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Chapter One
Xander felt the dropship shake as shrapnel impacted the hull. The vessel ahead of him had exploded, forming a wall of sharp metal his own craft had sailed directly through, travelling too fast to evade. It was supposed to be so easy, just a routine garrison job. Low paying, but with little to no expenses, important when the money was coming from Xander's pocket. The dropship shook again, and Xander felt the strap holding him to his seat slam against his skin. There would be a bruise tomorrow. If he lived to see tomorrow.
“All riders prepare for drop in fifteen seconds. Drop zone is hot, repeat drop zone is hot.” The dropship’s pilot was struggling, he could hear it in her voice.
“You ever wonder what led your life down such a shit path?” said one of the other riders, an ID tag in Xander’s vision identifying him as Alexi. Alexi was a wall of a man, a slab of muscle that seemed to be perpetually glistening. Xander hadn’t found out if it was through sweat or oil yet, and he wasn’t planning on it.
“Nah, not me,” said another voice, the wetware HUD identifying her as Anya. Xander hadn’t bothered to program in their last names. Getting close never worked out, not in the long run. “I own all my shit decisions. What about you, Cain?”
“Do you really have to ask?” Xander said. It was hardly a secret, Xander’s disgrace had made the news net across half the core worlds.
“Dropping in five! Heads up riders, you’re up!”
There was a loud clunk as the floor slid away, the metal doors beneath each of the three mercenaries revealing the concrete below. The clamps gripping each by the shoulders released, sending them dropping through the gap.
They landed with a slam, massive humanoid machines crouching automatically to absorb the shock of the landing. They had dropped nearly thirty feet, the dropship hovering overhead just long enough to release its cargo. The massive war machines began to barrel forward, looking for cover amongst the already partly destroyed buildings.
Xander brought his to a run, the machine's movements his own, its cameras feeding directly into his vision. He swung his weapon around, snapping off a shot at a tank that had trundled into the compound. The round hit the armour, denting the turret but bouncing off into the concrete, dust flying into the air. The tank returned fire, cannon shots slamming into the warehouse that Xander had chosen to take cover behind, destroying a chunk of wall.
“Getting sloppy, Cain?” Alexi said. He stormed forward, one mechanical leg in front of the other, footprints stamping into the concrete as if it was mud. He had his own weapon tucked into his metal arms. It looked like an assault rifle but expanded to fit his enormous mechsuit. He squeezed the trigger, firing a burst at the tank. His rounds hit home, this time breaching the armour. It didn't explode, but its crew weren't taking that chance, already streaming out of its top hatch, abandoning the stricken vehicle.
“Just conserving ammo, Alexi. This was supposed to be a garrison job remember? Doesn’t exactly pay well. Every bullet fired is less credits in my pocket.”
“Armour repairs would cost more,” Anya said. Her mech suit lumbered behind them. It was much bulkier, thick armour plates covering every surface, powerful servos whining with every movement. Underslung on each arm were the barrels of two rotary cannons, whilst mounted to each shoulder was an imposing-looking missile launcher.
“On that beast, maybe?” Xander panned his suits cameras over the compound, taking in what he could. The dropship had rocketed back towards orbit, but bursts of antiaircraft fire had followed it. There was a battery, likely mobile, not far from the outer wall of the compound, nestled within the skyscrapers that surrounded it. “Anyone else make it down?”
“Doesn't look like. Shit, there was supposed to be two other dropships, both fully loaded.” Alexi had jogged forward, taking up a position at the entrance of the compound, crouching low behind the wall. He popped up, snapping off a few shots before ducking back down. “Eight riders snuffed out like that.”
“Well, we weren’t expecting a hot LZ. Hell, we weren't expecting any kind of combat.” Anya knelt on one knee, her launchers adjusting to face upwards. "You got a clear look?"
“Nah, want us to get one?”
Anya replied in the affirmative, her request appearing as a thumbs up icon that flashed to life in the corner of each mans’ HUD. Xander broke into a run, sprinting past the open gateway to the compound. The great steel doors lay on the ground and they rattled as his feet struck them. Large dents were blasted into the metal, blown from their hinges by concentrated tank fire. He crouched on the opposite side from Alexi.
“I will lay down the covering fire, eh? Wouldn’t want you to spend precious credits,” Alexi said. He immediately poked over his makeshift parapet, bursts of fire pouring from the barrel of his weapon.
Xander didn’t wait, he peeked over the stone, scanning what was ahead with his cameras. The enemy forces were falling back, the tanks not willing to take their chances funnelling themselves through the entrance into the waiting mechsuit fire. They had their own suit support, at the far end of the road, taking cover against the sides of skyscrapers. Xander’s vision bounced between the targets, highlighting each as he did so. Six tanks, two mechs and at least three squads of men.
“Targets tagged, Anya,” Xander said, sending the information to his colleague with a thought.
“Launching!” she replied. There was a loud whooshing noise, the sound of fury and death screaming free from its tubes. Missiles streaked into the sky, arcing high before turning their noses downwards, racing towards the targets. They slammed down a moment later, exploding against the tops of tanks and blasting the road apart, sending infantry scattering.
“Go, go, go.” Xander swung himself around through the entrance, taking advantage of the commotion the missiles had caused. He swung his weapon, shot after shot snapping out at damaged tanks and cowering infantry. The barrage had caused carnage, destroying most of the enemy armour and making the rest easy pickings for the advancing mechsuit. Alexi followed behind him, jogging to keep pace with his companion.
Xander stepped to the side as a mechsuit swung around from its hiding place, firing shots from its weapon. The right side of the mech was damaged, the missile strike had hit it hard, blowing the arm clean off and shredding the armour. The rider was lucky, a little further and they would likely have been destroyed along with the limb. They were clearly shaken, their aim off, high calibre shots careening wildly. The shells blasted into the ground around Xander, sending masonry flying.
Xander's return fire was controlled, practised, careful well-aimed shots fired with the precision of a true expert. He fired a three-round burst, each shot slamming home into the torso of the enemy mech. It stumbled backwards, falling onto it's back with a crunch.
Its ally finally gained the courage to help it, stepping out from its own cover. Its armour was scratched, but it was otherwise unharmed, no doubt evading a direct hit from the missile. It brought its weapon to bear and aimed at Xander. It was too slow.
Alexi had carried on running, stomping up the road, kicking a burning tank aside as he did. He barrelled into the new arrival, bringing his leg around behind the enemy mech. It toppled, a burst of fire escaping its weapon as it fell, blasting chunks from a skyscraper across the street in a neat line. Alexi dropped his weapon as he followed his opponent down, a section of his leg armour springing open. He gripped the handle that appeared from within, sliding out a long sharp knife. He jabbed, the energy field on the blade heating the armour of the enemy suit as it pressed down, the wound glowing a vibrant orange. He pushed down until the hilt hit the torso of his opponent, before pulling it free. The enemy suit had stopped moving, the sensors on Alexi’s mech showing no life signs from within.
Xander's opponent hadn't been so lucky. There were life signs there, but they were all over the place, the rider's body failing. Xander's shot had hit his chest directly, the high-explosive squash head rounds fired from his hand-held cannon designed to cause the internals of their targets to explode outwards, to spall, fragments of metal slammed loose from the impact. The pilot inside was likely shredded by his own machine.
“No hard feelings,” Xander said, as he pulled his knife from its holster, slamming it into the stricken mech. The life signs stopped. He pulled the blade free, sliding it back into its resting place, the armour plate slamming tight against his leg again.
“These are not mercs,” Alexi said. He had turned the fallen suit nearest him over, examining it. “This is a pair of stock QT-34s, no mods. See how the back of the knee is exposed? No merc would let that flaw go unmodified.”
“No corporate markings though. Either you’re wrong and these guys are just really bad mercs, or this attack was an off the book affair. We should send this up the chain.”
“Agreed,” Anya said. Her hulking suit was stood in the entryway to the compound, her rotary cannons spinning in anticipation. “Problem there is I’m not getting any signal.”
“Me neither,” Alexi said. “It would appear surface to orbit comms are being jammed.”
Xander pulled up a map of the surrounding area in his HUD. The walled compound and its warehouses were centred within a busy metropolitan area. It was not all that uncommon. As vicious as inter-corporate fighting could get, they rarely moved when there could be civilian casualties. After all, those were potential customers. There was a large green blob on the map several blocks away, a park area, a lone sea of life in an otherwise cramped city.
“Here,” Xander said, sending the location to the others. “This is the best place to park some AA, if you want any kind of line of sight. I would bet excellent money those guns are here. Probably whatever command unit they have. Likely the jamming equipment too.”
“Makes sense,” Alexi said. He had hoisted the fallen mechsuit over his shoulders. His own suit was straining a little, but Xander didn't blame him. Salvage rights were a hotly requested perk in merc contracts. Alexi began to walk back towards the compound, taking care not to trample the fallen infantry in his way. It wasn’t considered proper, to destroy corpses when not necessary. The other infantry had scattered, fleeing into the streets, they were no match for a trio of suits. At some point though, someone would come for the fallen, and desecrating bodies did nothing for a merc’s reputation. Xander knew all about reputation, having experienced both sides of the coin.
“I’ll cover the compound then,” Anya said. “You two are more mobile. If you can get eyes on them and tag the guns, I can support you from here. Got enough missiles left for another decent salvo.”
“Garrison job my arse,” Xander said, crouching to lift the suit with the missing arm. It was damaged, but salvage was salvage. Xander could use every credit he could get, especially now. “They had to be expecting a hit, right?”
“Why else have a garrison?”
“Anya has a point, Cain,” Alexi said. “Still, if we knew there would be combat, I would have commanded a much higher rate. This is our fate I feel, as freelancers. The guild companies scoop up all the good work, and we get left with the shit at the bottom.”
“Well,” Xander said. “Whilst we go and deal with those guns, Anya can have a nice long talk with our employers. Express our…dissatisfaction.”
“Hah! I wonder who I feel more sorry for, the crews of those guns or the pen pushers in those warehouses?”




Chapter Two
Xander jogged across the road, metal feet thudding as he did, shaking the benches and trees that ran the length of the street. He had his weapon tucked tight to his shoulder, or at least to what felt like his shoulder, his neural connection to the mechsuit making it as natural as his real body. It was why mech pilots were called riders, the connection between man and machine much closer than being merely sat at the controls. Xander tucked in closer to a building, hiding the bulk of his suit. He was careful, exposing as little of the massive machine as possible. It was a mistake rookies always made, the difference in scale tricking their mind.
“Next block over, Alexi. We’ve got two options. Try and sneak a laser lock and hit them with Anya’s barrage first, or go in hard and fast, hope they don’t have time to react.” Xander didn’t need to explain the situation to Alexi, the man was an experienced freelancer with a long career in a guild registered before his particular fall from grace. Xander hadn’t asked how Alexi had found himself scraping the bottom of the contracting barrel and didn’t particularly care. Get in, do the job, and move on. Xander had no interest in forming personal connections, it only made things more difficult.
“Maybe we do both?” Alexi had taken up position on the opposite side of the street, mirroring his comrade. “One of us goes in fast whilst the other locks the targets? Punch right through then follow it up with a barrage to finish off the stragglers?”
“Depends on what they have, I suppose. We could be walking into a whole mess of mechs. Without any air support, we're in real trouble though. If they've locked down this area, it's only a matter of time before they start bringing in their own air assets.”
“I think if they had more suits, the assault on the compound might have been more supported? Regardless you are right.” Alexi peeked around the corner, his suit's cameras scanning the street. “Hold a second, movement here.”
In Xander’s vision a section of the building at the far end of the street became highlighted in green, the location relayed from Alexi’s mech to his. He was right, there was movement at the windows. For a brief moment, Xander considered peeking out himself, trying to zoom his camera in on the glass, an attempt to rule the movement out as civilian. The question rapidly answered itself as something streaked from the window, blasting down the street with a whistle.
Alexi twisted back behind cover as the missile slammed into the building. Rubble sprayed forth, scattering across the concrete like confetti. Sharp sections of bent rebar jutted from the hole, the armour piercing weapon punching into the building easily.
“Argh, fuckers scratched my paint.” Alexi shuffled his mech sideways, away from the edge of the building. “I am unhurt. Luckily.”
“We could go around, move to the next street?” Xander's caution was well-founded. Whilst mechsuits were the premier combat weapon across known space, they weren’t invincible. Lucky hits from anti-armour weapons could damage or even destroy them in the right circumstances.
“We do not have time. Those anti-air guns will know we're coming now. This is the quickest route.” Alexi held his weapon close to his chest. “I will distract them. You deal with them. Sound good?” Alexi didn't give Xander time to respond, instead, he tucked his weapon close to his chest, turned the corner and ran, his suit pelting down the long road at its top speed.
The infantry saw him, and another missile screamed from the window, twisting in the air as it locked in on him. Alexi waited, stepping to the side at the last moment, causing the missile to crash into the concrete. The blast knocked him, causing Alexi to stumble for a few steps before righting himself.
Xander didn’t wait. He knew his allies stumble would be fatal if the infantry team could load another missile into their launcher. He stepped out from behind cover, and focused his mind on the window, willing his suit to fire.
From two points on his upper chest, around where the collarbones would be on a person, green beams lanced forth. They sliced into the building, traversing the distance in an instant. The lasers melted what remained of the shattered windows, and swept along the length of the building, turning the floor into a stripe of fiery death. Lasers weren’t effective against armour; the beams took simply too long to burn through the specially treated metals used on mechsuits and tanks but were devastating against infantry. Molten glass dripped down the side of the building, hissing as it hit the street below.
“Two left feet, Alexi?” Xander said. He kept his camera on the building, checking for further signs of movement. There was nothing. Either he had gotten all the infantry, or the survivors were trying to avoid the fate of their comrades.
“I would like to see you try and evade that. See how upright you stay,” Alexi said with a chuckle. “Seeing a Cain face down in the dirt might brighten this otherwise shit day.”
“There’s still time. Come on, looks like this has made our choice for us. Hard and fast it is.”
