that marched into the heart of this ancient city.

      Another boom erupted from inside the pyramid, rattling my teeth.

      “Banshee, I’m at the temple,” I called over the comms. “Status?”

      The HUD on my COLs showed they were about a kilometer from where we’d entered the cavern.

      “We found cover,” Tanaka said. “Garcia’s Asher is wrecked, and she’s hurt. I had to unlink her, but she’s not going to make it unless she gets help soon. We can’t move her any farther.”

      I crouched behind a hunk of charcoaled stone, white ash falling like a soft rain. “And you guys?”

      “Alive,” Kross said.

      “Still pretty,” Ricci put in, though he sounded like he was talking through a mouthful of busted teeth.

      “Good.” I started to stand, my hand on the stone. “I’m going in. If I don’t make it… don’t let them escape with the Scourge.”

      This time they didn’t protest, didn’t offer to come with me. That told me all I needed to know. My team would follow my orders if I failed, and I was more grateful for that than I could put into words.

      The scream of Sentinels and grinding shriek of protesting metal echoed off the temple walls. I needed to get in there. I chose an entrance choked by a fallen Agis-class Reaper draped over a Harvey. A pool of blood and oil mixed beneath their carcasses. Only a few stray beams of plasma fire coursed out of the dark recesses of the tunnel.

      I snuck between fallen columns of rock and the corpses of smaller Sentinels until I reached the Reaper. As I hid in the shadow of the broken, bleeding monster, the ground shook. I ducked against the Reaper’s arm, disappearing into a shadow as six Hels surged over the corpse, stampeding toward the center of the temple.

      The tunnel came to life in a barrage of bright red and green light exploding from deeper inside. Screeches and agonized cries burst from the monsters as gunfire illuminated a Harvey. The mech just barely fit into the corridor. The Hels that survived the initial onslaught charged, blue blood pouring from fresh wounds, legs broken and charred. The beasts let out earsplitting cries as their bodies were torn apart under the fusillade. I followed them, hunching down to avoid the stray beams and blasts.

      Past the Harvey and screaming Hels, a shimmering emerald light soaked the halls. The center of the pyramid called to me, just as the signal pulled on the Sentinels. Maybe I had spent too much time netted in, and I’d finally lost it. Couldn’t explain why, but I knew I needed to follow that green light.

      A final burst of plasma fire speared through the remaining couple of Hels. The monsters tumbled over their own legs, crumpling to the floor and crashing against the walls, smearing their blood over the stone.

      The Harvey lowered its weapons, letting them cool. The broken carapaces of the Hels concealed me until I reached one of the smaller branching corridors sprouting from the sides of the tunnel. Only a few specks of glowing fungus broke the suffocating darkness in those narrower passages. I couldn’t tell if they led to the center of the temple, but I had to try. Running straight under the feet of the Harvey wasn’t an option.

      I fumbled in the dark from each patch of glowing fungus to the next, doing my best to navigate the maze. The Prog temple had been built according to some alien logic I didn’t understand, so I followed the magnetism of the call. That inexplicable gut feeling made my choices for me. Maybe I’d end up in a pit or lost in this maze and die, become just another archaeological mystery for someone to discover centuries from now, when the NWR was nothing but a legend far-flung colonists told each other at night.

      Another few turns, and the dark gave way to that undulating emerald glow again. I followed the light until I heard the unmistakable sound of human voices.

      Heart hammering, I crept forward, trying not to make a sound. I unstrapped my rifle and shouldered it, kept my back against a wall.

      “Four arms to the rear,” someone was saying. “Steady, steady.”

      “This thing’s heavy.”

      “They should’ve used a mech instead.”

      “Can’t fit a mech in here,” the first one grumbled.

      I held my breath and peered out, trying to maintain a low profile. Found myself on a shadowy overlook about five meters above the floor of a vaultlike chamber. Dozens of other corridors branched off the chamber at the floor level and from other overlooks like mine. Prog hieroglyphics covered every wall. Long streamers of brilliant green bioluminescent fungus hung from the ceiling. Below me gaped a hole in the floor with a winding ramp descending inside, every centimeter carved with Prog glyphs.

      Four men in powersuits were carrying what looked like a sarcophagus up the ramp. The silvery metal coffin seemed miraculously clean for an object that had been buried underground for thousands of years.

      Three transport shuttles idled on the opposite side of the pit, and a fourth waited below me. Nearly twenty men and women in Alliance uniforms stood around them. Dried blood and grime splattered most of their clothes and armored suits. I estimated no more than five of them were soldiers. The rest looked to be scientists or techs, wearing thin suits and tac vests filled with tools instead of grenades. A few of them had sidearms on their belts, but most carried no weapons.

      One of the powersuiters lost his grip on the sarcophagus, and the corner of it banged against the ramp.

      “Careful!” a woman standing near the lip of the pit scolded him. “You drop that, and we’re all dead!”

      “We got it!” the powersuiter yelled back.

      I heard the distant groans of a Harvey then the throaty chug of a photo-cannon resonating down a corridor. The sounds of battle echoed through the chamber. A few of the scientist types looked around nervously. One of the techs began to reach for his sidearm.

      “Don’t do anything stupid if you want to get out of here alive,” a man’s voice said.

      I froze, searching for who had just spoken. The voice was familiar. It was—

      McKinley stood between three of the Alliance soldiers. I waited for one of the soldiers to shut him up. But they seemed to agree with him, watching the tech until the man slid his weapon back into its holster.

      I lifted my weapon and aimed at McKinley’s captors, studying them through the optics. McKinley didn’t look like he was being held prisoner. He wasn’t bound, and there were no signs of a struggle—no ripped clothing, no bruises or blood. Had he surrendered willingly, given up the NWR’s secrets to save his skin?

      “We need that vacuum sealed,” McKinley said, waving at the sarcophagus as the powersuiters began moving it toward one of the transport shuttles. He pointed at another pair of Alliance grunts. “Now, damn it! You cannot risk contaminating that container.”

      He sounded angry. Like he expected to be obeyed.

      This bastard wasn’t acting like a captive. Far from it.

      I hoped I was wrong. That maybe I was missing something.

      The powersuiters guided the sarcophagus into a shuttle, and McKinley followed them to observe as the other two grunts began to seal the sarcophagus with polymer spray guns.

      An Alliance officer strode toward McKinley. Sweat coursed down his forehead, matting his black-and-gray hair to his head. Judging by the bars on his shoulder, he was a major.

      “How much longer?” he asked McKinley.

      “Five minutes. Did you kill those Sentinel operators?”

      “The Titan is down,” the major said. “The smaller ones disappeared into the city, but you don’t need to worry about them. They ran out of here, tails between their legs.”

      “I warned you they would come as soon as you disturbed this place. Maybe next time you’ll listen.”

      “Don’t press your luck,” the major said. “I got what I needed. You finish up, and we’ll take care of our friends outside.”

      McKinley watched as the man turned and boarded the transport shuttle closest to me. It took off down one of the large passages leading outside, leaving the other three. The pleasant expression on McKinley’s face slowly curdled into something darker once the Alliance brass was gone. He turned to the grunts and started barking orders again.

      My blood boiled. This treasonous fucker must have fed intel to the Alliance, guiding their attack on our base, relaying information on Sentinel activity here. On our Sentinel operating program.

      I thought back to his excitement about us operating the Sentinels for the first time. How he had celebrated humanity unleashing Prog technology. His Prog fetish wasn’t purely academic.

      The guy had known more about Ferrous than he’d let on. No wonder that smug asshole was on this planet. Others, like Bussert and my team, had been sent here to be forgotten or punished as scapegoats for the NWR’s sins. But not McKinley. He probably requested this assignment.

      “Banshee, McKinley is here,” I whispered over the comms. “He’s helping the Alliance steal the Scourge.”

      “No way, boss,” Kross said. “Got to be some mistake.”

      “I’m watching him hand it over to them.”

      “They already got the Scourge?” Tanaka asked.

      “Yes, they’ve got the damn Scourge on a shuttle. You’ve got to take it out.”

      “We will,” Tanaka promised.

      I wanted to believe her. But I could hear the exhaustion in her voice. The pain. They’d been beaten and battered, and damn it, what were three broken Sentinels going to do against the Alliance?

      “Sealed,” one of the grunts said, slipping out of the shuttle that held the sarcophagus. The second followed, looking uneasy. “It’s ready to go.”

      A layer of thin, slightly yellowed polymer covered the sarcophagus. Another two men stretched a net over it and started attaching the clips to the shuttle’s floor. There were a few other crates already filled with vac-sealed canisters and small stone statues that looked vaguely like Sentinels. Not sure what that was about, but if the Alliance wanted it, we needed to stop them.

      “That needs to be one hundred percent secure,” McKinley snapped.

      A pair of the scientists got into the shuttle. One patted the sarcophagus. “Don’t worry. I want every last nanogram of the Scourge just as much as you do.”

      Another distant explosion boomed down a corridor.

      “Let’s hurry this shit up,” the other scientist said. “I want to be out of here now!”

      I surveyed the enemy. Four powersuiters. Five soldiers. Nearly fifteen scientists, some of them armed.

      Maybe I could take out a couple of these guys, but a rifle couldn’t stop the transport shuttles. I patted my vest. Still had two grenades. Would that be enough?

      I thought for sure McKinley would hop into the shuttle with the Scourge. But instead, he got into the back of another loaded with more crates and vac-sealed stone relics. The three shuttles whined as they started to rise, their hoverpods glowing scarlet.

      As much as I wanted McKinley to pay for his treachery, I had to stop the shuttle with the Scourge first. Even if that meant he got away. I palmed one of the grenades, hitting the activation button once. High-intensity explosive mode. Wasn’t sure what would happen if I blew the sarcophagus up. I might condemn us to die in this Prog city if the explosion unleashed the Scourge. But if the Alliance took it off this planet…

      I threw the grenade across the chamber, and it pinged against a wall, landing underneath the shuttle with the Scourge. Three nearby soldiers turned toward it.

      The grenade went off with barely half a second to spare between each, blinding light and fire blossoming around the shuttle. The soldiers on the ground were incinerated, their melted weapons fusing to their bodies as they screamed. A concussive wave slammed against the shuttle, and it crashed back to the ground, its warped hatch breaking open. Another small explosion erupted from inside the shuttle, dark smoke pouring out.

      I waited for an ominous cloud of something to emerge above the tongues of the inferno devouring the twisted husk of the shuttle. In the wreckage, silhouetted against the flames, the sarcophagus lay where it had fallen. Its vac-sealed polymer coating was blistered, but the alloy shell remained completely intact. Prog technology was a hell of a thing.

      The two surviving soldiers turned their attention on me, but I had the drop on them. I pulled back on my trigger until the rifle barrel turned red, nearly scorching my hands. The soldiers dropped, their bodies shredded, and I jammed in a new battery cartridge.

      Panicked techs and grunts without weapons ran for cover. A few science officers pulled out sidearms, but they clearly didn’t have combat training. Their shots flew wildly, chipping into the stone walls. Gravel sprayed across my face, and I ducked back.

      Black smoke gushed from the shuttle with the Scourge, flames dancing over the crates inside. At least that one wasn’t going anywhere. But they still had two more working shuttles. The battle wasn’t over.

      “Get the Scourge!” McKinley yelled from the open hatch of the first shuttle. He pointed at the powersuiters.

      Motherfucker, I thought, aiming at him. Before I could get a clean shot, he slammed the shuttle door closed. My rounds pinged harmlessly against the alloy.

      Plasma fire blasted the rock above my head. I returned fire at the scientists. One went down with blackened skin puckering his chest. Another lost her pistol, her arm turned to ash below the bicep.

      I didn’t feel guilty. Couldn’t. Later—if there was a later—I could think about the look on the woman’s face when she stared down in horror at the empty space where her arm had been.

      Most of the people below weren’t soldiers. They scattered, clambering for shelter around the two remaining shuttles. But the four men in powersuits strode past the frantic techs. They pushed through the flames and retrieved the sarcophagus.

      I couldn’t let them move that Scourge to the second shuttle.

      My rifle shuddered against my shoulder with each blast of plasma. Streaks of red cut into the backs of the powersuiters. Their armor absorbed most of the blows. One lucky shot glanced into a powersuiter’s face, blowing brain matter and bone over the glyph-covered rock. The suit fell forward, carried by momentum, and the sarcophagus dropped. The other three quickly recovered it, though, and sprinted across the chamber toward the second shuttle.

      The farther they ran from my position, the wider my shots went. Alliance weapons weren’t known for their craftsmanship. What I wouldn’t give for my Asher right now. I’d tear the fuckers apart. As it was, I needed to get closer to have a hope of hitting my targets.

      I jumped from the overlook. Fell all five meters toward the stone floor. The ground met my feet with a metallic ring, the jolt shaking up into my bones. A jump like that would’ve shattered my old ankles. Still didn’t feel great, but I was standing. I broke into a sprint.

      A few of the scientists piling into the two remaining shuttles fired at me. I let loose a wild spray that hit one, and the others scrambled to hide. I could’ve taken down another one or two, but I didn’t give a shit about those untrained, undisciplined assholes. It was the powersuiters with the Scourge I needed to stop.

      I ran at them with my finger on the trigger. Rounds glanced off their armor or at best singed the plates. The three left had now locked down their face plates, meaning my one lucky shot had also been my last easy kill.

      Time turned into a condensed haze, a wave flooding over me, muffling my senses. Gunfire rang out, sizzling through the air. The powersuiters started to lift the sarcophagus into the shuttle. I pulled the last grenade off my tac vest.

      I cocked back my arm and threw the grenade. It flew past the pit, blinking with a sharp red light, straight for the gaggle of powersuiters. They were too busy pushing the Scourge into the back of the shuttle to dodge out of the way.

      A metallic clang sounded as the little sphere landed inside the shuttle at their feet. Perfect throw. I watched the grenade blink, ready to explode.

      But before it could erupt into a ball of alloy-melting fire, before it could stop the Alliance from escaping with the Scourge, one of the powersuiters at the rear of the shuttle let the sarcophagus go, scooped up the grenade, and then threw it out of the hatch.

      His frantic attempt to get rid of the grenade made him trip, and he fell out the back of the shuttle as it began to lift off. He crashed to the ground just as the grenade exploded in midair, a blinding flash of white light swallowing him whole, followed by a rolling ball of fire. A rapidly growing cloud of debris swept over me, knocking me backward. Shrapnel pummeled my flesh. Felt like a bad ice storm. More scars for the collection if I made it out of here.

      My head swam, pain rocketing through my body. No more gunfire shredded the air. Just the sizzling heat from the flames. I pushed myself to my feet. Shouldered my rifle and aimed at the shuttle, shadows dancing wildly with the flickering fire.

      The shuttle was hovering just off the ground, hoverpods growing red-hot again. Part of it was scarred and dented, one hoverpod sparking, but the powersuiter had saved it from utter destruction. McKinley’s shuttle lifted off too, turning toward a large corridor that led in the direction I’d come from. The shuttle carrying the Scourge started to follow, its rear hatch still open.

      I squeezed my rifle’s trigger. Rounds crashed into the shuttle, slapped against its armor. The three powersuiters left inside slammed the rear hatch shut as they started over the pit toward the tunnel. As the shuttle advanced, it shook slightly. The craft was slow, damaged. I might be able to catch up with it if I ran.

      As the dust settled, revealing the cratered floor where the grenade had detonated, I saw the powersuiter who had fallen from the shuttle pushing himself up from the scattered corpses of techs and soldiers.

      He faced me. Ash covered one side of his helmet, cracks spreading through the faceplate. Fresh silver scratches marked his suit as though he’d been clawed by a Sentinel, and panels along his left side hung off in pieces, charcoaled by the fire. He let out a primal yell and ducked low, accelerating into a limping charge. I roared back, jamming a new battery cartridge into my rifle as I backpedaled, desperate to put space between us.

      I fired, rounds spinning into his suit, slicing away at the armor. Some punched into his faceplate. Slowly, those singe marks spread into a spiderweb of fractures.

      The buzz of the escaping shuttle’s hoverpods grew louder. They were accelerating, preparing to speed away. Reality hit me with a punch to the gut. One powersuiter was nothing. The Alliance was getting away.

      “They’ve got the Scourge!” I cried over the comm link. As if the others could do anything about that now. The booms and shrieks of battle outside, though distant, had never silenced completely. My team would never catch the shuttle. Not in the maelstrom raging through the Prog city.

      I looked around the chamber for a way to stop it. Saw nothing but bodies. Pieces of scrap metal and the flaming tendrils of the vines. The powersuiter barreling at me, arms outstretched. He dove, and I dodged around him, heading for the exit. If I could catch up with the shuttle, maybe I could shoot out another hoverpod and send it crashing to the temple floor.