***
Both men sprinted, their footsteps a loud rhythmic slamming as they reached their top speeds. Neither slowed as they approached the turn towards the park, each choosing to keep their momentum. As they reached the end of the street, Xander turned sharply, his free hand digging into the concrete of the building that stood at the corner, jerking himself around and to a stop. Alexi chose to drop his suit into a slide, sparks flying into the air as metal scraped across concrete. They both squeezed the triggers on their weapons, bursts flying free. Their first shots went wide, blindly snapped off to disorientate the pairs expected opponents. The next barrage was on target, carefully chosen to cause maximum damage.
Their sudden rush had caught the defenders unawares. There was a trio of QT-34's alongside a cluster of infantry, all arrayed ready to face the attack they knew was coming. They hadn't expected such sudden ferocity however and hesitated for a moment. It was long enough, and shots from both mercenaries hit the mechsuit in the centre of the line, two solid bursts raking its armour. It fell backwards, crashing to the ground, its pilot either stunned or dead.
The defenders returned fired, shots sailing past Xander as he tucked back behind cover. Alexi wasn’t as quick, having to stand from his impressive slide. He dove for cover, but not quickly enough. One of the QT-34’s was on target, it’s shots slamming repeatedly into Alexi’s left arm, the same one that had taken the brunt of the missile fire earlier. Something shattered, metal tearing free, leaving the arm dangling limply from cables, lubricant splashing from severed pipework.
“Ah, fuckers. That’s going to cost in repairs,” Alexi said.
“You good?” Xander snapped off a few more shots around the corner of his cover. The defenders were sensing blood, advancing towards them slowly. Xander turned away as return fire landed against the side of the building. “They’re trying to pin us down. Can you flank to the next street from there?”
“Maybe, it’s a tight squeeze though, will take a few minutes.”
“We don’t have a few minutes.” Xander peeked around again, this time firing a lance of energy from his right laser. The beam swept across the road, incinerating the infantry it touched, leaving a black scorch across the street. The other infantry slowed, re-evaluating their advance. Lasers were terrifying weapons, thankfully rare outside of mechsuits.
“They’re advancing at us, correct?” Alexi said.
“Yeah, about two hundred meters out.”
“Ok, I have an idea. A crazy one.”
Xander fired again, blindly this time. “It’s better than nothing.”
“Anya,” Alexi said. “Do you read me?”
***
“I hear you, Alexi,” Anya said. She was leaning against the wall of the compound, the arm of her mech crushing the top of the concrete wall. Anya didn't care, if her employers wanted to try and take it out of her pay, she could just claim it had been damaged in combat. Combat no-one had expected. “There's a fair bit of interference. You must be close to whatever is scrambling the comms.” Jamming was difficult, and more effective the further the distance the message was travelling. It required specialist equipment and was often deployed to prevent surface to orbit transmissions.
“Lock on to this grid reference I’m sending you and launch your missiles,” Alexi said, mentally uploading his coordinates to Anya’s HUD.
“Are you sure Alexi? This is danger close. Real danger close.”
“That’s the idea, Anya.”
Anya lifted the weight of her mech off the wall, shifting it into a kneeling position. Her missile launchers slid into place; circuitry wired into her brain transmitting her thoughts to the weapons. Anya plotted her missile’s courses, the complex maths handled by her wetware. “Ok, incoming launch, take cover.”
***
There was a loud whistling, just for a moment, as the missiles screamed downwards. The enemy mechsuits were close now, their constant firepower pinning Xander and Alexi in place. A moment later, the street became a firestorm as missiles collided with the concrete. The destructive power of the barrage concentrated into a tiny area. The ground shook, the road shattered, fragments of stone showering Xander as he took cover behind the building, holding his suit close to the wall.
Alexi didn’t wait, sprinting out from cover even as the final missiles were falling. One of the QTs had lost its legs, crawling across the ground towards its dropped weapon. Alexi didn’t stop, simply putting a round through a shattered armour plate as he ran past, his broken arm trailing behind him. The second QT was still standing, though it was stumbling about, the pilot stunned. It saw Alexi coming, managing to snap off a shot at him. It got lucky, the round dug into Alexi’s weapon, the hot metal sticking into the side. Alexi tossed the trashed gun aside. He reached across and gripped his limp arm, tearing it free in a spray of lubricating fluid. He swung it like a club, smashing it across the side of the QT. His opponent stumbled, turning to run and Alexi kicked out, his boot striking the back its knee. The QT fell to the ground face first and Alexi dived onto its back, gripping his knife as he did. He raised the blade, ready to plunge, and then a shot rang out.
Alexi’s mechsuit fell to the side, a hole punched straight through it, a single armour piercing round taking its toll. The suit dropped to the already smashed concrete, kicking up a cloud of dust.
“Fuck,” Xander turned, snapping off a burst into the downed QT, ensuring that the loss of Alexi at least claimed his foe. He pulled back around the corner as a huge chunk of the building blew free, another powerful round fired at him. There was a sniper, out there somewhere. “Damn. Anya, you read me?”
“I hear you, Cain.”
“Alexi is down, and I’m pinned by a sniper. Any chance you have a missile left in the tube?”
“Two left, just in case. You got a location for me?”
Another round slammed into the building, punching through the wall and exploding out by Xander’s side, missing him by inches. “Give me a minute, working on it.”




Chapter Three
Xander hugged tightly against the wall, the armour of his suit scraping loudly. He was breathing deeply, considering his options. There weren't many. If he tried to flank around it would take too long, the antiaircraft guns would be on the move by then, their location compromised. No, he had to find some way to run the gauntlet, to get close to the sniper. Only then did he have a chance.
“Ok, Xander,” he said to himself. “Think about this. They must be using some kind of fin stabilising sabot round, to get that kind of penetration. That means they can’t be using thermals, or they would have just shot me through the wall.” The fingers of his suit drummed against the building, his wetware translating a subconscious habit to the mech.
Xander thought about his location. He was a few hundred meters from the park, a wide-open area with a large lake in the centre. The shots had to be coming from directly ahead, and the sniper would want cover. They were likely at ground level in one of the far buildings, probably crouching in the entry ramp for a subterranean carpark. Xander couldn’t recollect seeing one, but the angle of the shot that had hit Alexi was too low for the sniper to be elevated.
“We need to do something, Xander, got that idea yet?” Anya said. “Two shots, that’s all I’ve got.”
“He must be using normal cameras…Anya, I’ve got an idea. Hang on, yeah ok, I want you to fire one missile two hundred meters north of the last barrage. I want the next one two hundred meters north of that again, to hit three seconds after the first.”
“Plotting it in, Cain. If you’re thinking about doing what I think you’re doing you’ve got a brass set on you.” Anya let out a quiet chuckle. “Firing solution ready.”
“Ok, fire when ready.”
***
The first missile slammed into where the pavement met the grass of the park, shattering the wrought iron fence that separated them. A cloud of dirt and concrete sprayed into the air, catapulted by the force of the blast. Xander didn’t wait, diving out of cover and pushing his suit into a sprint, barrelling down the street towards the park. A shot rang out, the sniper wasn’t stupid, but the round went wide, missing Xander’s suit by a foot and slamming into the twelfth floor of a skyscraper at the far end of the street, shattering windows and stone. The trajectory confirmed what Xander suspected, the sniper was down low, firing at an upwards angle.
He kept running even as the cloud of debris began to clear. The second missile hit home and Xander could feel the force of the explosion, his armour shuddering as the blast wave hit it. Another wall of dirt flew high and Xander made a point to sidestep, shifting the position of his mech. It was a good choice, a second shot echoed through the park, flying through the spot his mechsuit had been just moments ago. He was past the dirt wall now and with his mech exposed, slid to the ground, careening across the mud towards his target. The lake.
The Mech hit the lake with a loud crash, water spraying high into the air. Xander sunk below the surface, keeping his Mech lying flat. It wasn’t deep, but if he was right it didn’t need to be. Lowering himself below street level should block the sniper’s line of sight, of course, if Xander was wrong, then he was an easy target, the water would be no trouble for the powerful sabot rounds.
He counted the seconds, there should have been another shot by now. Relieved he was somewhat safe, he rolled his mechsuit onto its belly and began crawling across the bed of the lake. Mechsuits could switch to an airtight mode, when needed, and he had switched it on with a flick of a mental switch as he had barrelled towards the lake. Xander scanned around with his head-mounted camera, looking for what he was after. He found it quickly, a pair of long plastic tubes dangling into the water.
Xander followed them, his camera tilting upwards towards the bank. There was a long vehicle parked there, the tubes running into a hatch that had been left open on the side. It was split into two parts, attached with a pivoting mount in the centre, like a trailer to the back of a car. Each half was thickly armoured and sat on six dense rubber wheels. Xander had seen similar command vehicles before, essentially conjoined APCs converted to carry complex electronics. The rear section had a large dish rotating slowly, likely the source of the communications interference. Running something like that needed a lot of power, the tubes no doubt pumping water into the vehicle’s reactor, keeping it cool so it could run for longer.
It was a common trick, one that confirmed his suspicions that they were corporate forces, despite the lack of insignia. The water-cooling system was a penny-pinching measure, one designed to keep the poorly paid corporate units in the field for longer periods. Now, it gave Xander the perfect shot.
He aimed his weapon, and squeezed, firing a burst towards the open panel. The rounds smashed through, the exposed interior allowing the shots to crash through into the reactor itself. Xander felt a little sorry for the men inside, if the shrapnel and spalling hadn’t gotten them, the cabin would very quickly be filling with extremely hot steam.
“This is Freelancer four to Heracles, Heracles do you read?”
“Heracles reads you Freelancer four. Comms jamming seems to have cleared up,” replied the operator. “Dropship gamma made it back up safely and reported the hot LZ. Status on your team?”
“Freelancer five is down, rider status unknown. Freelancer six holding position at the LZ. I’m uh, well I’m at the bottom of a lake. Pinned down by a sniper. I could really use some orbital support.”
“Negative freelancer four, orbital assistance is off the table for this op. Our contract was delivery only.”
“For fuck’s sake,” Xander said. “This was supposed to be a garrison op only, non-combat. Just stand there and look intimidating. I think the terms of the original contract are out the window. Look, I will pay for the orbital assistance and then take it up with my contractors. Unexpected extraneous expense clauses exist for a reason.”
The line was silent for a moment. “Agreed freelancer four, what can we do for you?”
“I’ll need a single strike, a nutcracker ideally. I’ll relay you coordinates in a moment.”
“Acknowledge freelancer four, Heracles on standby,” the operator said.
***
Xander stood up from his watery bunker, he was upright for just a second, before dropping down again with a huge crash of water. A shot sailed past where he had been. He hadn’t seen where it had launched from, though it had come from the direction he had been looking. It was a start. He rolled across the bottom of the lake, reappearing in the same spot would be foolish. He popped up again, faster this time, immediately dropping down. Xander rewound the camera footage with a thought, scrolling back through it at slow speed. The sniper hadn’t fired this time, Xander had been too quick, and the enemy was clearly experienced enough to know it would be a wasted shot.
There! Xander was right, there was a suit lying flat against a ramp leading down into a subterranean car park. The suit had a huge rifle mounted to a tripod. It was a clever setup, the ramp was screening the bulk of the enemy mech, making it difficult to target it. Difficult, but not impossible.
Xander came out of the lake firing. Not his anti-armour weapon, but rather his lasers. Steam hissed from his suit as the water cascading off him met superheated energy. His shots were careful, aimed at the enemies exposed head unit. It wouldn’t damage it, not really, the anti-laser coating would make that difficult. What it would do is blind the sniper, brilliant laser light scrambling his cameras, for just a moment. It was long enough.
“Target painted, Heracles. Launch the strike.”
***
The Heracles drifted lazily above the planet; a world known as Hades-Three. It was an industrial world, one deep in the part of the periphery known as the Iron Belt, a collection of systems with unusually large mineral resources. The corporations who dominated periphery space had come to a level of begrudging co-operation in this region, or at least, they had until today.
The Heracles was a typical jump ship. It looked a little like a dumbbell, a long central cylinder with two massive rings at each end. The rings spun constantly, providing gravity to the passengers within. Attached to the central bar was a series of smaller ships. A mixture of mercenary dropships, passenger transports and industrial hauliers.
An object dropped free from the massive jump ship, tiny in comparison. It drifted away for a moment, before a light flared to life, a rocket engine firing. It shot off, travelling towards the planet.
The object was a teardrop shape, a metal pointed canister with a white ceramic bottom. The tip blazed, the rocket firing its full power in a short burst. It hit the atmosphere, the air catching alight, fire surrounding the object. It screamed across the sky like a shooting star. As it fell towards its target, the outer shell exploded, falling away to reveal the weapon itself. It was a thin silver needle, hurtling towards the ground.
***
“Nutcracker away, Freelancer four,” the operator aboard the Heracles said. “Payment authorised from your account.”
Xander winced. That was going to be expensive. The fines for firing an orbital weapon alone were eye-watering, never mind the actual ordinance. He fell backwards, splashing into the water. He tucked himself tight, the mechsuit forming a foetal position below the surface.
Known officially as a type seven targeted orbital projectile, but more commonly referred to as a nutcracker, the weapon was designed to destroy bunkers. Launched at high velocity from orbit, the tungsten needle would crash into its target with an unbelievable amount of force. They were rarely used. When the Core Worlds had implemented the rules of corporate combat, they had placed heavy fines on orbital weaponry, outright banning nuclear and chemical options.
This particular nutcracker struck the top of the building the sniper was hiding beneath. As the tungsten needle passed through the structure, perfectly piercing its centre, the floors of the building seemed to bulge outwards for a moment, before shattering completely. Because the needle was moving so quickly, the effect made it look like the building had popped like a balloon. Debris washed outwards like a wave, smashing antiaircraft guns. The water of the lake shifted backwards, pushed by the shockwave. Xander held himself tight to the lakebed, relying on the bank to protect him.
“This better work,” Xander muttered.
***
Xander clambered up the bank. The lake water had soaked into the dirt as it sloshed back into place, making the ground muddy. His legs sunk deep as he stepped, the heavy weight of his mechsuit working against it. The building that housed the sniper was simply gone; its structure flung outwards in the blast. Where it had been was a huge crater, one that led deep into the ground. It was slowly filling with water, the impact cutting into the sewer beneath the city. Of Xander's opponent, there was no sign. Xander knew he was dead, surviving something like that was simply impossible, but he had hoped maybe to salvage the expensive rifle. The nutcracker had annihilated any sign of the suit, likely spreading it over a huge radius in thousands of tiny parts.