      But instead, I fell flat on my face. The powersuiter’s armored hand was wrapped around my alloy ankle, squeezing tightly. I could do nothing but watch the shuttle—along with the Scourge, and any hope I’d had of saving the NWR—disappear into the darkness.
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      The powersuiter’s grip on my leg tightened. Through the cracks in his faceplate, I saw a grim look of determination. Alloy bent inward, protesting with a high-pitched squeal.

      The haptic response transmitters in my prosthetic relayed the immense strength he used to squeeze my ankle, but at least it didn’t hurt. Crunching in on itself, the ankle gave way with a loud pop and a shower of sparks.

      I pulled my leg away as the Alliance soldier blinked in surprise. Might not have a foot, but I still had a stump. And at least I was free.

      I scooted backward as the powersuiter stood. The crumpled chunk of alloy and electronics that had been my foot hit the stone floor with a clang. He looked at the broken foot, then at my leg like he was searching for the missing puddle of blood.

      His momentary confusion gave me enough time to recover my rifle. I flipped the switch to charge mode and squeezed the trigger. My shoulder shook with the vibrations rippling through the rifle, the entire weapon growing hot. The powersuiter saw what was coming. He scrabbled toward me, face contorted in a snarl.

      The rifle kicked back with a punch of energy. Red plasma lanced straight into the powersuiter’s cracked faceplate. The beam continued through his head, flesh and bone incinerated in an instant, emitting an odor I doubted would ever leave my nostrils.

      Smoke filled the vault. Fire consumed whatever fuel had spilled from the shuttles and the scattered ammunition and batteries. My chest heaved, blood trickling from my nose. I wiped it off with the back of my hand and then started running down the corridor where I’d seen the shuttle go as bone-rattling booms shook through the temple.

      “Tanaka,” I said, barely able to summon the words between breaths, my stump pounding against the stone as I ran with an uneven gait. “You read?”

      “Still here, Ace.”

      “They loaded the Scourge in a damaged shuttle,” I said. “It’s trailing smoke. Probably got ten minutes before it finds a way out of this city.”

      “Maybe we can still intercept it.”

      I paused before giving the necessary order. “Leave Garcia if you have to. The Scourge is the only thing that matters now.”

      Emerald light glowed at my back, making my shadow stretch before me as I ran at a limp down the corridor. Every other step was a hobbling lunge with my broken prosthetic. But I wasn’t going to stop now. Tanaka and the boys might be able to stop that shuttle without my help if they were lucky, but it was my fault that the Alliance had escaped with the Scourge.

      I had to stop them. But a weak plasma rifle and a single half-charged battery cartridge wouldn’t cut it. Needed a bigger weapon.

      Like the one that loomed in the widening corridor before me. A behemoth of metal and firepower crouched in the tight space. The Harvey I’d seen before. Near its feet, a few soldiers leveled a volley of fire into a group of Hels churning down the hall.

      None saw me.

      I closed in on the mech. The noise of my alloy stump crunching against stone was masked by the barking rifles and screaming Sentinels.

      A memory flashed through my mind as I ran.

      I was young, maybe eight, and my mother hadn’t gone crazy yet. She was cleaning a wound on my leg. Two red lumps on my skin. Blood oozing out. I’d been bitten by a viper beetle. Not life-threatening, but painful enough that I expended all the curse words I knew as a ten-year-old and then some, making them up as the venom pulsed through my vessels. I’d gotten the bite climbing up the sun-bleached skull of a dead Titan, too distracted trying to get to the top to see my foothold was a viper beetle nest.

      “If your eyes are always on the giants,” my mother had said, “you’ll miss the ants at your feet.”

      “Viper beetles,” I had corrected her. “Hurts worse than ants.”

      Now I was the viper beetle.

      I launched myself up the back of the Harvey’s leg, grasping at wires and bolts, swinging myself up along the bent legs of the metal giant and then onto the ladder built into its back.

      A Harvey pilot didn’t need a tech team like us Asher operators. They could load up all on their own, jumping into their Harvey and operating it with switches and a joystick. Didn’t require nearly as much training to learn the controls compared to an Asher, either. The Alliance prioritized overwhelming numbers, sending more mech units faster to the front lines, crushing their enemies with ungodly speed and force.

      It had been years since I’d run a Harvey sim, but I’d done it plenty in military occupation schooling. Operator training dictated we knew how to use all enemy mechs inside and out. The brass told us it would help us fight these bastards better. We’d know their weaknesses, their strengths. What their operators could see. How they might react to an Asher.

      Never had I appreciated just how truly useful that training could be.

      My muscles were burning by the time I made it to the pilot chamber hatch. I held onto the rungs near the hatch. Each blast of the Harvey’s rifle resonated through the monstrous machine straight into my bones as it took out the Hels. When the last had died, screeching and burning, the Harvey started to move forward, walking in a crouch toward the exit.

      “Got eyes on the shuttle,” Tanaka said over the comms. “But we’re hitting major resistance. Two enemy fireteams.”

      They needed backup. Now.

      I grasped the release latches around the hatch and twisted them. I heard the satisfying sound of metal groaning, followed by a resounding click. The hatch swung open. I held on precariously as the Harvey marched toward the end of the tunnel, back into the smoke-drenched air of the Prog city, escorted by the soldiers on the ground.

      I pulled myself into the cramped pilot chamber. The operator jerked around to look back at me, making the whole Harvey turn and nearly sending me flying out. He let go of the joysticks, and the Harvey’s arms clanged to its sides. I wrapped my arm around his neck. He flailed. Fists pounding me. Scratching at my face. But he was still belted into that seat. Nowhere to go.

      I’d never killed a man with my bare hands before. Never felt violence as intimate as this. Things felt different when I was in the gel of an Asher or a Sentinel. Now I felt the man’s pulse slow, felt something leave him as he died. His spirit, maybe. I’d have to ask Ricci.

      Whatever it was, something left me, too, when the operator’s limbs went still.

      I unbuckled the man as the Harvey locked into its safety position, legs straight, arms at its side, the fusion reactor thrumming along quietly. I tossed the dead operator out the back and buckled myself in, wrapped my fingers around the joysticks, and got my feet planted against the foot pedals, best as I could with the damage the prosthetics had taken.

      As soon as I settled in, I blinked so my COLs would mark this Harvey as a friendly. They began to sync with the enemy mech, thanks to the NWR hacking software built for situations like this. I raised my left arm shakily, still getting used to the actual controls.

      “I acquired a Harvey,” I said over the comms. “Where’s that shuttle?”

      “A Harvey?” Kross asked. “Damn… I’ll send tracking coordinates!”

      My COLs hijacked the Harvey’s HUD, showing a map of the Prog city. Enemy positions marked by the rest of my team populated the map.

      Two urgent markers got my attention, each labeled Shuttle.

      “I can still see the target shuttle,” Tanaka said. “But we can’t get to it. Too many Harveys on our backs.”

      The map showed their three markers surrounded by Alliance forces. And the Alliance weren’t the only things swarming around them. The Sentinels that had survived the initial battle had descended on the remnants of the Alliance, concentrating in one section of the city, right where those shuttles were flying.

      I raced out into the expanse of the city. Rocks rained down. Spires and fungus burned. Plasma rounds splashed against falling towers. Explosions created new craters, and missiles ripped white trails of cotton through the air.

      In the middle of the chaos, I saw the section of the city where my team was fighting. Gunfire screamed into their positions. I saw only flashes of them between the explosions and crumbling towers as two fireteams of Harveys flanked them, clear as day on my HUD. Their voices rang out frantically over my comms, filling my head with their desperation.

      They weren’t far.

      I could go down there, guns blazing, draw a couple off their back. Save their lives.

      But in the short time it would take for me to launch that surprise attack, the shuttles would get away. They both trailed above the spires, smoke pouring from a hoverpod of the second. A few blasts of blue Reaper plasma coursed toward the shuttles, but Tanaka was too far away. The shuttles banked hard, dodging the rounds easily.

      Alliance soldiers swarmed into the city in front of me. Several Harveys were nearby, well within my line of sight, but their attention was on the battle. They didn’t yet know I’d stolen this mech, that I was a traitor in their midst.

      Then Ricci’s marker on the HUD went dark. Cold terror shot through me.

      “Ricci!” I yelled.

      “He’s down, boss!” Kross replied. “Oh shit, shit!”

      Damn it, Banshee needed my help. I had vowed not to let anyone from my team die on my watch again. Vowed to protect them with my life. But what were any of our lives worth if the Alliance escaped with the Scourge?