“Cain, can you read me?” Anya said. “Was that a nutcracker!? Are you ok?”
“Yeah, I’m fine, Anya. Antiair is down. Is everything secure at your end?”
“Yeah, nothing here. Don’t worry, I’ll hold the fort until you get back,” Anya said.
***
Xander knelt by Alexi's trashed mechsuit. The shot had been a good one, puncturing the reactor chamber, immediately shutting down the machine's power. Xander placed his hands on the front of the armour plating and pulled. The servos in his arm's strained, though Xander felt nothing. Rumour was early mechsuits fed back damage and faults to the user as pain. Xander assumed that idea would have gone out of the window the first time they went into combat.
Xander stumbled slightly as the armour panel finally came free. The central cockpit was undamaged, the round had skimmed the top of it. Peeling off the outer layer was much easier.
“Took your fucking time,” Alexi said. Blood was pouring down his face from a gash above his eye, but he looked otherwise fine. “What the hell was that shockwave?”
“Nutcracker,” Xander said. His voice boomed from his suit’s external speakers.
“Nutcracker? I would have liked to have seen that.”
“I’ll show you the footage later.” Xander extended his free arm, the hand held out with the palm up. “Hop on,” Xander said. “Your reactor is toast, and unless you fancy waiting around here for recovery, we need to get a move on.”
“We going back to the LZ?” Alexi said as he climbed into the hand. He held tight to the fingers like they were railings.
“Yeah, we need to have some serious words with our employers.”




Chapter Four
Xander thundered down the street, Alexi holding onto the fingers of the mechsuit tightly. Standard procedure when carrying a passenger was to move slowly, to avoid spilling them to the ground. That went out of the window almost immediately in a combat situation. Standard procedure was written by some clerk working for the mercenary guild who had never ridden a mechsuit in their life. Leaving the breaches of other mercenaries out of official guild reports was a time-honoured tradition, unless of course, they were on the other side.
Alexi shouted something, though Xander couldn’t hear him over the pounding of his metal legs against the concrete. The man looked tiny, clinging onto the metal fingers. He was gesturing behind them, pointing furiously. Xander turned the head of his suit, and warnings flared into his vision as he spotted what Alexi was pointing at.
A helicopter had swung itself around from behind a building, its rotor spinning furiously. It hung there, hovering, for just a second, before releasing a storm of fire, rockets screaming from their pods beneath.
Xander spun to the side, trying to evade the explosives. He wasn’t quick enough. Whilst most of the rockets slammed into the road, one struck the back of his right knee. The servos in the leg failed, sending him toppling. He slammed into the ground face first, his hands too occupied to prevent him from hitting the asphalt hard. The strike sent Alexi flying, and the man rolled across the ground, stopping motionless meters from the mechsuit.
Xander didn’t wait, he knew he couldn’t. He rolled onto his back, and as he did swung his weapon around. The helicopter strafed into the alleyway he had fallen into, moving to finish off its target with its cannon. Xander snapped off a burst as the helicopter did the same, blasting away with its nose mounted weaponry. They both hit their targets, the helicopters barrage moving up the street in a line, the last few rounds punching into Xander's already damaged leg. His were more on target, the rounds slamming into the helicopter. Its fragile armour shattered, sending it into a spin. It careened away, twirling off out of Xander's view. An explosion erupting past the entrance to the alley signalling its demise.
“Ah, fuck,” Xander said as he attempted to right himself. His right leg was nearly trashed, the servos not responding. Xander locked it into a straight position, a rod sliding from the upper portion to the lower to allow this.  The mechsuit limped forward, using its frozen damaged leg as a crutch.
It stopped as it reached the still laying Alexi. Xander was relieved to see he was moving if more than a little grazed.
“You could have maybe tried for a softer landing,” Alexi groaned as he slowly sat up. One of his arms hung oddly, flapping about as he moved. Even from here Xander could see the sharp bone jutting from Alexi’s forearm. “Argh, that’s going to cost in medical.”
“Your contract not cover it?” Xander said. His voice echoed through the streets, projected by speakers.
“No, I negotiated for more salvage rights. Had to give something up somewhere. This was supposed to be a stand and look intimidating job. Not so much an…ugh…dangerous one.” Alexi was gripping his broken arm, blood trickling between his fingers. “Any chance of a lift?”
Xander tried to bend down, stretching his hand. The mechsuit strained, metal groaning in protest. The arm stopped far short.
“No, servos in my leg are out, I don’t want to risk unlocking it.”
“Walking it is then.” Alexi nodded. He understood. Xander’s suit would be unstable with the damaged leg, and a mech on the ground was often a dead mech. “We better get going, before more reinforcements arrive.”
“Agreed,” Xander said. He pulled the empty magazine from his weapon dropped it to the floor with a clang. A compartment on the left leg sprang open and Xander removed a fresh magazine from it, slotting it into place with a click. “That was a little close for comfort.”
***
The three tanks bared down on Anya, firing their cannons as they advanced. She stood firm, allowing the shells to ping off her thick armour. It was a risk; a lucky shot could always penetrate even her dense hide. She swung her arms up, aiming her rotary cannons, barrels spinning. Spikes shot from the back of her ankles, anchoring her into the concrete.
Anya sent a thought through her wetware, her weapons firing in response, the arm-mounted weapons lacking a physical trigger. Shots sprayed forth, the noise filling the air with a terrifying ripsaw buzz. The street became a wall of death, the torrent of hot metal filling the air. The barrage shredded the tanks, annihilating the three of them in an instant.
It was a waste of ammunition maybe, a short burst at each tank would have been enough, but Anya was making a display, one that was intended to tell any other attackers that to try again was death. This had been the second assault since Xander had called in the orbital strike. The enemy forces were growing desperate, their air cover robbed from them. Whatever they wanted, they were determined enough to press for it anyway.
Something moved at the end of the street, and Anya readied her weapons again. Her arms dropped as she saw what was moving. It was a mechsuit limping on one damaged leg. By its feet was a man, his arm covered in blood. An IFF signal identified the stumbling suit as Freelancer four, Xander Cain. The man at his feet had to be Alexi. Anya was relieved to see them. She wasn’t friends with either man, not really, she had met them only days before the disastrous drop, but she hadn’t been looking forward to holding the base alone until she could arrange retrieval.
“Good to see you, these pricks, whoever they are, are getting desperate.” Anya was sweating inside her suit. Her weapons were powerful, but the kickback worked her servos hard even with her anchors, and the reactor had to up its output to compensate. Heat dissipation could be a problem for heavier suits. “Just repelled the second assault in the last half hour alone.”
“Well, we would have been here quicker, if we hadn't run into a bit of trouble with a helo,” Xander said. “And before that, there was the whole sniper thing.”
“A nutcracker for that? Must have cost a fortune.”
“Well, special circumstances,” Xander said. His suit shrugged, his intentions working their way through circuits and nerves.
“You really think you can argue that? I’ve never heard of someone actually invoking those clauses.” Anya stepped aside, clearing the way for the struggling suit. “Not sure I would have made the same choice.”
“Just glad the Heracles agreed to it. What kind of forces have you been seeing?”
“Just tanks,” Anya said. “No suits yet. Maybe you dropped what they had when you took the park?”
“Maybe, maybe not. I know this is a small base, but only six mechsuits and a single helo to support the tank assault? That doesn’t add up. Not when they would have been expecting at least a decently sized contingent of mercenaries. That job posting was on the network for months before the due date. The mechs wouldn’t be a surprise.”
“I’ve been thinking about that. Sure is odd, for a standard lounge about to need eleven mercenaries. Almost like they had expected trouble.”
“Yeah, we do need to have a word.”
***
The mechsuit groaned as it slumped downwards. The head unit moved back with a click, and there was a gush of hot air from under the armpits as the front armour slid forward, revealing the cockpit inside. It looked like a coffin, a solid rectangle of metal, encasing Xander totally.
The cockpit’s front opened, much less dramatically than the armour opening. The metal panel on the front swung open, revealing the rider within. Xander was an athletic man, his hair black with thick streaks of grey. A scar ran across the bottom of his chin, the story about it more embarrassing than he would have liked. Like all riders, the skin just above his left eye had been replaced by metal, a thin strip running from the top of his cheekbone to the middle of his brow. A cluster of wires were plugged into the metal, vanishing off behind the seat Xander occupied. He reached up and tugged on the cables, their ends unclipping from his skull.
Xander knew it seemed strange to civilians, to connect your mind directly into a machine. Other industries banned any kind of man-machine connection outright, ancestral memories of the collapse instilling a natural hatred of such technologies. Mechsuits were just too useful on the battlefield, however, and the mercenary guilds held enough political sway that the Core Worlds turned a blind eye. Xander had been on the receiving end of more than one bigoted punch in a dodgy bar because of it though.
Xander stepped out from the cockpit, resting his foot onto armour panel that had dropped forward. He reached down, gripping the folding ladder and releasing it from its hooks, tossing it over the side of the armour like a child dropping the ladder for their treehouse. He placed one foot onto the metal rungs, the wire sides of the ladder swaying as he lowered himself to the ground.
Xander turned to face the largest warehouse. The compound had three total, though one was significantly bigger than the others. Around them was a high outer concrete wall with a single large entrance. It was no different to a thousand other similar facilities, scattered all over the Iron Belt. Xander barged through a small side door, stomping across the warehouse floor towards the nearest room that looked vaguely like an office. The contents of the warehouse had been covered in blue plastic sheets, something that struck Xander as extremely odd.
“Who is in charge here?” Xander said, standing the doorway of the office, his hands against the frame. He scowled as he looked around the room. There was three men sat inside, each wearing a white shirt with a black tie, a name embroidered on the left breast of their clothing. Heliustech. The men turned to face the angry mercenary. One of them stood up.
“Can I help you, Cain, isn’t it?” The standing man said.
“You the asshole who counts himself as the boss?”
“I suppose,” the man said. “I am the supervisor of this facility.” The man outstretched his hand. “Sergei Bird, Heliustech site manager.”
Xander stared down at the awaiting palm. He didn’t take it. “You the corporate rep for the contract?”
“I suppose.” Sergei was remarkably calm before the angry, armed, mercenary.
“Then why, the hell, were we attacked? Our dropships flew right into antiair fire. Tanks were at your gates!”
“You were contracted for a defensive mission.”
“For a defensive garrison! Guild rules state that a garrison requires an extremely low chance of combat.”
“Low,” Sergei said. “But not impossible.”
“I would not class antiair guns and multiple enemy suits low. Expect to foot the bill for the orbital strike I had to call in. I’m invoking the special circumstances clause.” Xander took a step forward, moving into the office proper.
“From what I gather you chose to engage those antiair defences. I would argue that action was outside of the remit of your contracted purpose.”
“Are you really going to try and argue that?” Xander drew himself up. He wasn’t a tall person, but the corporate executive was much shorter than him, and he stared down at the man. “The only reason this whole facility isn’t being bombarded by helicopters right now is because they’re scared that you’ll bring in your own air support. And you should do that, fire that up the corporate chain or whatever you pen pushers do. You’ve only got a short time before they decide to send them in anyway.”
“Oh…I…uh, thank you then. I'll submit the request, but I can't guarantee that the higher-ups will pay it. How much does it come to?”
“Oh, with the orbital strike fines, you’re looking at least ten, maybe eleven million.”
“I’m sorry? Million.” Sergei was shaking. “Oh, well, that might be a problem…”




QualiTech Military Product Number Thirty-Four: Mechanised Combat Suit
Excerpt from the Boys Bumper Book of Mechs
Date of Launch: Year of Reclamation 1122
Ceased Production: Year of Reclamation 1401
Released early on during the Corporate Wars, QualiTech product thirty-four, more commonly known as the QT-34, was QualiTech’s first official foray into the mechsuit industry. Launched to little fanfare in the third year of the war, the QT-34 follows all QualiTech’s traditional hallmarks. It was cheap and poorly armoured, widely regarded at the time as a knockoff of the more popular Brahms and Stucker Defender.
Nevertheless, the QT-34 was a rousing financial success for QualiTech. The rate of attrition in corporate forces during the wars meant that the budget mechsuits were purchased in large quantities. The necessity of replacing forces quickly meaning they were constantly popular with purchasers, though they were wildly unpopular with riders. The suits proved easy to repair and maintain in combat. The mass-produced parts that composed them were easily replaced or salvaged and many QT-34’s are still in use today, especially amongst smaller corporations or bandit forces. QualiTech officially retired its support of the model in 1401YR, nearly three hundred years after its introduction. Time will tell of the replacement QT-212 will prove as ubiquitous.
The QT-34 is a variable loadout mech. It has a humanoid form with two working hands and a standard posture. The exact weapon configuration varies widely, but stock models were issued with a carried assault autocannon and a single medium yield laser in the upper left torso. Expansion ports for shoulder-mounted weapons exist in the unit but were rarely used. New models shipped with them empty, the extras sold as an additional add-on few corporations were willing to spend credits on during the war, as QT-34’s and their riders were generally considered expendable.
Powered by a dual-chamber neutrite reactor, the QT-34 had a comparable power output to its contemporary opponents. They proved ill-matched in other areas, however. Most commonly, the back of the suit’s knee lacked any kind of armour and was a vulnerable weak point. ‘QT-Knee’ is still a slang term amongst riders for an injury suffered from a toppling mechsuit, particularly amongst the mercenary companies. The suit also suffered from a substandard wetware connection, and frequently suffered from thought delay. Almost all modern suits outclass the QT-34, but in the hands of a capable rider, it is still a considerable threat to conventional units.
Notable Battles
-          During the siege of Hades, a battalion of QT-34s was able to punch through a defensive line made of mixed heavy mechsuits. Their opponents had gambled on fielding overwhelming firepower, but were outmanoeuvred by the battalion's commander, a young Maximus Cain, who would later go on to found the famous Cain's Corsairs mercenary company.