      I was running out of time to make a decision.

      My hands shook on the controls as I tried to shut out the emotion, focusing on the cold logic of what I had to do.

      It was the hardest thing I’d ever done in my career, maybe my entire life. I ignored the panicked cries for help from Banshee. Instead, I lifted the Harvey’s rifle and aimed at the shuttles.

      One good blast would take each of them down. I pulled the trigger back halfway, charging a shot, aiming at the shuttle with smoke trailing out of it. The Scourge would be destroyed. No matter what happened afterward, the Alliance would fail here.

      I’m sorry, Banshee, I thought. It’ll all be over soon.

      My aiming reticule centered on the damaged shuttle, and I held my breath, squeezing that trigger.

      A sudden explosion of rock burst from my left. An injured Reaper sent wrist-cannon fire blazing into the Harvey’s side and slamming into the charging rifle. My shots lanced harmlessly past the shuttle and into the ceiling of the cavern.

      The Reaper’s blasts had caught my left arm, melting my alloy fingers around the rifle. I watched, helpless, as the shuttle continued onward, drawing ever closer to the cavern’s exit as my team fell apart under the crashing waves of the Alliance forces.
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      The Reaper advanced, dragging a broken leg, half of the flesh on its side peeling off. It aimed its wrist-cannon at me again. Before it could fire, two Harveys unleashed hell on it, finishing the job some other mech had evidently failed to do. The Reaper went down with an earth-shattering wail, tail twitching as blood gushed from its wounds.

      I reached for an energy axe, hoping to take down one of those Harveys and steal its rifle. But the sheaths where my axes should have been were nothing but sparking messes of metal and wire from the Reaper’s blasts.

      “Mortem Two, you need to fall back in line!” one of the Harvey operators called to me.

      I didn’t respond, looking between them and the escaping shuttle.

      “Mortem Two, do you read?” the operator tried again.

      If I said nothing, then that would give me away. Then again, if I said something…

      “Copy,” I said. “Will do.”

      “What the fuck? Who is that?” the operator asked.

      “Oh, shit, that’s not one of us. Check his receiver signal!”

      They leveled their rifles at me, beams charging.

      I had nothing to fight back with. Instead, I ran.

      “Mortem Two’s been hijacked!” an operator yelled.

      Another pair of Harveys turned toward me, firing. Shots slammed into the spires, shrapnel crashing against me as I raced away. A few rounds melted through my armor. Sparks flew from where they severed wires, and the left arm went completely limp, warning lights flashing around the cockpit.

      Didn’t matter anymore.

      That shuttle had to be stopped.

      I felt the machine slowing, oil pumping from broken lines. This thing wouldn’t last much longer. Warnings on the HUD flashed, reporting the mech was overheating. I saw the shuttle trailing smoke and kept my eyes on it as I zigzagged between buildings, shouldering through them, rock falling where my broken armor hit. I passed a few Sentinels, dodging past a slicing Gren. Another Reaper fired on me, joining in the swirling hail of rounds from the Harveys.

      A plasma blast caught one of my shoulders, knocking me forward. I recovered, frantically working the joysticks and pedals to stay upright, keeping the mech moving.

      I was almost there. But I still didn’t have so much as an axe or gun, nothing to bring it down.

      “Taking heavy fire!” Kross said.

      “The Reaper’s screwed,” Tanaka said. “Only one wrist-cannon left… going to try catching up to you.”

      Both sounded drained, like they were staring down the abyss, already halfway over the edge. They probably wouldn’t make it to me. At least, they wouldn’t make it to me before that shuttle left the city and the enemy Harveys had smeared me across the stony ground.

      My team was destroyed. My body was wrecked. All I had was this half-damaged mech and one last chance.

      I looked up, the shuttle with the Scourge was just above me, struggling to stay above the Prog spires with its damaged hoverpod. Another piercing blast from an enemy Harvey cut into my stolen mech. It started to stumble, more warnings glaring across my HUD telling me the leg was catastrophically damaged.

      Fine by me.

      I activated the booster jets, directing every last watt of power from the fusion reactor into them. My back burned hot as I went straight up, my Harvey’s broken legs dangling uselessly. More alarms shrieked through the cockpit. Too much power was being diverted to those jets. Every other system was failing. Another shot lanced into the Harvey. My teeth ground together, limbs shaking, barely able to hold on. The HUD started to fizzle, lights shuddering on and off inside the cockpit.

      I saw the shuttle. Forced the mech’s hand to reach out toward it, to grasp the small craft. The mechanical fingers closed.

      Then more fire from below slammed into me, knocking me off course, and I spiraled out of control.

      Gravity took hold.

      No more failure warnings blinked across my screen. No alarms beeped. Everything was dead. Nothing but a hunk of damaged metal. I was blind and helpless, smashing through Prog buildings until the Harvey hit the ground.

      Smoke began to fill the cockpit. I unbuckled myself, blinking past my dizziness, ears ringing. The Harvey had fallen sideways, and I had to pull myself from the seat.

      My muscles felt weak, spent. I struggled to slide out of the back hatch, choking on smoke. Best as I could, I lowered myself out the hatch and on to the ground, ash and embers drifting around me. Lightning bolts of pain cut through my ribs with every breath. Probably fractured a few of them in that crash landing.

      Couldn’t let that stop me, though. Still needed to bring down the shuttle. But how?

      Had to be a way. Had to be a solution.

      Gunfire shook between the buildings, resonating through the ground. A few Sentinel shrieks pierced the air, but the chorus of war was nothing like it had been minutes ago. Maybe it was because of my muddled hearing.

      I used one hand to brace myself, limping alongside the Harvey, following the mangled wreckage of its head. Its armor was still hot from the plasma fire it had taken, puckered alloy blossoming from holes bleeding sparks and smoke.

      I’d already taken Alliance weapons from them twice today. Why not one more time? I could sneak through the buildings, climb up one of those Harveys that were following me. Run after the shuttle again. Keep trying until either I was victorious or dead.

      I came around the front of the Harvey’s head. A crater in the ground yawned at my feet, buckled stone and the rubble from buildings showing where I’d landed. My gaze followed the broken arm of the mech. The fingers were wrapped around something large and metallic.

      “Banshee,” I managed, my voice sounding distant. “I… I think we did it…”

      The shuttle was still in the Harvey’s hands. Half the bulkhead was peeled away, like skin dangling off a ripe fruit, spilling dead scientists and powersuiters. Smoke billowed off it as fire devoured the inside of the craft. And in the blaze of orange, the silver sarcophagus looked nearly unharmed, no more than a few scratches and blackened singe marks marring its surface.

      “The shuttle with the Scourge is down,” I said over the comms.

      Thought I heard voices respond, but it was damn near impossible to tell. I pressed my knuckle in my ear then drew it away, covered in blood.

      The ground began to shake, tremors climbing right up through my prosthetics and into my bones. Something was coming. Sentinel, Harvey. Didn’t matter. I ran to the broken shuttle. Shoveled aside the bodies, turning them over, desperate for a weapon. Found a couple of sidearms from the science officers and took the one that wasn’t hissing smoke out of a broken battery cartridge.

      The shaking grew louder. Pebbles and debris bounced around my feet.

      I tried my comms again. “Banshee, you hear me?”

      The two Harveys that had been following me appeared from around one of the burning spires. Each looked badly damaged, deep gouges in their chest and limbs showing where a Sentinel or two had gotten too close. The cockpit of the second was half-broken already, and I could see the operator inside staring right at me. Neither had any weapons. But it didn’t matter that these two Harveys looked like they’d walked out of a junk heap. I already had my bed reserved in the morgue.

      I pointed my pistol at the one with the broken cockpit. The first few rounds went wide.

      A wave of heat sweltered overhead even as I squeezed the trigger again. Plasma slammed into the Harvey. Looked like Reaper fire. The impact threw it backward into a half-destroyed building, bringing the whole structure down on top of it, stone and twisted metal burying the mech.

      The second swung around, picking up its pace, running straight at me. A monster erupted from around another spire, tackling the Harvey. It sank its fangs into the mech’s neck, tearing the head off, then tore through the chest with obsidian claws.

      When the mech went still, the Gren stood to face me. One of its eyes was missing, but the other locked on me instantly. It limped my direction, white fur drenched in blood. Fangs half-broken, mouth locked in a snarl.

      I aimed the pistol at it, my hearing finally starting to settle.

      At least the Sentinel wanted the same thing as me: keep the Scourge out of Alliance hands.

      “Shit, boss, you okay?” Kross called over the comms, voice ragged.

      The Gren drooped slightly, lungs expanding and deflating rapidly. Single eye looking at me.

      I lowered the pistol. “Son of a bitch.”

      Then another apparition, emerging from behind. A Reaper, half its scales ripped off. One arm too damaged for the wrist-cannon to be of any use. The other still glowed blue from when it had fired the shot that had saved my life.

      “Tanaka, Kross,” I said. “Damn good to see you again.”

      “We made it,” she said simply.

      “What happened to Ricci?” I asked, afraid of the answer.

      “His Sentinel was completely destroyed, but he’s okay,” Tanaka said. “He’s guarding Garcia.”

      “Thank God.” I leaned against the Harvey’s arm. Most of the sounds of battle had faded, only a few scattered calls from Sentinels and sporadic gunfire booming over the space.

      Smoke filled the air around me, and I had to move a few paces back from the sarcophagus. But still, I couldn’t let it out of my sight.

      “Alliance are mostly retreating,” Tanaka said. “We killed the others following you. Maybe a couple fireteams left in the city. Most were trailing that last shuttle out.”

      “What about the Sentinels?” I asked, each breath painful.

      “Only a few left.”

      “Seems like every damn Sentinel on the planet came here to die,” Kross said. Sounded almost mournful. I knew how he felt.

      “Wanted to stop the Alliance as much as we did,” I said then looked at the sarcophagus. “And if they wanted to stop the Alliance, they’re going to want to stop us.”

      Tanaka swiveled on her feet, then climbed halfway up a nearby spire. “I just see a few Hels, a couple Grens, and—”

      “Banshee, do you read?” an unfamiliar voice broke over our comms.

      “Banshee Actual, I read.”

      “Full mechanized support here, where do you need us?”

      Agarwal’s reinforcements had arrived right when she had promised us they would. Too late to do anything but give us a lift home, but that was more than enough right now.

      “Transmitting our position,” I said, pressing on the comm link in my ear. “We need a pickup. One Alliance shuttle escaped. Take it down if you can.”

      I wanted to personally drag McKinley by the collar through the base, show him what his betrayal had cost us. Let him smell the burning flesh, see the flames. Then I wanted to beat him to the edge of death and let him sit outside and rot. See if his passion for Prog tech could protect him from the slashing blades of an ice storm.

      But even if we didn’t bring him in, we had the Scourge now, and he didn’t. I would take that victory over revenge. It meant those of us who had survived might yet live another day.

      The hovertanks rolling through the streets were more than enough to keep the last damaged Harveys and Sentinels away until the transports made it to our position. When one landed near me, its rear hatch opened, and a few squads of foot soldiers formed a perimeter. A sci ops team used mobile powerlifters to pick up the sarcophagus.

      As they lifted the sarcophagus, another person dodged out of the shuttle. It was Ricci. He ran straight toward me, dried blood caked under his nostrils and his ears. Dark-red blotches had already formed around his eyes and face, bruises waiting to turn purple.

      He wrapped his arms around me and slapped my back, pulling me in tight. “Glad to see you alive.”

      “You too,” I said, wincing from my cracked ribs. “Thought we’d lost you when your Sentinel went down.”

      “Can’t get rid of me that easy,” he said. “The Gren was strong, but I’m stronger.”

      I squeezed his shoulder. “I believe it.”

      Sci ops got the Scourge onto the transport, and they called to us. Ricci helped me limp into the back of the transport. I collapsed onto a seat next to him, barely able to hold myself upright any longer. A medic started dabbing clotting gel into my ears.

      “Where’s Garcia?” I asked.

      Ricci pointed to the front of the shuttle, where medics surrounded a gurney.

      “She’s not looking good,” Ricci said, chin against his chest. “I thought she was dead, but they said they think they can save her.”

      “Last of her team standing,” I said. “Damn.”

      “Leaving now,” a crew chief from the front of the shuttle called. “Buckle in.”

      The craft took off, hovering a few meters above the rubble. Through the side windows, I saw smoke billowing up from around the Prog city. We passed over wrecked Harveys and butchered Sentinels. Tanaka and Kross stayed netted in, covering our retreat, along with a group of hovertanks.

      A lone Gren covered in long red gashes looked up at us, howling, claws outstretched.

      “Still getting the signal?” I asked Tanaka over the comms.

      “A little,” Tanaka said. “It’s grown a lot weaker.”

      “Might have something to do with the fact there aren’t a hell of a lot of Sentinels left,” Kross said.

      The shuttle took us out of the cavern the same way we’d first entered, and as soon as we left the Prog city, Lt. Delis’s voice crackled over our comms.

      “Banshee, I see your signal,” she asked. “Do you read?”

      “Banshee Actual, we read,” I said. “We got your reinforcements, and we’re headed back, Scourge in hand.”

      “Thank all that is holy,” Delis said, letting out a long sigh.

      “Any sign of the Alliance near base?” I asked her.

      “Nothing yet. We detected one ship cutting a high burn out of atmo about five minutes ago, but that’s all we’ve seen on our sensors.”

      “Any chance you saw that shuttle with McKinley on it?”

      Delis sounded concerned. “McKinley? Did those bastards kidnap him?”

      Forgot no one on the outside knew what had happened near the temple. “Not kidnapped. He went with them willingly.”

      I explained everything I could on the trip back to base. Agarwal had been listening, too.

      “Good work, Shaw,” she said when I’d finally finished. “We owe you and your team everything. We’ll debrief again when you get back.”

      I looked around the cabin. The medics tending Garcia had stopped looking so frantic. Seemed like they had her in stable condition. Blood still dripped from Ricci’s nose, just like me. I settled back into my seat, twisting my head just enough to see Kross and Tanaka bounding through the snow behind us, clouds of white puffing at every step. Banshee had survived, and most importantly, the Scourge was strapped securely to the deck. A world-ending weapon we still didn’t understand. But at least it wasn’t in the hands of the Alliance.

      “We did it,” I said to Ricci. “And the Deadmen are still alive.”

      His bloody, battered face cracked into a grin. “Can’t kill what’s already dead.”
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      As the shuttle lowered outside the science wing, we were greeted by a rainbow of colors bleeding across the white. Divinists had strung their lanterns between the buildings that were still standing on base.

      The rear hatch opened, and sci ops rushed the Scourge inside. Tanaka and Kross lumbered into a pair of docking bays, and their monsters fell into a well-deserved slumber.

      Medics rushed Garcia out. Ricci helped me out of the shuttle, through the ice and snow strewn across the damaged bay. Blood continued to drip from my ears, my nostrils. Every bone in my body felt like it had been pummeled to dust, ready to be blown away by a gentle breeze.

      Kross and Tanaka descended from their docking platforms. Their Sentinels hadn’t been the only thing to take a beating. Tanaka walked with a limp, too, her artificial eye swiveling around like it was drunk. Streaks of blood ran from Kross’s ears and nostrils. A few NWR medics on staff ran over to check us out right there in the ruins of the docking bay.

      “Orders are to keep you guys near weapons,” one NWR medic explained. “We don’t know if the Alliance is gone.”

      So we nursed our wounds, fighting intense exhaustion. Everything hurt, and my brain was on fire. But the Alliance never returned that night. Or the next few nights. We stayed on high alert, scout patrols remaining near Clearwater and the base. Divinists continued flowing to and from the colony to help with reconstruction and taking care of the injured.

      A week went by like that as we slowly recovered from our ordeal. Hadn’t yet seen Garcia, but I’d heard she was awake now. Word was that the medical team had patched her up and saved her life, but I knew it wasn’t the physical injuries that were the real danger to her now. She’d lost her entire team, and there wasn’t a pill to fix that.

      One night on my way to the Sentinel bay, a light ice storm picked up. Not enough to batter me to death, so I ignored it. Others ran between the buildings as I trudged through the snow. Ice scraped against my skin, but it wasn’t like I was getting any prettier.

      Someone else was walking nearby with an unusually relaxed gait, no more bothered by the storm than me. It was the Elder who had led the Divinists to the base after the Alliance attack. I jerked my chin toward the shelter of a bent roof hanging from one of the base’s battered buildings. Ice pinged against the roof, and I had to raise my voice to be heard over the sound.

      She stood, looking up at me with a frown. “What is it you want now?”

      “Just wanted to say thanks,” I said. “You and your people saved our asses after the Alliance attack.”