-          A lone QT-34 with an unknown rider was able to ambush and disable multiple convoys on the planet Athena over the course of six years, between 1324-1330. The suit was ultimately destroyed when the mercenary company Helena's Hydras hid their mechsuits in the convoy trucks, lying deactivated beneath canvas sheets. The rider managed to eject, and their identity is still subject to rumour.

-          During 1286, at the height of the Corporate Wars, the jump ship Perseus is fired upon from the surface of the planet Hermes, breaching the then neutrality of the jump ships. Carrying the Nightwolves mercenary company, the mercs are more than happy to oblige the captain of the massively damaged jump ship. Their own materiel destroyed, the mercs take to the surface in retaliation by fielding the large delivery of QT-34's the ship was carrying. The Nightwolves land every rider they can manage, including trainees. The assault on the missile battery is still the largest all mech assault ever recorded.





Chapter Five
Xander hated the wait. The corporate types never had any sense of urgency. There was always forms to fill out, authorisations to acquire, or a horde of middle managers to work through. It drove him insane. Xander wondered if slapping one of them into a mechsuit and sending them out to battle would put them right, or if they would dither over pulling the trigger. Either way, it would make his life easier, if only a little. It had been nearly two hours and Sergei had yet to reappear from his office. Xander was sat on the steps of the building, his eyes fixed to the skyline.
His suit was open, ready to receive him should the enemy, whoever they were, returned. Anya had stayed in hers, watching the skies with her rotary cannons. The formidable weapons would be useful if another attack came, especially if it was aerial, but they ate through ammunition at an insane rate and were difficult to reload. Once Anya was out, she was effectively unarmed.
“You look worried, my friend,” Alexi said. He was walking across the courtyard. His damaged arm was covered in a thick blue coating, a kind of hard spray-on plastic that dried near-instantly and formed a tight, if brittle, shell that acted as a makeshift bandage and splint. It was a common component of most first aid kits.
“I just hate this corporate bullshit. We could do with the air support. Two or three helos, it isn't asking much. From how long it takes you would think we were asking for an entire jump ship.” Xander stretched out his legs, tapping the back of his boots onto the concrete.
“It is how it is. You know these suited and booted types. It is why maybe you are a mercenary? It is the only way to escape the clutches of the constant drudgery.” Alexi took a seat on the step next to him. His face was covered in grease. His own suit destroyed; he had been trying to get the QT-34 he had salvaged working. It was sitting in the courtyard, its cockpit open. It wasn’t a perfect solution, the front armour was damaged, the interior cockpit plating destroyed, and the less said about the corpse that Xander had helped Alexi remove the better. The effects of a field knife on the human body were not pretty.
“I never had a choice. Family business, you know? Of course, you do. The name Cain is kind of, intrinsically linked to mercenary work after all. I didn’t even have much of a choice in being a freelancer.”
Alexi just nodded. The disgrace of Xander Cain was a well-known story in mercenary bars across the Iron Belt, and probably beyond. “If you have had enough of feeling sorry for yourself, can you help with this suit? I need to get the damaged arm off.”
“I can do one better; you can have the arm from the one I salvaged. I’ve already taken out the servos to repair my leg. And besides, I would much rather a working suit fighting on my side than some useless salvage. Not much we can do about the damaged front plate though.”
“We could maybe weld something over the cut?”
“And put a great big weak point here target on your armour? Probably not a good idea.”
"You make a good point, Cain." Alexi stood up, bracing himself against the doorframe with his freehand. The injury was painful and had no chance of healing properly in the field, but it wouldn't stop him piloting a suit. The wetware connection above his eye meant that, like all riders, the suit was controlled by his mind. There were dozens of stories about near-dead riders fighting to the last and even rumours above suits continuing to fight after their owners were technically dead.
“Come on, let’s get to work.”
***
Xander pulled himself into his cockpit seat. The chair was full of a form-fitting memory foam designed to stop him bouncing around as the heavy suit moved. He gripped the ladder, pulling it inside the suit and tucking it under the seat. He wiggled, getting comfy, and then reached up to his left. Attached to the chair, just above where it cradled his head, was a connector. He pulled on it and cable unspooled. He pressed the plastic end into the wetware connection above his eye and felt it click into place. There was a second where his mind was filled with a faint buzzing before the world fell away.
Reality returned, only this time he was staring upwards at the sky. With a thought he ordered the suits cabin to close. First, the cockpit lid shut, followed shortly by the front armour. His vision moved downwards as the head and its mounted cameras moved into place. Finally, the armour locked into position, sealing him inside his metal casket.
Xander turned, his suit following his mental commands. He stepped over to the QT-34, kneeling briefly to drop his weapon at its feet. Alexi had clambered up the side and was standing with his feet on the open front armour, his good hand gripping a handle on the inside of the cockpit. He gave a thumbs up.
Xander reached out and gripped the shattered arm of the suit. The missile hit had caused significant damage, it was barely holding on, the connections to the shoulder mount nearly severed. The shoulder itself was thankfully undamaged, though the armour around it was blackened. Xander held the arm, allowing his suit to take its weight.
Alexi shifted himself into the seat of the cockpit, reaching across the maintenance controls on the left side of the metal box. He pressed a set of keys, and the arm came free, the locks holding it to the shoulder releasing. Xander tossed it across the courtyard, the wrecked limb clattering against a far wall and bouncing slightly as it hit the ground.
They repeated the actions on the suit Xander had salvaged, having to stop for a moment to remove the singed corpse from the cockpit. Alexi had been forced to hold his breath as he released the shoulder locks, the smell of burnt flesh just too fresh.
The new arm slotted into place, Alexi gave another thumbs-up, and Xander slowly lowered it, allowing it to come to a natural rest. Xander stepped back and examined his handiwork. It wasn't pretty. Ideally, the arm needed to be tuned, the connections checked and tested. It would do, for now. Alexi unhooked the connection in his seat. Unlike Xander's suit, a well-worn Brahms and Stucker Defender, the wetware connection was simply held in place by a plastic clip, rather than retracting into the cockpit chair.
The cockpit door slammed shut, the armour sliding into place.
“Ah, feels good to be, well, not myself, but close enough.” Alexi's voice was coming through the radio, tuning to a frequency that had been predetermined as part of the contract.
“I get what you mean,” Xander said. All riders did. Their connection to their suits was sometimes so total that the massive war machines felt like the real them. Everyone claimed to know someone, a friend of a friend, who had ridden their machine just that little too long and could never leave it. It was a terrifying thought; one more step towards recreating the collapse. “You good to fight?”
“Always, my friend.”
“Good to hear it.” It was twice now Alexi had referred to Xander like that. Xander liked the man, but he was loathed to think of him as a friend. It wasn’t anything against Alexi but getting close to someone meant that Xander could lose them, and he didn’t want to feel that. Not again. “Think you can relieve Anya for a bit, whilst I go drum up some haste from those desk jockeys?”
“Happy to. Take her with you, might just push them along.”
***
Anya was a big woman. She heaved with muscle mass, her wide shoulders holding two intimidating arms. Her hair was dark brown, cropped short to avoid difficulty in combat. At her waist was a large sidearm. Much larger than she would ever realistically need. Her hand was resting on the holster of the cannon as she leant against the back wall.
“I’m sorry, but the request was declined,” Sergei said. The man’s tie had been undone and his hair messed.
“We need that air support,” Xander said, his arms crossed. He had raised himself up to his full height, fully intending to intimidate the man who was technically his boss. “Unless you want all of this to be rubble?”
“No! I tried. Really, I did, but head office said they can’t spare the resources.”
“Can’t spare the resources? Really? They can hire eleven freelancers for a supposed garrison op, but can’t afford to call in two, maybe three helicopters? Doesn’t quite add up, does it, Anya?”
“No, it does not.” Anya shifted her weight off the wall, stepping over to Xander. She towered over even him. “What gets me, is that the deployment date of this garrison job just so happened to be today. What are the odds of an attack on a day that anyone with access to the mercenary net would know there was a deployment going on? I mean, if the attack had been one day earlier, then the enemy would have taken this base easily.”
“Excellent points,” Xander said, nodding in agreement. “If you ask me, that means that there wasn’t anything worth taking here. Not until today. A cynical man might say that your, head office was it? Knew that an attack would come today and posted it as a garrison job to deliberately underbid.”
“Look, it’s not like that, it isn’t really…” Sergei was shaking, as though something was threatening to erupt from inside him.
“No? I don’t like being used,” Xander said. “Cheaping out on something like this is a bad, bad idea.”
“We can't afford it!” Sergei said, the words bursting from his throat. “The company, it's well, in trouble.” There was a series of gasps from the other office workers. It was clear they hadn't been privy to what Sergei was saying. “It's near-bankrupt. What's here, in these warehouses, will pay us billions. Billions! Enough to save the company. The garrison op was all head office could afford. It's why we can't have helicopters. We don't have any of our own and the rental costs on the others are…beyond our means."
“Rental costs on helos aren’t that much”
“They are when the whole Iron Belt is at war!”
“I’m sorry, you’re going to have to repeat that,” Anya said.
“I just heard. There are battles all over the place, corps fighting corps. Not just here. All across the belt. And not just mercenary actions. Proper planet-wide battles. Head office is under siege as we speak!”
“That’s insane,” Xander said. “The Core Worlds would step in. Like they did the last time. Hell, it might even be the end of the corps. What would even start something like that?”
“I don’t know. Look, I just run this warehouse. We aren’t a big company. We just have this facility and the salvage operations we run. We don’t even know who is attacking us!”
“I would think that it was corporate forces, considering the whole, situation. Why now though, this all feels too much of a coincidence.”
“I think,” Anya said, “that this one can answer the most pressing question. If they want this base, these warehouses, what’s under those sheets in there?”
***
Xander had never seen anything like it. The sheets had been pulled clear to reveal a cache that he could never believe, a trove of weapons and armour that was totally different in design to anything currently available. There were several crates of mechsuit sized weapons and armour plates, but most impressively was the entire complete mechsuit that lay in the centre of the warehouse. It was big, easily as large as Anya’s heavy Warden. It had strange legs that seemed to bend the wrong way, like a bird’s, whilst under each arm was a weapon that Xander didn’t even know how to describe. It was as if a rectangular box had been welded beneath each arm.
“Is this…is this lost tech?” Xander said.
“Yes. We found it whilst salvaging a detritus field in the belt out past Hades-Six. It was delivered in secret earlier today,” Sergei said.
“Not so secret,” Anya said. “Explains why the attack came today, getting all this stuff in the same place is a pretty tempting target.”
“I would say so. An entire lost tech mechsuit. I’ve never heard of that. Hell, I’ve never heard of this much together in one place,” Xander placed his hand on the side of the mechsuit. It was strange, to be so close to a weapon that predated the collapse, its science lost to mankind.
“If we can sell this, assuming our buyer is still willing, then we can pay you, and cover the cost of that orbital strike you called in,” Sergei said. He stepped next to Xander and coughed, pointing at the mercenary’s hand.
"If someone is still able to buy it. If your claim of war across the belt is true," Anya said.
“Now is the perfect time! Think of the increased price. Supply and demand and all that.” Sergei’s face was beaming. Clearly, he was in for significant bonus from this.
“That’s all well and good, but we need to hold out until then. And with this as a prize,” Xander said, gesturing to the suit before him, “you can bet your fucking arses those unmarked pricks will be back. And this time they know we’re hurt.”




Chapter Six
The wait was excruciating. Xander couldn’t understand it. The enemy had to know they were on the ropes, down a custom mercenary mech, out of ammunition, and running low on stamina. Most mercenaries were used to riding their mechsuit for prolonged periods of time, but it was draining. The wetware had a subtle effect, using it felt effortless and it was only when it was removed did the mental strain become apparent. It reminded Xander of his rider training when he was younger. The instructors had been fond of swimming as general exercise. Xander had enjoyed it, but already dreaded the moment when he stepped out of the pool and the waters comforting support slipped away, leaving only aching muscle in its wake.
Xander had taken the west side of the compound, resting his weapon along the top of the perimeter wall. The magazine loaded into the bottom was his only one remaining. The salvaged QT-34s used a different calibre in their cannons. Xander had allowed Alexi to scoop them up. The QT lacked the leg compartments to hold them, but they had found some combat webbing bundled into one of the corners of a warehouse. It now hung around Alexi’s suit like a sling, the spare magazines tucked within.
“This isn’t right,” Xander said, breaking the silence. They weren’t enforcing any kind of comms blackout, the enemy already knew where they were and what they would be doing, but the mercenaries had all fallen silent anyway. It was as if the wait was stifling their voices. “I would be pushing my advantage now.”
“Maybe they can’t?” Anya said. Her massive mech was back guarding the entrance, blocking the smashed gate with its enormous bulk. “Could be they don’t have the forces?”
“If you were going to take…what’s here,” Xander began. He wasn’t willing to discuss the contents of the warehouse openly on the radio. Entire battalions had fought over smaller lost tech discoveries. “You would come with a lot more than a handful of mechsuits, some infantry squads and a single helo. They clearly planned on bringing in more forces, otherwise why set up the AA? That was just the vanguard.”
“And yet, nothing. I get what you’re saying. Hell, I agree. But maybe what the suit said is right? Maybe stuff like this is going on all over the belt? Could be they got caught up fighting someone else?”
“She has a point, Cain,” Alexi said. He was pacing between the northern and eastern sides of the compound, patrolling the wall. Having more ammunition, he had been assigned the larger area to cover. “They were unmarked. There’s a war on and you see a unit with no IFFs or insignias, you shoot first and tag the bodies later.”
“I still don’t like it,” Xander said, his head unit shifting around, scanning his surroundings. “Do we even believe the suit? A war across the entire Iron Belt? That’s insane. Core worlds will come down like a sack of shit on the corporations if that’s true.”
“Not the first time there’s been a war out here.”
“Not the entire belt, Alexi.” Xander thought for a moment, the image of the nutcracker annihilating its target flooding back to him. “Hang on, just had a thought. Freelancer four to Heracles, do you copy?”
There were a few seconds of agonising silence.
“Heracles receiving you Freelancer four. We are a few light seconds out and prepping to jump.” It was a different operator to the last time, a man’s voice working its way across space on the radio signal. It wasn’t surprising. Jump ships made a good portion of their money providing additional services to the various mercenaries on whatever given world they were near. The previous operator was no doubt speaking with someone else right now.