      “So tonight you don’t mock me?” she asked, eyes narrowed.

      “No, no, I—” I bit my tongue before I said something smart. Maybe I was feeling generous. Still high on the fact that we’d recovered the Scourge. “Look, really, just wanted to express my gratitude. That’s all.”

      “You have nothing to thank us for,” she said. “The writing in the ice tells me to assist, so I do. We cannot judge the gods’ actions when we are too primitive to understand them, and so I do not.”

      I shuffled on my prosthetics, not exactly sure how to respond without pissing her off.

      She had more to say than I did, anyway. She jabbed her finger into my sternum. Cold swept from that touch right into my heart.

      “The gods have plans for you,” she said. “Plans I do not understand. Your body is their vessel, and if that means I must do things I do not like, then I will. It is the only reason I help you. So do not thank me. Thank the gods.”

      With that, she marched off.

      I didn’t see her again over the next few weeks. Everyone’s eyes were looking toward the sky, always waiting for that lancing energy beam or a lone missile to herald the next slaughter.

      Instead, we finally received the word we’d been waiting for. The NWR was en route with reinforcements. An entire strike group had blasted in through Rune 597. That meant dozens of Asher fireteams. More platoons of foot soldiers than would fit on Ferrous, and spaceborne support like we’d never dreamed.

      The new faces around base took some getting used to, along with all the fresh, prefabbed buildings that the NWR dropped on us. Apparently, as soon as they’d received our message about the Alliance’s interest in Ferrous, they’d been dying to find out what they’d missed.

      That also meant the Deadmen could finally take a break.

      With our first night officially off duty, we took the familiar path from base to Clearwater.

      “The new foot is treating you well,” Tanaka said, looking down at my leg.

      “Nerves are still acting up like an angry Hel, though,” I said.

      “Maybe you can play the sympathy card,” Ricci said. “I find the hardcore Divinists usually like hearing about this.” He rapped his knuckles against his ribs—the ones that had been replaced with their alloy substitutes. “They always want to see the scars.”

      “All I want to do tonight is share a drink with you three,” I said.

      We wound our way between the houses and shops, most closed for the evening. The sounds of laughter and conversation drifted toward us. A brackish yellow light glowed at the end of one street, calling to us like the Sentinel signal: the Sanctum.

      I opened the door, and the raucous sound of the settlement’s one and only bar rolled out. Lucy saw us coming, and I held up four fingers. She started filling our drinks.

      Ricci leaned in. “One of the new nurses told me something interesting.”

      “Already making your way through the fresh blood?” Kross asked.

      Ricci ignored him. “Apparently, this wasn’t the only base the Alliance attacked.”

      “Where else have they hit?” I asked.

      “A bunch of no-name colonies.”

      “Like Ferrous,” I said.

      “Schroeder told us there were suspected Alliance incursions across NWR space,” Tanaka said. “Now we know what they were looking for.”

      Ricci nodded. “The nurse said this base was hit the worst, though. They really wanted that Scourge.”

      Tanaka frowned. “Why risk it all on the Scourge, then leave it behind?”

      “We scared them off,” Kross said.

      “Maybe,” Tanaka said, sounding unconvinced. “They nearly had it, though.”

      “But we won,” Kross said.

      “Plus, we got reinforcements,” Ricci said. “They aren’t stupid enough to try fate again.”

      “Tanaka’s right,” I said, shaking my head. “It doesn’t make sense to give up so quickly after fighting so hard.”

      Lucy placed the mugs of frostmelt on the bar in front of us.

      “What does make sense is drinking,” Kross said, shrugging. “Leave the mysteries to the brass.”

      I held out my wrist to Lucy to pay for the drinks.

      She waved me off. “Not tonight.”

      “Free drinks?” I asked.

      “I didn’t know you were sweet on us,” Kross said, giving her his best shit-eating grin.

      “Do you want to pay for them?” she asked. Then her bulldog face softened a little, and she leaned over the bar. “I don’t much like the NWR. It’s why I’m on Ferrous. But my parents came from Alliance territory. They told me stories. First thing the Alliance would’ve done if they’d taken this place would be to shut down my business and turn it over for their bureaucrats to run. They would suck every bit of money they could from Clearwater. From me. I like that even less than I like you.”

      “Thanks, Lucy,” I said, passing the mugs out to the others.

      She let out a harrumph, then turned and took her next round of drink orders from a group of four NWR boots.

      I held my mug up. “To Banshee.”

      Tanaka smirked. “To the Deadmen.”

      “And to Langer,” I said.

      “The kid,” Kross said, clinking his mug against mine.

      Before we drowned ourselves too deep in the frostmelt, the door opened with a bang. A new figure walked in. The fingers on both her hands gleamed silver, and dark-brown hair was pulled over the left side of her head. The right side of her face was nearly all alloy.

      “Garcia,” I said, rising, the rest of the Deadmen turning toward her.

      “Heard I’d find you all here.” She hobbled toward us and sat on a stool. Lucy dropped a drink in front of her, and Garcia wrapped her prosthetic fingers around it, chugging half the frostmelt in one gulp.

      “I didn’t know they’d let you out of infirm,” I said. This was the first time I’d seen her out of the hospital bed, and she looked rough. Like maybe she should still be in that bed. “You okay?”

      Garcia held her hand up, fingers splayed, then looked at me, the metal half of her face reflecting the low, flickering lights. “You fucking joking?”

      “Stupid question, I know. But… not sure how else to say it.” I slipped back into my seat. “I’m sorry, Garcia. For everything.”

      A sheen of wetness formed over Garcia’s real eye. She blinked it back. “Me, too. Fuck this stupid fucking planet and fuck the Alliance.”

      Her metal fingers tightened around the mug until it cracked, the rest of her frostmelt leaking out.

      “Fuck them all,” I said, passing my mug to her. She finished it off.

      “You know what the worst part is?” she asked me. “They took everything from me, and now I can’t even get back in an Asher to do anything about it. You know what that’s like?” Before I could say anything, she held up her metal hand. “Yeah, that’s a stupid question too, I know.”

      Kross clasped a big hand on her shoulder. “You don’t need an Asher to kick Alliance ass.”

      Garcia glared at him for a few seconds, looking like she might explode. Then she let out a low laugh. “The Deadmen got room for one more?”

      “Always.” I held out my hand, and she gave me hers in a cold metal grip. “Welcome to the team.”

      “So when do I get to ride one of those goddamn Sentinels?”

      Tanaka traced a finger around the lip of her mug. “We don’t even know if we’re getting back in those things. Agarwal hasn’t said anything to us since the new Asher teams got here.”

      “Shit, Agarwal owes us the whole of Ferrous,” Kross said. “For that matter, the NWR should be giving us whatever we want. And I don’t want to sit on my ass all day drinking this.”

      He tipped his mug slightly, frostmelt splashing over the bar top.

      “We saved them from the Scourge,” Ricci said.

      “Don’t hold your breath,” Tanaka said. “They sent us to Ferrous as scapegoats. You sure they’re going to want to venerate us as heroes now?”

      “She’s got a point,” Garcia said. She held up a fresh mug of frostmelt. “But let’s drink like she doesn’t.”

      So we did. Conversation flowed easily, lubricated by the alcohol, as unfamiliar faces blurred around us. Some NWR, some colonists, all strangers. Filling the place with laughter and the occasional raised voices. A minor brawl broke out and then subsided. Nothing out of the ordinary for a tavern near an NWR base.

      I took it all in, sitting quietly after a while.

      Tanaka leaned over to me. “Something wrong, Ace?”

      “It’s not right,” I said, gesturing toward all the newcomers. “All these people have no idea what we saw, or what this base went through before they got here. Most probably haven’t seen any more action than a drunken one-night stand.”

      Tanaka looked away, her eye going glassy. “They don’t know what happened to the kid or Nguyen or Morris or anyone else.” She turned toward me again. “Sometimes it doesn’t feel right that we’re still alive when all of them aren’t.”

      I thought about all those who had lost their lives deep underground or at the base. The ones who probably never thought they would be on the front line. The people we’d lived with, that we’d served with for years.

      And now, just like that, the NWR had replaced them. Almost as if to blow ice crystals in our wounds, they had sent even more troops, better equipped. Gen 7 and 8 Ashers, too. Weapons we could’ve used to defend ourselves. Things that would’ve kept us alive.

      Kept them alive.