“Just need a confirm on some intel. We’re hearing that fighting is breaking out across the belt. Suits here are claiming a war. Can you confirm?” Xander waited as his signal worked its way out of the atmosphere and across space. The delay to his first contact told him the ship was already some distance away.
“We’re hearing something similar, Freelancer four. Heracles has been contracted to pick up some of Helena’s Hydras for emergency routing to the Zeus system. Info on the drone was sparse, but it did confirm multiple conflicts right across belt space.”
“Affirmative, Heracles. Good luck.”
“You as well, freelancer four,” the operator said after a few seconds delay. It was longer this time, a sign the ship was getting further away.
“Ah shit,” Alexi said. “So, we’re stuck here? Guess a big operation like the Hydras pays more than a handful of freelancers.”
“If we can even pay. Suit says the company is in the shit. They need to sell that lot in there before they can.” Xander’s suit gestured over his shoulder with its free hand as he spoke, the wetware translating the subconscious motion.
“Why don't we sell it then?” Anya said. “I mean, they need to get it off-world to sell it, we need to get off-world to well…not die. They had to have a plan on shifting this stuff into orbit, right? Keeping it here just paints a big target on us.”
***
“No way. Absolutely not. That’s an insane idea.” Sergei was standing in the forecourt, head tilted back to look at Xander’s suit. People couldn’t help but look at the head unit, an involuntary reaction to the mechsuit’s humanoid form.
“Look. We can wait here until the enemy finally shows again, and they will, or we can get off our arses and get moving. They can’t steal this stuff if it isn’t here to steal in the first place.” Xander’s voice was coming from his suit’s speakers, tinny and rattling. Audio quality was low on the list for maintenance. “You have trucks for it all, right? Had to bring it in somehow.”
“Yes, they’re in warehouse three. The smallest one.” Sergei pointed across the forecourt. “We’re not doing it though. It’s suicide.”
“Eh, fifty-fifty at best.” The huge machine shrugged. “Better odds than waiting for an airstrike. You do have a plan for getting the…merchandise, off-planet?”
“Yes. Heliustech has a berth on the space elevator, and a cargo transport docked in orbit. We were going to ship it out on the Midas, a jump ship due in six days. But I can’t imagine it will be here, not if reports are true.”
“Jump ships are neutral ground. They'll be here. Not completing a contract is a big deal for them. Trust me on this, never suggest otherwise, they consider it a matter of honour, and those jumpers a little bit crazy.”
“Can’t be good for you,” Alexi said, his voice echoing from the buildings that surrounded the facility. “Jumping over and over. Spending all your time in space. Enough to drive a man mad I would think. And they say we are the crazy ones! I would take riding a mechsuit down here over living up there in a tin can any day.”
“We aren’t doing it!” Sergei said, crossing his arms. It was almost funny, the size difference between man and machine undoing any sense of actual anger. He looked like a toddler not getting his own way.
“Look. You want to keep your job, right?  If your company can’t sell this gear, then there will be no company at all. Especially not once I take them to court over failure to pay. That isn’t even including the cost of that orbital strike. I might be a freelancer, but I’m still a paid-up member of the guild. Think your tiny corporation can take on guild lawyers?” Xander was smiling beneath the metal of his suit. It was almost too easy.
“Well, there's certainly no need for any threats of legal action…”
“Can't imagine that you'll be very employable if you managed to kill your entire company. Listen, you paid us, or well, you will be paying us, to do a job. If we need a warehouse managed or…stock sorted? Whatever it is you do; we'll defer to you. When it comes to keeping this place safe, you come to us. We're the experts.”
“I imagine head office cares more about the contents of the buildings than the buildings themselves,” Anya said. She had caught on immediately. No matter what planet you were on, from the worlds closest to the core to the very fringes of civilised space, corporate types were all the same.
“Ok. Fine, ok. We’ll start loading the trucks. We might need the help of some of your mechsuits though, to make it quicker.”
***
It wasn’t pretty. What Sergei had called trucks were actually a pair of large flat bedded loaders, trundling slowly forward on tracks rather than wheels. They were wide-based, clearly designed to carry large heavy equipment like jump ship parts or construction cranes. The loaders were a bright vibrant orange and covered with copious black and yellow hazard stripes. They were all things considered, low on the list of things that are either stealthy or fast.
Considering the plodding nature of the loaders, they had placed Anya at the front of the convoy. Her suit was somehow faster than the grinding tracks of the orange behemoths, something she had admitted was a first. At the rear was Xander, whilst Alexi had been placed in the centre between the two loaders. He was still constantly grumbling about the QT-34. It seemed some cheap system or the other was always performing worse than he would like.
Xander understood. Mercenaries tended to get extremely attached to their machines, customising them to their liking. Xander's Defender was fairly stock, but that was simply because he hadn't had the time or money to alter it. On occasion, he missed his old Tempest, a flash powerful thing he had customised to within an inch of its life. That had belonged to the company, and he had been forced to leave it behind when he became a freelancer.
“So, at this pace, we've what, twelve hours until the elevator?" Xander said. He adjusted his camera, focusing on the impressive piece of engineering. No matter where you were on this hemisphere, the towering pillar was impossible to miss. Xander knew it was a cable, held taut in place by a space station above it, cargo sent to and from the surface on a large circular platform that rocketed up and down the tether. From here though, it was impossible not to consider it some great spear thrust into the planet like a skewered pig.
“Something like that,” Anya said. “I was expecting something a little more, truck-like?” Anya kicked a car out of her path, sending it crashing into the wall of a building, shattering the glass on a bakery. “We could be there a lot faster with something normal.”
“This equipment is both extremely heavy, as well as…valuable.” Sergei had squeezed into the cabin of the lead loader. They had large cockpits, closer to a ship's bridge than a truck's cabin, and the entire staff of the warehouses had been pushed inside them. "Damage to it would be catastrophic.”
As Sergei spoke, the concrete around them exploded, shots slamming into the ground. They were barely ten minutes from the warehouses, and already something was firing on them.
Anya turned on her heels, swivelling to face the new threat, pins shooting into the concrete to anchor her. It was a mechsuit, thin and lithe, crouching atop a nearby car park. It had a weapon in hand, much shorter and stubbier than the ones Anya and her colleagues carried. Lower calibre, but with a much higher rate of fire, the mechsuit equivalent of a submachine gun.
Anya fired, releasing a controlled burst from one cannon, then the other. She didn’t spray wildly, not this time, she didn’t have the ammo to spare. Her shots were well placed, the first burst targeting the suit, whilst the second aiming at where she thought it would be.
The enemy suit leapt into the air; the first salvo disintegrating the concrete it had been crouching on. Anya's second salvo was on target, but there was a brilliant burst of blue and it continued to rise, the shots flying clear beneath it. The suit fell, travelling over the side of the building and vanishing behind it.
“Fucking jump jets,” Anya said.
"Stay here," Xander said, striding across the street, weapon held to his chest. “He'll run rings around you, and well, Alexi is no match in that thing. No offence.”
“None taken, this suit is a pile of shit.”
“Be careful, Cain.”
Xander placed his shoulder against the car park the suit had vanished behind, peering around the corner. He couldn't see the suit, but he knew it would be there, waiting. “Easier said than done,” Xander said.




Chapter Seven
Xander crept forward, the sides of his suit scraping on both walls of the alleyway as he squeezed through. The enemy suit had dropped down to the next street over, its jump jets giving it an advantage in manoeuvrability. Xander knew he was exposed doing this, but it was the quickest route through. He needed to take out that mechsuit and its rider before it could loop back around and make another attempt at the loaders. Xander wasn't overly worried about his safety. The suit had looked like a Striker, a lightly armoured model designed for urban combat. They weren't generally rated for mech on mech combat, normally used to harass supply lines or clear out embedded infantry. The low calibre rapid-fire weapon it carried was, in theory, not a risk to him, but Xander had seen enough lucky shots take out a mech to not feel one-hundred per cent safe.
Sparks burst from the brickwork around him as Xander’s suit popped clear of the alleyway, the massive machine stumbling for a few steps from the sudden loss of pressure. He turned his head unit, taking in the street on its high-fidelity cameras. It was another road, not unlike the one he had just left, boring grey tarmac flanked by high-rise buildings. The streets were clear, any civilians were either holed up within the buildings basements or busy fleeing the combat area. Xander couldn't help but feel sick to his stomach. If it was true, if all-out war had come to the Iron Belt, then everywhere would be a combat area. Mercenaries, whether they were company employees or freelancers, prided themselves in preventing civilian casualties wherever possible. There were several famous tales of units standing against impossible assaults to protect civilians, or even turning on their employers to prevent unneeded collateral damage. Corporate forces were not so discerning, but even they knew it was bad PR.
There was no sign of the enemy. At least, not at ground level. Xander scanned the skyline, looking for a likely hiding place. Jump jets were powerful if poorly understood technology, but they didn't let mechsuits fly. Simple physics limited the maximum height to a few stories at most. There, across the street, a row of high-end stores, three stories high. Xander levelled his weapon and stepped confidently forward, locking his vision at the top of the building.
Alarms blared as rounds clanged against his back. He felt his suit shuddering as the barrage smashed into him. Two wireframe images of his suit flashed into the bottom left of his vision, one showing the front and one showing the rear. The rear torso on the wireframe had turned a pale yellow, indicating the level of damage the computer was predicting.
Xander span, his finger already squeezing the trigger as he turned. It was reckless, possibly a waste of ammunition, but if he was lucky, he could score a hit. The smaller suit was less well armoured, and his weapon would enact a devastating toll.
Unfortunately for Xander, his opponent was too quick. The suit was where he had expected it to be from the angle of its shots. It had never dropped to the street from the car park. Instead, it was hanging from the side of the building, one hand gripping the top whilst its feet rested on one of the carpark levels below, concrete cracking from the weight. It leapt free, pushing itself off from the wall with another burst of blue fire. The jets were mounted at the small of its back, two swivelling orbs, the fire blasting from an aperture that made the jets look like searching eyes. Xander's shot sheared off a section of wall where the suit had been moments before, loose shards of grey stone shattering against the floor.
Xander spun on his heel again, his metal feet screeching loudly as they scraped across the asphalt beneath them. He didn't raise his weapon to fire, not this time. Instead, Xander reached down, the compartment on his leg springing open, the handle of his field knife sliding forth. It was instinct, a reflex honed from battle after battle. He felt his suit shake as another burst landed, this time bouncing off his front armour. Xander pulled his knife free and swung it forward.
His guess was right. His opponent on landing had turned and begun firing, running towards Xander as it did. Like Xander had done to the sniper with his lasers, the Striker's intent wasn't to damage him, rather it was distracting its foe. As it ran it snatched a knife from its own leg compartment, the energy field flickering to life with a momentary orange shimmer. It raised its arm, aiming to bring the knife down in a swift strike. It wasn't aiming for the cockpit, the front torso was heavily armoured, cutting in would take time. Instead, the rider commanded his strike with a thought, aiming for the reactor exhaust mounted between the shoulders of the suit. A well-placed slice there could sever power connections. It wouldn't stop Xander, but it would slow him down as the mechsuit rerouted power. Enough to finish him off.
The Striker stumbled as Xander swung his own knife up to meet it. It hadn't expected its opponent to attempt to parry, and its arm was overextended. Xander’s strike sliced upwards, piercing the thin armour of his lighter adversary, the tip of the blade emerging from the other side of the arm. Servos whined as Xander’s arm held the Strikers away from his suit, pushing against the limb with the hilt of his knife. Xander crouched, leaning forward with his shoulder and pulling in one swift motion. It caught the Striker unexpectedly and as Xander rose the smaller mech flipped over his shoulders, smashing against the concrete.
Xander spun, bringing the tip of his weapon to the torso of the Striker, the barrel clanking against the armour. He placed the toe of his left foot against the striker’s head unit, more for effect than anything else, a single shot at this range would be enough.
“So, you want to clamber out of that cockpit and tell me what’s going on here?”
***
The rider looked sullen, her legs dangling from the door of the loader. Sergei had been shocked to see Xander returning carrying a person in one hand, fingers clamped tightly around her like a prison. The captured rider hadn’t struggled as the warehouse workers hastily bound her, salvaging rope that had been keeping the lid sealed on one of the crates. They had marched her up the zigzagging steps that led to the cabin on the first loader, seating her so Xander’s mechsuit could crouch to bring him to eye level.
“So, let’s hear it then. Are you corporate? If so, which corp,” Xander said. There was a loud piercing screech from the alleyway behind him.
“Hey! Watch that! You know how much one of those costs?” the bound woman said. She was leaning to the side, trying to look around Xander’s suit.
“Never mind him, you’re talking to me.”
“That’s custom! Cost me a fortune it did, come on, you know what that’s like.” The rider groaned, her eyes rolling back. “That lunk is going to damage it.”
In the alleyway, Alexi was dragging the now empty Striker out. He was feeling particularly pleased at the unexpected upgrade. It wasn’t ideal if they came up against more mechsuits, but it gave their little band some extra mobility they sorely needed.
“So, merc it is then? No corporate soldier gives that much of a shit about their gear.” Xander’s voice was scratching its way out of a speaker, echoing slightly off the buildings around them.
“Yeah. Megara Valis, freelancer. My friends call me Meg.”
“And are we friends, Meg?”
“I suppose. I do invoke the right of capture. My guild badge is in my jacket, but well, hardly in a position to retrieve it am I?” Meg looked up at the suit before her, her eyes looking directly into the camera. She was a short woman, her skin tanned, her dark brown hair tied into a long braid that draped over a black leather jacket.
“Untie her,” Anya said, gesturing casually to the loader behind her, the arm-mounted cannon pointing high into the air as she moved her arm.
“Untie her?” Sergei was stood behind the restrained Merc. He had found a sidearm from somewhere, the weapon shaking in his hand. Xander made a mental note to take it from him when he could.
“Anya is right. Untie her. We might all be freelancers, but we’re all part of the guild. There are rules, laws. Mercs don’t take each other prisoner, and we only hurt each other on the battlefield,” Xander said.
“Or after a few drinks in the nearest bar,” Anya added.
“The right of capture means we must release anyone who identifies themselves as a mercenary. And I’m convinced enough that she’s telling the truth.”
“I don’t think that’s a good idea,” Sergei said. He was tripping over his words, his reluctance getting in the way as the words pushed against each other in their attempt to escape his lips.
“I don’t really give a shit,” Xander said. The head unit shifted downwards a little. “You feel like telling us who employed you? I’m assuming you’re part of the raid on the warehouse.”
“Nope. To the warehouse thing. My job was to just harass anything that seemed worth it, my discretion. Troop transports, supplies, stuff like that. Your great big orange loaders seemed to fit right into that mandate. I couldn't tell you who hired me, redacted op.” The ropes fell away from Meg, and she stretched her arms. Behind her, Sergei was backing away quickly from the now free mercenary. Meg gripped one edge of her jacket and pulled it open. Pinned inside was a small gold disk. In the centre was the image of a soldier, spear in one hand and a round shield in the other. The Hoplite, symbol of the mercenaries guild.
“Didn’t need to show that,” Xander said.
“Felt I needed to do it proper, you never know.”
“Right. I’m-”
“Xander Cain. Sorry, that must get annoying. Your reputation proceeding you and all that.”
It was annoying, but Xander didn’t like to say it out loud. “So, redacted operation. Brave taking one on.”
“We got much choice as freelancers? We get the shit jobs.”
“I’m sorry,” Sergei said. “What is a redacted operation?”
Meg turned to face the suited man, a grin across her face. A moment ago, she had been the enemy, now she was chatting and smiling as if she was a friend. “Means you don’t know who is paying for it. Means they paid a fortune to the guild to keep their name off the books. Normally means something stupid, or dangerous. Or both. Something a corporation doesn’t want to get caught doing.”
“It got a cancellation clause?” Xander said.
“Sure does. Same as usual. Maximum deniability. Killed or captured on the contract and its void. No pay-out, no acknowledgement. You cost me a bunch of money, Cain.”
“Hah, join the queue. I had to call a nutcracker in on this op. On my own expense. I had built up a decent nest egg.”
“Ouch.”
“Yeah, ouch indeed. We need to get this stuff off-planet too, otherwise I'm not even getting paid for this, never mind getting my costs back on that orbital strike. Hmm,” Xander said, a thought coming over him. “Alexi don't disembark. Prop up the suit by the loader.”
Alexi let out a long audible groan, realising his upgrade had been snatched out from under him.
“So. You’re a free agent now, and as stuck on this planet as us. I’m guessing you’ve heard the news about the belt going to shit?”
“Hard to believe. Got to be the media spinning it right? There’s no way the whole belt is at war?” Meg shook her head. “That would be suicide for the corporations. But yes, I’m a free agent.”
“Great. I’m sending a contract over to your suit. I’m subcontracting you on our contract. If you’re up for it?”
“If it pays and gets me off this planet? Sure,” Meg said with a shrug. “You know, there is one thing that was weird about that redacted op. Well, aside from just the general aimlessness of it.”
“And that is?” Xander said.
“The employer seal at the bottom. Normally it’s just blank on a redacted, but this job had one. A weird one too, never seen one like it.”
“What was it?” Anya said. She was still facing forward, watching for more hidden attackers.
“A black rose.”




Chapter Eight
The loaders resumed their slow trundle, tracks grinding against the asphalt. If it felt the weight of the massive machines at all, it didn’t show it, allowing them to glide over the dark black road. The mechsuits accompanying them had changed their formation. With their increased number, they had arranged themselves in a diamond around the loaders, each suit taking a point. Anya still led the way, her plodding heavy suit advancing with its arms wide, barrels ready to begin their whirlwind of death.
Xander had positioned himself to the left of the convoy, whilst Meg was on the right. Alexi had the rear, though he had grumbled heavily about his lost shot at an upgrade. Alexi understood what had happened, the mercenary guild’s customs were set in stone, more sacred rights than anything else. Even freelancers were bound by them, a strict code that made their lifestyle possible.
A light flashed in the corner of Xander’s vision, the alert projected through the wetware connection to the machine. It was a text message, one asking him to switch to a private channel. He simply thought about adjusting his communications, and the suit answered, interpreting his intent. Xander remembered it being strange the first time he had been connected, how his thoughts had been absorbed by a computer and spat out as commands. That was part of the skill in being a rider. The suits would only react if you commanded them and having to constantly think about moving your arms and legs was difficult. Dragging the unconscious up to the conscious took serious practice.
“Cain, we can't trust this woman.” The voice was Sergei's. He was barking at Xander as if he was one of his lickspittle employees.
“We can. I know in your world backstabbing is the order of the day, but for mercs, a contract is binding. You don’t go back on that. Not unless you want to get blackmarked, and well, that might as well be a death sentence.”
“Blackmarked?”
“Yeah, you know, stricken from the records. The guild has standing bounties on anyone blackmarked. Big ones. You couldn’t show yourself on the battlefield,” Xander said. His suit continued its regimented walk, one leg striding before the other with a thudding rhythm.
“And yet, I bet there are still some of them out there.”
“One or two. Still, I would take one of ours over one of yours any day. Merc’s don’t hire people when they have no money. They don’t lie about the operation to get a cheaper rate.”
“I take your point,” Sergei said. “We never expected this, how could we? Planet wide battles, unnamed organisations paying for mercenaries to conduct raids, fucking anti-air guns waiting for dropships? None of this we could have planned.”
“Someone did. It can’t be a coincidence our new friend had a mission to cause chaos during open conflict like this. If there really is fighting breaking out across the Iron Belt th-”
“That can’t be true. It’s insane,” Sergei said, verbally cutting across Xander.
“You get used to the insane. Besides you’re the one who told us.” Xander brought his suit to a stop. At the head of the convoy, Anya had raised her arm, signalling the halt. “Out here, on the battlefield, in the midst of everything, anything can happen.”
“How many?” Sergei said. “How many battles have you been in?”
“Hard to say. I’ve done eight contracts, maybe nine. Depends on how you define a battle really.”
“That doesn't seem like that many.”
“It’s enough. Trust me on that,” Xander said. He mentally flicked to the open channel. “What’s with the stop, Anya?”
“Gunfire up ahead, sounds like suit weapons. Opposing sides of the intersection though.”
“You guys always this lucky?” Meg said. Her weapon was resting on her suit’s shoulder almost casually.
“It’s not been our day so far, no,” Xander said. “Fuck. Last thing we need is to get caught in a crossfire.”
“There a problem?” Sergei said. His voice wasn’t as clear as the others. Suits spent a lot of space and power on their communications systems. Wars were won on the back of messengers.
“Firefight up ahead, across our path. We continue on and we’ll be target number one, for both sides. We’ll have to go around,” Xander said. “Fuck, this is going to add at least an hour to our trip, maybe more.”
He tilted his head unit towards the space elevator as he spoke. Their destination was visible from thousands of miles around, a long tether held taut by a station in orbit above it. It wasn’t that far. The suits alone could get there within the hour, but the loaders were huge unwieldy things. They simply couldn’t take every road and were forced to take a winding circuitous route to the elevator.
It must have seemed impressive, once, when the first elevator had been built. A tower to the heavens, threatening to reach out and touch the gods. Maybe it still was, to the teeming masses that inhabited each world, toiling the factories or digging valuable metals from the dirt. To Xander, elevators were just a part of life, no different to boarding an aircraft or catching a train. It was like the mechsuits, in a way. Here was a miracle of science, poorly understood reclaimed tech from a bygone age, that had become mundane through constant use.
“Is it really that dangerous to go through?” Sergei said. His voice seemed to be shuddering, as if his nerves were causing his throat to vibrate violently.
“We don’t know how many there are, what they’re armed with, or even their dispositions towards us. You move those slow as shit loaders across there and they’re going to be full of holes pretty quickly.”
“Not necessarily,” Meg said. She pointed up and to her right. There was a block of towers with a lower level side building, what appeared to be the entrance to an underground parking area. “I can get onto there with jump jets, then onto that other building there. That should give me a view of the area. Get the lay of the land so to speak.”
“Do it, at least get us an idea of what we’re dealing with,” Xander said.
“That can not be a good idea,” Sergei said. “You expect her to actually come back?”
“I know she’ll come back. You need to show a little faith.”
“Faith? In people who fight for money? You’ll have to forgive me but that doesn’t inspire confidence.”
“Everyone does something for money,” Alexi said. A loader rocked as his suit clambered into the back, taking a seat on the loader’s rear ramp. “Fighting for money isn’t so crazy, I think. You win, you get paid. You die, well, then money is no problem anymore, right?”
“Fucking morbid,” Xander said. “Regardless, we’ve nothing to lose doing it. Get on it, Meg, tag any targets you see.”
“Right.” The nimble suit jogged towards the edge of the road. It crouched, metal sliding across the concrete as the suit locked into place. It released its bound energy, leaping off the ground, jets firing in tandem. The suit rose improbably, rocketing upwards, a combination of its own power and high-tech assistance. It landed with a thud; the sound muffled by the growing noise of violence. It leapt again, fingers gripping to the roof of the higher section. Meg scrambled up the wall, metal hooks digging into the stone, unfolding from custom-fitted feet.
Every part of Meg’s suit had been altered, customised to an extreme degree. Servos had been replaced with newer, lighter models, Carbon nanotube muscles replaced with denser bundles, giving the suit speed beyond its original design. Even the head unit had been altered, stripping back the armour until only the cameras remained. Any excess weight that could be cut had been shed. Everything to make it as light and as quick as possible.
Meg had always preferred it this way. Other mercs liked to laden themselves with armour and heavy weapons, becoming walking fortresses. Like the other woman, Anya was it? That wasn’t how Meg liked it. She wanted to be fast and free, running across the battlefield, leaping into the air like a blur. She had always liked to run, even as a child. Meg had always felt like the world couldn’t catch her, like she could just stay ahead of all her problems. So, she had never stopped running, even as an adult. Especially as an adult.
She hung there, dust falling from her fingers as Meg allowed her jump jets to cool. They were amazing pieces of technology, somehow transforming the energy from her reactor into thrust without the need for fuel. They were poorly understood, examples of lost tech quickly copied and pushed out to market. Their major downside was the need for cooling. The jets were prone to overheating, and frequent heavy use could burn them out.
Happy the temperature had dropped far enough, Meg fired the jets again, pushing off with her feet from the wall. She landed atop the building, stalking across the roof, keeping her suit as low as she could, difficult, considering its size. Meg reached the edge and peered down at the battle below.
***
Shots rang out, the air a wall of lead and brass as both sides fired at each other. The air sizzled with bursts of laser fire, as suits moved forwards on both sides, infantry falling back from the onslaught. It was carnage, both sides were on opposite sides of an intersection, no cover between them. One brave infantryman crouched, launching a missile from a shoulder-mounted launcher. It struck a QT-34 on the left knee, the armour plating already damaged. The leg sheered off and the suit toppled, hitting the ground with a clang. Its opponents didn't hesitate, the now immobile suit bombarded by a burst of fire.
On one side, the left side relative to where the loaders were, the suits were all uniform in colour. Vivid reds and white emblazoned across the metal. Each had a coiled serpent snaking through the eye socket of a skull painted on the shoulder, like a bad tattoo. The suits were varied in design, a dozen customised models. Mercenaries.
Their opponents were falling back. The comparatively unmarked QT-34s were losing ground. The mercenaries were just that much better, their shots landing home with more frequency, their bodies twisting as they took their enemies return fire, trying to spread the damage across their armour. Even their infantry was better, tucking behind friendly mechs when they expected laser bursts.
“Meg to…uh, squad? Team? Whatever. I’m getting IFF markers from one side. Looks like mercs to me. Other side is unmarked, looks like the guys you described. Fighting like corporate goons,” Meg said. The red and white mechs were highlighted in her vision, small diamonds floating above their heads. They were operating openly, not afraid of declaring who they were.
“So, more guys like us?” Xander said, a small oscillating wave appearing next to his name in the corner of Meg’s vision. “Are they identifying themselves? Freelancers or company mercs?”
“No company tag, but they’re all painted in their colours. Logo is like a snake sliding through a skull. Red and white.”
“Right, I know these guys,” Xander said. “Viper Legion. Small outfit, but a good reputation. Normally specialise in asset acquisition, I remember right.”
“Asset acquisition?” Sergei said.
“Get off the combat line desk jockey,” Anya said. “Stars help me.”
“Going somewhere, attacking it, and then taking something away,” Xander said. “Fancy word for stealing something. Can you flash one with a laser comm message, Meg? Get them on the line.”
“Yeah, hang on, I’ll try and hook them up now.”




The Corporate Wars
Excerpt from Brief History of Known Space by Doctor Ira Cunningham.
The history of the Corporate Wars is, in a way, the recent history of mankind itself. The seeds for the conflict were sown in the early days of the re-expansion as humanity struggled to rebuild from the collapse.
The collapse. A moment in history so monumental that it shattered an empire that stretched across the stars. Little is known about that vast interstellar kingdom, except that it was significantly more advanced than our current levels of technology. Some items from this era are still working today, so impressive was their construction, a phenomenon colloquially known as “lost tech”.
Much like the empire it shattered, the exact details of the collapse elude historians. Myths and legends that persist across known space speak of a grand war against entities whose names vary. Stories speak of "machine men" and "steel adversaries", or some variation thereof. What is clear is that ancient man fought a long and lengthy war with a machine-based adversary of some kind, and as a result, man-machine interfacing and advanced AI is widely considered taboo on nearly every world.
Regardless of the cause, the result of the collapse was to throw mankind into a dark-age, cutting off every planet totally and sending them back to napping flint for survival. Every planet that is, aside from the Core Worlds.
When people talk of the Core Worlds, they are generally referring to all of the planets within the Atum system, though technically Maat retains its neutrality to this day. The system is unusual, containing four large habitable planets within its star’s temperate zone. Whilst the planets here did suffer technological loss, they fared much better than the rest of human space. The current theory is that the concentration of planets either allowed for, or necessitated, a much higher defensive effort, sparing the Core Worlds from the worst of the collapse's ravages. Most notably, whilst all the planets retained some element of space flight, Maat held onto jump drives, keeping the ability to travel faster than light.