      “On Xenia, nobody ever asks what you want to be when you grow up,” I said. “Not much point, right? I signed up to be an Asher operator because I wanted to get the hell off that planet and be the biggest, baddest thing in the universe. What about you?”

      Tanaka shrugged. “It was something to do.”

      “You trained as a dancer before you joined up, though.”

      “Pay’s better as an operator.”

      “Ever think you made the wrong move? Would’ve been a lot less heartache.”

      “Injuries in ballet will kill your career. I got a fake arm and an eye, and look at me now.” Then she sighed, no doubt thinking back to why she’d joined the Farspace Legion, a story she’d never told me no matter how I’d tried to tease it out. “Besides, can’t change it.”

      Her old standby motto. I smiled. “No, we can’t. Much as I wish we could.”

      “Remember, Ace,” Tanaka said, “we’re all in this shitshow together now. To the end.”

      “To the end, sister,” I said.

      She leaned her shoulder against mine. There was nothing implied by the gesture, but the touch was electric. A feeling far different from when I netted into a Sentinel. A distinctly human touch. The knowledge that no matter what we had felt during those battles, no matter how close we’d been to losing it all, we still had each other. We were both still part of this ragtag family we called the Deadmen.

      “Hey, Aya?”

      She looked over at me, her dark eyes reflecting the lights of the Sanctuary. “Yeah, Ace?”

      “I, uh, think it might be time to call it a night,” I said.

      Tanaka’s eyelids drooped, her chin resting in her palm. An empty mug sat before her on the bar.

      “I think you might be right,” she said.

      We walked back to base together. The return trip always felt longer, but I didn’t mind tonight. We ambled through Clearwater, passing under the glowing lanterns. The red and blue and green lights reflected off the snowflakes swirling around us.

      I heard a crack to our right. Like the sound of something snapping through ice. I twisted, bringing my fists up. Adrenaline surged through me, returning me to a semblance of sobriety.

      Tanaka mirrored my movements, ready to lay out our attacker.

      “Ah, hell,” I muttered, dropping my arms.

      Tanaka laughed.

      A glass deer stared at us, pearly eyes illuminated by lanterns. Beside it stood another deer a third its size. Its baby.

      “Sorry, friends,” I said, holding out my open palms. “I don’t have any food tonight.”

      The deer took another step closer, sniffed my hands, then turned away with a huff.

      “Next time,” I promised, starting to walk away.

      “Think there will be a next time for us?” Tanaka asked.

      I paused and looked behind us. The deer had disappeared down the street. All that was left was a trail of footsteps, slowly being filled in by the falling snow.

      “Now that the NWR is here,” she clarified. “The Sentinel operating program might’ve been a one-time thing.”

      “A next time for us then?” I asked, parroting Tanaka’s question.

      I reached a hand up to the nerve-port on the back of my neck. It itched. I felt that call. Guessed she did, too. That beast that lived inside my nerves, scratching to free itself. To net up and run.

      “I don’t know,” I said again. “But I hope so.”
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      Light streamed through the single, narrow window in my quarters, and a dull ache swelled at the back of my skull. The loud knocking at the door made the pain worse. Tanaka liked to say drinking was a little bit like borrowing happiness from the next day. Last night I’d dug myself right into a mountain of debt.

      I swung my legs over the side of the bed. They hit with a cold smack, and I rubbed my forehead, brushing my fingers through my uneven hairline, permanently altered thanks to the same bastards that had taken my legs.

      The pounding at the door continued.

      “I’m coming,” I groaned, standing.

      I opened the door.

      Standing there, looking up at me, was Bussert.

      “Looking rough, Sergeant.”

      I massaged my temple. “Better be a damn good reason you woke me up.”

      She winced slightly. “I think it is, but could you, uh, do something about that breath before I show you?”

      “That hurts, coming from someone who digs through Sentinel guts all day.”

      A few minutes later, I’d splashed some water over my face and brushed my teeth. Took a couple pills for the headache, hoping they’d kick in soon. Then I was out the door, following Bussert.

      She took me into a room deep inside the lab. All kinds of strange glass containers stood in orderly rows over benchtops. A few contained bubbling liquids, and others connected to tiny plastic tubes running in and out of buzzing machines. The whole room carried the scent of rubbing alcohol with a slight tinge of melting plastic.

      She stopped in front of a polyglass partition that separated us from robotic arms inside a sterile chamber. Using a joystick, she manipulated one of the arms and picked up a thumb-sized glass vial filled with a black liquid.

      “Here it is,” she said. “The Scourge.”

      I took a step back. This was supposed to be the civilization killer, the weapon of unimaginable power. Didn’t want to be anywhere near it, if I was being honest.

      “You opened that sarcophagus?” I asked.

      “We did. The whole container was sealed in an alloy like the material on the Rune gate exoplanets. It’s very hard to damage, which made it a pain in the ass to drill into.”

      The black liquid inside the vial seemed to ripple, undulating of its own accord even when the arm was steady.

      “You know what it is?” I asked.

      Bussert tapped on a holopad resting beside the containment chamber. It sprung to life with a holographic image of black particles floating in the air. Bussert gestured over the pad, and the images expanded. Each particle had spindly legs that spread in every direction. Those legs scraped at the air, like they were searching for a handhold just out of reach.

      “They’re nanoparticles,” she said. “At first, we thought they were nonliving. But then we characterized them and found XNA. Xenonucleic acid.”

      The doc looked at me like she expected me to be shocked.

      “Can you try that again in my language?” I asked.

      “These things are alive. Like bacteria. Except nano-sized with unique synthetic DNA analogues. You understand?”

      “As much as I’m going to. What exactly does the Scourge do?”

      “These particles can infect living things, including humans. We ran cell culture experiments and sims to confirm it. They target the nervous system.”

      I imagined those tiny, spidery things crawling around my nerve-ports. That sent a shiver down my spine. “And after it infects someone?”

      “I spoke with some of the new archaeologists and linguists on staff after they had a crack at the documents McKinley left behind.” She paused as if trying to find the right words. “The Scourge… enslaves people.”

      “What does that mean? How?”

      “We don’t exactly know,” Bussert said. “But what we do know is that the Scourge particles don’t replicate on their own in a contained environment like this sterile chamber or the sarcophagus. They need stimulation. Like a signal or catalyst once they’ve infected a host.”

      “Woah, woah, let’s back up,” I said. “You can tell all of this from your sims?”

      “No. Truth is, we now have a whole list of people who’ve been infected with the Scourge.” She held my gaze, a sad expression in her blue eyes, and touched my arm lightly. The kind of gesture you see when a doc’s telling someone their kid died in the OR. “I don’t have a good way to say this, so I’m just…” She shook her head. “Shaw, you are infected with the Scourge.”

      Those words rang in my head, pinging around before my brain finally absorbed them, the sour taste dancing across my tongue growing worse. My skin prickled, nerve-ports itching more than ever.

      “I’m infected?” My voice sounded hollow, distant.

      Bussert nodded slowly, but her expression didn’t change. She took a deep breath before continuing. “The rest of your team is, too.”

      That was like a sucker punch of a sentence. Felt dizzy, the corners of my vision going dark. I had to lean on a lab bench to keep myself upright.

      “And it’s not just you.” Bussert’s gaze fell for a second. “The bodies we recovered from Garcia’s team, Garcia herself... all have the Scourge.” Her bottom lip quivered as if she was about to break down now. “We think everyone on Ferrous might be infected to some degree. We’ve all been exposed to latent Scourge in the atmosphere for God only knows how long.”

      “This shit wasn’t just in that container? You’re sure?”

      She nodded. “Given all the bodies we had to process from the Alliance attack…  we’re sure.” Then her eyes narrowed. “Those plaques around your brain and nerves aren’t from Colonizer’s Bane. They’re conduits formed by the Scourge. And these conduits are just like the ones in the Sentinels. The same silvery material that stretches from their bio-mech cores through their nervous system.”

      “Shit.” I needed to sit. I found a stool and dropped onto it. Didn’t help the queasy feeling rumbling through my gut. “If those glyphs are right and the Scourge enslaves people, were the Sentinels like us once? Sentient, I mean.”

      I didn’t ask the question I really wanted to know and was most afraid of: Would we share that fate?

      “Maybe. We don’t know yet.” She pulled up a stool next to me, sighing. “There’s a lot we’re still trying to figure out. The Scourge reacts differently in different people. Most of the bodies we recovered after the Alliance attack had large clusters of Scourge throughout their tissues. Nothing was organized along the nervous system like your team or Garcia.”