The exact history of the Core Worlds and their centuries of rebuilding is too much to recount here, but it is worth noting that the ultimate result was that three of the planets, Bastet, Hathor and Khonsu formed a single polity, whilst Maat remained its own political power, though allied, leveraging its control over jump technology to guarantee independence. Confident in their stability, these planets took their first tentative steps back out into the galaxy.
To their surprise, they found that humanity had survived everywhere they searched. From tribes living in caves, to feudal warlords fighting amongst each other, to planets that were on the cusp of reaching out to the stars themselves, mankind had tenaciously hung on.
The Core Worlds had expected to find planets in ruins, their populaces long dead. They had planned to slowly expand, re-taming the galaxy a world at a time. Instead, they found scores of planets with existing populations ready to be reintroduced to the universe. Overwhelmed with the opportunity, but eager to take advantage of it, the Core Worlds took an interesting step. They privatised the machinery of empire.
Turning to the private sector, the Core Worlds issued hundreds of charters allowing corporations to absorb worlds into the newly formed “United Worlds”, a claim that would eventually prove to be futile. To celebrate what the Core Worlds considered a new era, the calendar was changed to begin counting “years of reclamation.”
The corporations did as asked, funding and financing thousands of missions. They were extremely successful, more so than the Core Worlds could have hoped. The corporations grew in power as they founded new colonies or uplifted existing worlds. It became quickly apparent that some of the corporations were not above conquest, and a thriving mercenary industry rose to meet this demand. Whilst some worlds retained their cultures and some degree of independence, the vast majority became little more than company worlds, loyal hives of industrial drones feeding the constantly expanding corporate empires. Over the next thousand years, the cycle continued, until human expansion ran up against the bizarre phenomena known as the "dead stars", a swath of systems whose strange radiation is lethal and impossible to screen against, effectively locking mankind into one corner of the galaxy.
It was only a matter of time then, until the corporations, ever looking to expand by their very nature, turned on one another. In 1084, the constant skirmishes finally spilt over into brutal all-out war, as corporations fought amongst themselves. No-one can pinpoint the exact action that caused the war. Common urban myth holds that a boardroom disagreement over a merger turned into a fistfight between opposing board members that eventually spiralled into a planetwide battle. Highly unlikely to be true, but a good enough metaphor for the simmering resentment that had built over millennia.
The wars were brutal violent things, hundreds of different factions warring across thousands of worlds. The already existing mercenary organisations formalised into a single mercenary guild during this period, whilst the Core Worlds simply sat out. The corporations had long since set aside any allegiances to their original home over the thousand years since they had left, considering the Core Worlds pampered and soft. The only planet that they interacted with on any regular basis was Maat. Whilst the secrets of jump travel had long since escaped into the technology base at large, Maat still had the largest fleet of jump ships available and continued a long-running stance of neutrality throughout the war.
The Corporate Wars ran for over three hundred years, finally ending in 1392. The Core Worlds hadn’t been idle over this time, building up a considerable force of warships and troop transports. The Core Worlds had always held a technological advantage over the corporations, the benefits of their early rise, and had been constantly purchasing and improving on any new discoveries or unearthed lost tech. The Core Worlds launched their fleets in 1345 and their technology made a laughingstock of the universe at large. In less than fifty years they forced all the corporations to accept a begrudging peace, striking down any that refused to come to the table.
Realising that trying to control all of corporate space was impossible, the Core Worlds instead imposed a series of rules on the corporations. Known as the Articles of War, they decreed that conflict between corporations was legal but imposed a series of heavy fines and penalties for certain actions. Mercenaries were exempted from most of these (though notably not all) making it financially more prudent to act through the mercenary guild as a third party, rather than acting independently.
By effectively taxing war, the Core Worlds were able to reimpose a semblance of order and made large scale conflict a dangerous prospect, financial penalties backed up by their military might should corporations go too far.
Notable Events
- On March 8th 1120 a war fleet belonging to Hera Pharmaceutical arrives in orbit of the planet Thoth. Scores of dropships enter the atmosphere, but rather than deploying mechsuits to the surface, the dropships had been modified to carry large canisters of gas. The gas is released into the upper atmosphere, and over the next three weeks slowly dissolves all carbon-based life on the planet to a liquid sludge. This incident was listed as the reason all chemical weapons are banned under the Articles.
- During 1230, a fleet belonging to Burnham and Burnham attempted to skirt defenders positioned between them and their target system by venturing into the dead stars. The fleet vanished, before finally reappearing in 1312, in the same system they had departed from, heavily damaged and missing any sign of their crews.
- The space elevator on the planet Cerberus was destroyed in 1115 in an ill-advised attempt by Hermes Innovations to prevent enemy forces from escaping. The destruction of the tether damages the station above, causing it to fall from orbit. The impact destroys the Hermes Innovations headquarters, killing the entire board.




Chapter Nine
It wasn't going as expected. The orders had been simple, escort a corporate executive as they made a tour of the facilities on the planet. Easy work, but it paid well, corporate higher-ups liked to think themselves far more valuable than they actually were. This one had been particularly insufferable, and Sandhu had been intensely annoyed when an ambush had been sprung upon them. It would only serve to inflate the pompous corporate windbag even further. Sandhu snapped off another volley of shots, cursing under his breath as his target moved, the shots going wide.
“Commander. I’m getting a laser comms message.” An icon flashed in the corner of Sandhu’s vision, his mechsuit automatically identifying its speaker. It was coming from Arthur Johnson, as reliable a mercenary as a company could hope for.
“Got a bead on the direction it’s coming from, Arthur?”
“One of these buildings up ahead, on the right. Message is just a comms frequency.”
“Forward it on to me?” Sandhu said.
“Sending it now, commander.”
A laser comm message was an interesting wrinkle in the battle raging across the junction. It was reliable and fast but required a direct line of sight. Whoever had sent it had a clear line on Arthur's suit and chose not to take a shot. The message appeared in Sandhu's vision, sent by more conventional means. It was simple text, just a radio frequency and that was it.
Sandhu inputted the frequency, changing his communications channel with just a thought, the complex computing systems inside the mechsuit understanding his intention.
“Ok, so you got my attention. Who the hell is this?” Sandhu said, ducking and weaving as he spoke, return fire screaming down the street.
“Name’s Xander Cain, freelancer. I’m guessing this is the Viper Legion commander?”
“Holy shit, Xander Cain. I’m amazed the guild let you keep your license.”
“Consider yourself lucky they did,” Xander said, a wave oscillating in the corner of Sandhu’s vision as they spoke. “Looks like you’re in a spot of bother with some unmarked mechs. I’m heading up a convoy and we need to cross this intersection. Now, I’m not too keen on driving through your crossfire, and I have a bone to pick with the other guys, so I’m offering you a nice little deal.”
“It going to cost me anything?”
“Just your positions. I want you to fall back, let the enemy mechs come past the junction. When they do, we’ll flank them from the side, hit them unawares. We’ve got locks on the enemy units, and I’m fairly certain we can take them.”
“Fairly certain is hardly a vote of confidence.” Sandhu winced as he saw an icon blink out on his display. A friendly suit disabled. They would need to wait until after the battle to recover the rider, if he survived. Sandhu didn’t trust an unmarked enemy to take prisoners. “Fine. Fine. I’ll give the order. You better come through on this, Cain. You’ve hardly got the best reputation.”
***
Anya pressed forward first, planting her massive suit in the centre of the road, cannons spinning ready. If the Vipers were falling back as asked, then it would be a matter of moments before the enemy came into view. They had to make the most of that small advantage, mechsuits were hardly easy targets, so Anya’s heavy weapons were going to be key. She didn’t mind. Anya had driven a lighter class of suit, when she had first started her career, but in her experience, sheer firepower accounted for a lot.
“In position,” Anya said as the spikes on her ankles slammed into the stone, anchoring her in place. Her ammunition was lower than she would have liked, reloading the complex arm-mounted cannons was near impossible in the field. She would have to make every burst count.
Alexi and Xander jogged up next to her, each smaller mech adopting a crouching stance to prevent blocking the motions on the larger suit.
“Ready here,” Xander said.
“Me too,” Alexi added.
“All good at my end,” Meg said. She had stayed up on the rooftop. Her mech wasn’t suited to engage the enemy QT’s, but it was perfect for clearing up their infantry support. Hitting them from behind would throw some much-needed panic into the enemy formation.
“Ok, ping your targets, we want to hit as many as we can before they recover. Anya has priority target choice,” Xander said. “That said, if you see a suit damaged and you think you can disable it, go for it.”
“Right,” Alexi said.
“Sounds good,” Meg said. “Looks like they’re taking the bait. Get ready.”
***
Sandhu felt strange, falling back. It wasn’t the done thing, not in the Viper Legion. His company had made a name for themselves as stoic, implacable, the kind of mercenaries who would stand and fight even against overwhelming odds. It was good for business, it meant they were popular and could charge a premium. Still, he wasn’t one to turn down a free offer for help, so slowly, step by step he led his mercenaries back. He had to be careful with how quickly his line moved, he needed the enemy to think they were gaining ground. The last thing he wanted was to make it an obvious trap.
It was a daring risk; one he wouldn’t try against another mercenary company. There, Sandhu would have assumed that their comms were being intercepted, that the enemy would be wise to the plan. But the opposing force was sloppy, their movements slow, their shots inaccurate. They outnumbered him, but that lack of skill was evening the odds. Sandhu would have bet good money they hadn’t tapped into his messages.
His people were responding with the level of professionalism Sandhu expected. Like most mercenary companies the Viper Legion ran its own academy that tested people for wetware compatibility before training them to be mercenary pilots. Whilst not strictly against the rules, it was considered bad form not to work for the company that trained you, at least for the first few years.
The enemy was coming closer, agonisingly slowly. They were nearly at the intersection, just a few more steps.
***
As one, the unmarked enemy suits pressed onwards, stepping out into the exposed intersection. Infantry rushed forward; launchers tucked tight to shoulders ready to support their larger mechanical allies. Anya didn’t wait. She mentally marked the nearest suit as her target, adjusted her aim, and commanded her suit to fire.
The air erupted into a barrage of violence, cannons spinning, shells ejecting high into the air as Anya fired. Her shots slammed into the side of the nearest QT, metal fragments spraying from it as the high-velocity rounds dug into it. Anya kept her mech stable, compensating as best she could from the recoil. The QT collapsed, either its power failing or its pilot killed mid-step. It didn't matter, that was one down regardless. Anya shifted her focus, opening up on a second mech.
The two men beside her advanced forward, keeping their suits in their low crouch. They each snapped off bursts, quick shots at their own targets. One of the QTs turned to face the oncoming ambushers, exposing its side to the Viper Legion. The mercenaries were fast, switching their targets to the newly exposed flank. Mechsuits were armoured mostly on the front, the way the cockpits opened under the armpits meant that the side was a weak point, though the arms were armoured to compensate. The worst was the rear, kept light to allow the reactor to vent properly. The suit paid the price as it stumbled from the barrage of shots, allowing an infantry launched rocket to find its way into the underarm. The arm flew free, sparks arcing from the wound. The suit lost its balance, crashing headfirst into the ground, shattering its cameras.
Laser fire lashed out across the intersection, the pavement searing under the heat. The infantry scattered, attempting to flee the burning onslaught only to be cut down by a thunderous cascade of fire sprayed from the buildings above.
Meg's suit followed a moment later, leaping from its rooftop, jump jets sending it high into the air as it continued to spray shots onto the now fleeing infantry. The weapons effect was terrifying, the fast-firing shots, whilst no real threat to a mechsuit, still caused the infantry it hit to become little more than fine red mist.
As Meg fell, she tilted her mech, pulling her field knife free from the compartment in her leg. With another blast of jets, she launched forward, barrelling into one of the QTs, slamming it to the ground. Her knife glowed a vivid orange as the energy field took its few second journey through the back armour of the knocked down mech. It sank to the hilt before Meg pulled it free, satisfied it had pierced the inner cabin.
As she wrenched the blade lose, Meg fired off a burst at another suit before her. The rounds struck one of the two rear exhaust vents, a gout of steam erupting from the vent as shrapnel shook free inside. Another burst struck the other, and the mech slumped forward, the reactor activating an emergency shutdown.
It was a rout, the remaining unmarked mechs turning to flee. It didn’t matter, they were caught on three sides, pinned in by heavy fire. The battle was over in moments, the ambush a total success, the final suits falling to the constant barrage, their armour shattered, their pilots likely dead.
“All targets disabled,” said the voice over the comms. It was Sandhu. “Good job, Cain. Damn good job.”
***
There was a hiss as the emergency release was pulled, its hydraulics forcing the front armour open. The Viper Legion infantryman, his body armour painted the same white as his unit’s mechs, the cloth of his uniform a bright red, gave a thumbs-up as he hung from the side of the mechsuit. On his chest plate was the Legion’s icon, a snake coiling its way through a skull.
Around the suit, other infantry had gathered, rifles drawn ready as the front armour fell forward. It had been quick thinking on one of the freelancer’s parts, to disable a mechs reactor. It meant they had a captive they knew would be alive.
“Come out of the suit with your hands up,” Sandhu said, his voice booming from the speakers on his suit. “Comply, and you won't be harmed.” Sandhu's weapon, a large rapid-firing autocannon was trained on the mech. The rest of his men were holding position at each of the intersections, whilst the freelancers were dragging the downed enemy suits from the road, trying to clear the way for their heavy loaders. Only one of them was stood by Sandhu, watching the enemy suit hatching like an egg. Xander Cain. Cain was notorious, every merc knew his name. His family owned a prestigious mercenary company, and the rumour was Xander had been thrown out for killing another family member. It had never been confirmed, but rumours spread like wildfire across the guild networks.
There was a clang as the cabin opened. A figure emerged; his hands held high. He was wearing a black rider’s suit. He had an oddly pale complexion. Cables were attached to a port just above his left eye, the connection for the suit’s wetware. The man was totally bald, lacking even eyebrows. His scalp was covered in metal connections, similar but subtly different in design to the mech control wetware.
The mercenary soldier who had pulled the emergency release grabbed the rider, pulling him close. He pulled a plastic zip-tie from his pocket, and tied it around his new captive’s wrists, before wrenching the cables free from the man’s implant.