      I thought back to the images Feng had shown me of the Bane inching through our bodies. “Why are we different?”

      “The answer seems pretty obvious to me, especially after talking to Feng. It’s because you were operating Ashers. And for your team, I think the Sentinels had an even more significant effect. It’s as if the external signal exchange in your nervous system helps the Scourge particles know where to go.”

      “If I would’ve known what this was doing to my team...” I almost said we wouldn’t have done it. But that wasn’t true. Piloting those Sentinels was the only thing that saved Ferrous. That saved the rest of the NWR from the Scourge. If given the choice, I would’ve done it again. Because really, it wasn’t a choice. It had been our only shot at survival.

      Bussert shook her head, eyes on the particles floating above the holopad.

      “None of us really knew what would happen going into this Sentinel piloting program.” She exhaled. “But in a strange way, I think the Scourge actually helped you. Your exposure shielded your nervous system from the intense signal pulses generated by the Sentinels. Back when we first started a piloting program with Acosta, none of the operators showed symptoms of a Scourge infection.”

      “That damn Elder was right then, huh? The gods chose us.”

      “I don’t know about that, but there’s something special about you.” Bussert forced a sympathetic smile. “You have sheath formations so thick they might as well be a secondary bone structure. Much larger than the others. You have even more than the very first colonists who landed on Ferrous.”

      “Why?” I asked.

      Bussert shrugged. “I’m not sure yet.”

      Did the Sentinels really choose me? Did it have something to do with my upbringing on Xenia? I’d probably get as many answers from the Divinists as Bussert at this point.

      That gave me an idea—and I didn’t like it.

      “Do you have access to the Ferrous colonists’ health records?” I asked.

      “Most of those first settlers are in the top echelons of their religious order, serving as Elders. They’re—” She paused. “Oh. Oh. I see where you’re going with this.”

      “Let’s just say for a moment that the Colonizer’s Bane on other planets is the Scourge, just like mine. Then it makes sense why I have the most.” My thoughts flashed back to Xenia. Everyone eventually suffered the Reds or went crazy. “Xenia is probably a hotbed of the Scourge. The only reason I’ve lived so long when so many on my planet died, if I understand right, is precisely because those nerve signals from the Ashers and the Sentinels kept my infection in line.”

      “Yes, yes.” Bussert began furiously scrawling across her holopad, taking notes. “The Scourge feeds off those signals, creating organized sheaths instead of just floating around the body, wrecking the brain and organs and… oh, that’s got to be it. This explains more than we ever suspected about Colonizer’s Bane. Feng’s going to have a heart attack when he hears about this.”

      She was already thinking about the good from our discovery.

      I was thinking about the bad.

      “If Xenia is infested with the Scourge, worse than Ferrous even, then there’s more Scourge out there for the Alliance to take,” I said. “Schroeder said the Alliance showed up at other colonies. Maybe they’ve already found the Scourge somewhere else.”

      Bussert’s excited expression dropped. “But if that’s true, there are plenty of easier targets than Ferrous. Why would they invest so much to come here if they already had the Scourge?”

      “McKinley knew way more than he ever let on. Maybe… Maybe the Scourge wasn’t the only thing he or the Alliance wanted on Ferrous.”

      “I still can’t believe he betrayed us,” Bussert said, her eyes aimed at some point only she saw. “I worked alongside him, never suspecting a thing, and all that time he was a traitor.”

      “What’s done is done. The guy escaped in another shuttle with some junk that looked like it might’ve been pulled from the temple. Didn’t think anything of it at the time, but if you’re right, he might have been looking for something else near where the Scourge was buried.”

      Bussert stood, pacing between the lab benches. “God, you might be right. They could’ve found tech to activate the Scourge or control it. Maybe even produce it. I don’t know, but we have to figure it out. I’ll get sci ops on it immediately.”

      “What can I do?” I asked.

      “Nothing right now, Shaw. Wait. Rest. Recuperate.”
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        * * *

      

      I did my best to follow the doctor’s orders, but thoughts of what other secrets the Prog city might have held haunted my waking hours for the next few weeks as sci ops ran their investigations. Not even a night of drinking frostmelt with my team could pull my thoughts away from wondering about the nightmarish objectives McKinley and the Alliance had executed on this planet.

      Didn’t help that ever since the new fireteams of Asher operators arrived, I couldn’t even go on patrol in a Hel to distract myself. So when Bussert called me back one late night, weeks after the attack, I went running, desperate to see if she’d found some answers.

      “I’m not supposed to show you this,” she told me as she tapped on a holopad.

      A holovideo played, showing two NWR sci ops members at the edge of the vault I’d discovered in the temple. One was a man in a dark-gray coat, headlamp on his helmet and a holopad under his arm. The other was a woman with a white coat, her own helmet-mounted lights burning away the darkness. Each wore utility vests full of tools. Chunks of burned fungus hung around them. A few tendrils still shone brilliant emerald. The explorers pushed past the organic matter and climbed down into the vault.

      “Back here,” the man said, moving toward a wall covered in scorched fungus. He dug into his vest and took out a black light. Its purplish beam traced along a cleared section of the wall to reveal a pair of handprints.

      “I think that’s it,” the woman said. She stepped forward, the camera following her, and pressed her palms against those handprints. Something clicked, and a panel on one side of the vault drew back, leading into another chamber.

      A few murmurs of excitement passed between the two sci ops researchers and whoever was behind the camera as their lights probed the recesses of the new space. The walls were covered in mold and dust. A single stone pedestal stood in the middle of the chamber.

      “Not much in here,” the person behind the camera said.

      “Not now, anyway,” the woman said.

      She walked to the pedestal. It had a U-shape carved into it, like it was supposed to be holding something. Sure enough, as the explorer’s light scraped along the pedestal, it revealed a clean patch of stone. Like an object had been sitting on it for years, shielding it from the mold growing over everything else.

      Behind the pedestal, bioluminescent fungus illuminated glyphs etched on the wall. One of the scientists held up a holopad, comparing the script with his lexicon.

      “Is that right?” he asked.

      The woman traced a finger over the glyphs. “It matches my work and McKinley’s.” The translation scrolled across the images as she said the words aloud: “Here is the Key to the Mind of the Scourge. The Key controls the Mind. The Mind controls the Scourge. The Scourge controls Us.”

      Bussert closed the video. I had to remind myself to breathe, a wave of ice wrapping through my insides.

      “We don’t know what the Mind is,” Bussert said, her voice quivering. “But it looks like the Alliance stole this Key.”

      That was what McKinley had really wanted in the temple. I pictured him escaping in that shuttle. The one damn shuttle that made it out of the pyramid, out of the Prog city.

      “Then we need to get it back,” I said.

      “Word is that Agarwal is working with the new commander to figure out where the Alliance might have taken it.”

      “Good. They can’t have gone too far yet. The nearest Rune is still over a month’s flight away.”

      Bussert gave me a hard look. “That’s right.”

      “Looks like you’ll have your hands full.”

      “I will, and so will you. I’ve been asked to continue the Sentinel operating program. You and the Deadmen are going to be the first sanctioned Sentinel fireteam in the NWR. So long as you guys are up for it.”

      I straightened, feeling the fire behind my nerve-ports. “I only got one question.”

      “Shoot.”

      “When do we net up?”
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      Dear Reader,

      

      Thank you for reading the first book in the Deadmen’s War series. I sincerely hope you enjoyed it. If you did, would you please leave a review? You can leave one as short or as long as you like.

      Reviews are crucial to authors. They help us figure out what people did and didn’t like, along with helping tell potential future readers what to expect. I greatly appreciate any and all reviews!

      This has been one of my favorite books to write to date. Big alien monsters, mechs, crazy planets… This was the type of sci-fi I grew up on and wanted to be a part of. It’s always a blast when I can mix a bit of action, some characters I like, and fun (even if it is alien) science. I cannot wait to share the rest of the Deadmen’s perilous adventures with you.

      The journey continues in Book #2, Dreadnaught, which can be picked up here: My Book

      If you want to make sure you don’t miss any releases in the series and hear about what else is next, sign up for my mailing list here: http://bit.ly/ajmlist

      I won’t spam you, and I only email my readers when I’ve got something new out or some special deal. For signing up, you’ll also receive a couple of free books.

      I love to hear from my readers. If you want to get in touch, there are a number of ways to reach me.

      Facebook: www.facebook.com/anthonyjmelchiorri

      Email: ajm@anthonyjmelchiorri.com

      Website: http://www.anthonyjmelchiorri.com
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