Now he was being pulled clear of the mech, Xander could get a better look at him. On the breast of the man’s suit was an icon. He zoomed his camera in, trying to get a clear image. It looked like a flower. Xander wasn’t an expert but he was sure it was a rose. A black rose.
“We need to talk,” Xander said, sending the message across the air to Sandhu’s suit.




Chapter Ten
Xander had never seen anything like it. Wetware was already considered taboo in most of human space, lingering memories of the collapse. Even mercenaries only got away with it because of the necessities of mechsuit control. This person was different. Xander was hesitant to even call them a person. The prisoner had been bundled into one of the loaders, his hands tied behind his back. Xander had exited his mechsuit, the machine left sitting on the lip at the back of the loader. Sandhu had done the same, his Viper Legion squad offering a temporary escort to the convoy. Their executive charge had complained loudly, and at length, but as he was sealed into a specialist suit with a passenger compartment, he wasn't in a position to do anything about it.
Their prisoner had been co-operative, climbing into the cabin unprompted, but oddly silent. No protests, no complaints, nothing. The man just sat on one of the benches, nearly motionless, his pale skin glistening oddly under the halogen lights. The man had an odd gaze like he was staring off at something that wasn't there.
“So, you know something about these guys?” Sandhu said. The man was tall, all muscle packed tightly under tanned skin until he seemed threatening to burst. He had a wry smile and short black hair.
“Something,” Xander said. The two men were standing opposite the captive. Behind them, one of Sergei's workers handled the controls of the loader. The corporate manager had taken one of the seats that ran around the rim of the loaders control room. The vehicle was impressive, it felt more like an office's reception than the control room of an industrial vehicle. "One of the freelancers with us was hired originally on a redacted contract. The seal on it was a black rose.”
“Huh, and what was their contract to do?”
“Just generally cause trouble. Harass convoys and that kind of thing.”
Sandhu let out a snort. “Guessing your introduction was of the violent kind, considering the big orange targets you’re escorting. The one with the jump jets?”
“That’s the one,” Xander said, nodding in agreement.
“Makes sense. You ever seen someone…like this? One of your mechs matches the enemy paint job.”
“We were brought in on a garrison job. One that was vastly understated.” Xander shot Sergei a disapproving glance. “We dropped down right into AA fire. Lost a bunch of dropships. Good men and women in them all, with these arseholes squeezing the triggers. Right fucking pain they were too. I had to call in a nutcracker if you can believe that.”
“Oh, I can, I think everyone for miles knows one of those dropped in. Not easy to miss. I’ll be honest it shit me up a little. I figured if the enemy was willing to throw orbital ordinance around my escort mission might be in trouble.” Sandhu lent forward, his eyes washing over their captive. The man hadn’t moved a muscle aside from the pulsing of his chest, low breaths creeping between the man’s lips.
“Yeah well, we had to salvage a suit to replace losses. I’ll be honest we didn’t notice anything weird about those pilots, though there wasn’t much left of them. Spalling shredded one, the other got hit by a field knife.”
“Ah. Yeah, that would do it.” Sandhu shuddered. Field knives were vital tools for mechsuit combat. The large bladed weapons still had a sharp edge so it could be used as a tool, but the knife’s main feature was the energy field that projected from the hilt, a wall of buzzing particles that cut through a mechsuit’s thick armour. The effect left little identifiable of the pilot inside, the energy searing the flesh.
“Infantry don’t seem like this guy. As far as I could tell.”
“Yeah,” Sandhu said. “My infantry units examined the bodies. They’re normal enough.”
“So,” Xander said, crouching down so his eyes met their captives. “Who the hell are you?”
The man didn’t respond, simply staring back into Xander’s eyes. Unblinking.
“Not the talkative type,” Sandhu said. “We could be a bit more…persuasive. He isn’t a merc, that we know of. No guild badge on him.”
“Doesn’t mean he isn’t. You know any non-mercs that have wetware? Any wetware? Let alone this many ports. Were they all plugged in?”
“No, just the normal one.”
“Huh,” Xander said. He didn’t know what else he could say. Whilst his wetware had been installed his whole adult life, he didn’t have the faintest idea of how they worked. The complex intermingling of machinery and nerve endings embedded above his eye was beyond him. Xander knew the term had originally been something to do with the actual functions of the mind, but the term had been misused so long it had morphed into taking on a new meaning. Fitting the thing had taken a long, dangerous surgery. Xander had been out for weeks afterwards whilst his brain adjusted. He couldn’t imagine having this many done, the toll on the body seemed just too great.
“Come on pal, talk to us. We don’t want to have to hurt you,” Sandhu said. His smile seemed to drip with sleaze as he spoke. The man had clearly interrogated someone before.
“It is you who will be hurt,” the prisoner said. He hadn’t looked at either of them, simply staring ahead as he spoke. His voice was rough, croaky, like someone who had just gotten up in the morning.
“Oh,” Xander says. “He talks. Why will we be hurt? Care to elaborate on that at all?”
“Your time is done. We are legion. We will upend your precious order and usher in a new age.”
Xander nodded along as the man spoke. “That’s real interesting. Thing is, I’ve heard it all before. So, what are you? Anti-corporate terrorist? Eco-Warrior? Just mad at your bosses? I’ve seen all those and more, and guess what? They didn’t achieve shit.”
“Yeah, that's like, our bread and butter. I can clean up wannabe warriors all day. The problem with your lot, see,” Sandhu said sitting down on the floor of the cabin, his legs crossed, “is that you think you can buy a cheap second-hand QT, get the wetware installed by some second rate backroom doctor, and then hop into battle against someone who does it for a living. With proper gear, and experience. It's like a kid in their first car entering a racing league.”
“You think small,” the man said, finally turning his head to look at Sandhu. “You will learn. In time.”
“So, the black rose, that your guys' symbol? Have to say, hardly inspires fear does it," Xander said. Their captive was finally responding, needling at him seemed to be garnering a response.
“You will learn to fear it.”
“I’m going to go with a no on that one,” Xander said. “We’ve beaten your guys at every turn now. Their moves are sloppy, amateur. You’ve got the element of surprise, and numbers on your side. Plus, whatever mercs you’ve roped in on your redacted contracts. That must have cost a pretty penny. But your advantages will dwindle, with time, and then you’ll be crushed.”
“You will learn,” the man repeated. His gaze shifted, returning to his vacant stare, eyes locked ahead.
“You raise a good point, Cain. Hiring mercs isn’t cheap. Hiring mercs on redacted contracts isn’t even in our budget. How did these guys manage it? You think there’s more than one contract?” Sandhu leant back, placing his hands on the floor behind him to steady himself.
“I would bet on it. If you’re hiring people to cause trouble, you’re going to want to cover as wide an area as possible right?” Xander stood up from his crouch. Holding the position was causing his knees to ache.
“That means there’s decent money behind them then.”
“Yeah, that’s a good point. Why the QT’s then? Why not something more upmarket?
“Easy to get hold of? You can buy a used QT in just about any black market.” Sandhu didn't turn to look at Xander, instead, he kept his gaze locked on their captive. The man was fascinating in his strangeness.
“Not this many though. I’ve seen what...” Xander counted on his fingers, trying to add up his various encounters so far. “Ten, maybe eleven mechs. That’s more than black market supplies. Hell, you’ve also got to include the anti-air guns, there was three of them. Plus, another mech with a sniper I didn’t get a good look at.”
“Plus, infantry.”
“Exactly,” Xander said, his pointed finger waggling at Sandhu in agreement. “There is something here that doesn’t add up. I’m still not convinced the attack on my garrison job was a coincidence.”
“Yeah, uh, this is more of a convoy than a garrison.”
“It was a garrison; until Sergei’s bosses refused any extra aid. Setting up anti-air means, generally, you’re expecting friendly air support. Hell, they did! I forgot all about that damn helicopter.”
“Again, I apologise, but it’s beyond my control what corporate deem-” Sergei began.
“Yeah, yeah, I know. Suits above you say no,” Xander said, raising his hand as he cut Sergei off. “Sergei’s people have a ship docked at the top of the space elevator. The asset to protect was what was at the site, not the site itself. So, the plan is to get onto the ship, fly to the nearest jump point and wait for the next jump ship out of here.”
“Right. Right. That’s an uh, bold option. Could be walking into a real shit show at the elevator.”
“Better than sitting and waiting. We've been hearing that combat is breaking out across the Belt. The outgoing jump ship confirmed the same.” Xander shrugged. “There's not much we can do about it. At least this way there is a chance to get off-planet. And we do need to get this lot off-planet, otherwise, we aren't getting paid. This lot owe me a fortune for that nutcracker.”
“Finally getting use out of that exceptional circumstances clause? Brave. Don’t think I know of anyone who has actually managed that.”
“I figure going above and beyond should count for something,” Xander said, casting a side glance to Sergei. “And if they don’t, I’m fucked. I’m amazed frankly that the payment for the nutcracker went through. It still might not.”
Like most things, the realities of space travel made finances awkward. Financial information was carried by jump ships and uploaded to beacons that propagated changes to other passing vessels. Purchases could only use the most recent upload to the beacon, which meant the actual balance sitting on a banks ledger on some other planet could be very different.
“Well, if it helps, we’ll take this guy off your hands. We’ve still got to get our VIP to his location. If there’s any bounty for these weirdos, we’ll send it your way.” Sandhu stood up, brushing his hands on his rider suit. The floor of the loader was covered in a thick layer of dust and dirt. “I’m not sure I believe this idea of a war across the belt. That seems insane, but I know this city at least is a battle zone.”
“The war is real,” the pale bald captive said, his glazed eyes locked forward. “And only the start.”
***
Xander dropped off the end of the loader with a loud thump, the metal feet of his suit striking the concrete. The loader wobbled on its enormous suspension springs as he did, the weight of the suit suddenly removed. He watched the Viper Legion advancing down the road, their mechs in formation around their infantry, their captive being pushed ahead by gunpoint. The strange man didn’t seem to care about the rifle in his back, simply walking forward in an awkward shuffle.
He hadn’t said anything else after his ominous declaration of war. It was impossible to tell if he was playing them or not, but something in Xander’s gut told him there was at least a kernel of truth. Certain that their captive wasn’t a mercenary, they had considered being far less friendly in their interrogation, before deciding against it. Whilst they were mercenaries, there were some lines you didn’t cross.
He turned, taking up his position in the convoy. He sent the thought to his mechsuit to open the radio channel.
“Right, time to get moving again,” Xander said.




Chapter Eleven
It bothered Xander. He wasn't an easily bothered man, years of mercenary work tended to beat that out of you. You learned to roll with the punches and just deal with each issue as they arose, but something about the entire situation felt wrong. There was no way a terrorist group could muster the kind of materiel he had seen or even the manpower. Xander had tangled with those kinds of groups before, every mercenary had at some point, and it was normally a few old tanks and a suit that needed desperate maintenance.
Still, it was hard to argue the logic of it. Whoever these guys were, they weren’t mercenaries, and corporations were normally more upfront about military operations. They were something to brag about at shareholder meetings. Xander couldn’t help but feel he was missing a piece of the puzzle. The thought needled at him, he didn’t like being in the dark. It was something that had been drummed into him as he had trained to be a mercenary. Intel is king.
The convoy trundled onwards, continuing its long march through the streets. The buildings here were in a poor state. Glass had been shattered and chunks of concrete blown from the walls. There had been a fight, a brutal one by the looks of it. The lack of suits lying about meant that it had been a while ago, long enough for the valuable mech parts to have been salvaged. A tank lay silent, peeking out from behind a building, its front armour shattered. The open hatches on the machine told Xander the crew had abandoned the vehicle. He wasn’t surprised, it was far more common for a tank to be disabled by the crew bailing than to be outright destroyed.
It wasn’t a good sign. It was becoming clearer every moment that the entire city was in conflict, an unclear swirling maelstrom of battle. It was bad news for the convoy, and Xander was beginning to second guess his plan. Even getting to the space elevator was seeming more and more impossible, let alone getting on it. The city had sprung up around the elevator, a common trend across known space, meaning the tower, stretching off infinitely into the sky, was dead centre. It was a vital conduit to the stars, a prime target for anyone looking to secure the city.
“I do not like this,” Alexi said, his voice breaking the silence. His suit was still holding the rear of the formation, walking behind the second loader. “I want to know who I’m fighting. They shoot at me, I shoot at them and we both know why we’re there.”
“Yeah. Give me a nice straight fight any day,” Anya said. The heavy thudding of her mechsuit’s feed could be heard over the line as she spoke.
Xander let out a laugh. “You two would say that. It’s typical Svarogian. Blunt and to the point.”
“If it works,” Alexi said, returning the laugh.
“You're Svarogian? My grandfather was from Svarog,” Sergei said. Xander had warned him repeatedly to stay off their line, but the pen-pusher was persistent. "There was a man you wouldn't mess with. Liked a fight and a drink. Normally in that order."
“Good man,” Anya said.
“He used to have this saying, that if you’re busy worrying about the next fight you’ll lose the current one. I’ve found it always served me well. Got me where I am?”
“Warehouse supervisor?” Xander said. “Not exactly upper management is it?”
“I get by,” Sergei said, his shrug somehow audible in his voice. “I don’t get shot at during my job.”
“Except for all of today,” Alexi said with a snort. “Not really something you can claim anymore.”
“True enough. We pull this off though and I’m sure to get a promotion. Something off-planet maybe? With a nice corner office, something with a view.”
“Amazing,” Xander said. “I’m not sure why I expected anything else. People die for you and you’re looking to get a better office. That’s the corporations in a nutshell, isn’t it? Screw everyone else as long as you’re ok.”
“You do the exact same thing,” Sergei said. “Unless of course, the people you shoot for money are perfectly fine afterwards. Mercenary companies are just corporations with a guild license. It's the universe we live in, I'm just trying to look out for myself. Doing otherwise would be stupid.”
“I don’t think looking after yourself and looking after others are mutually exclusive.”
“They are. You can’t do something for yourself without someone else suffering. If you think otherwise, you’re an idiot.”
“I think we’ll just agree to disagree,” Xander said, his temper threatening to spill over. “We’ve got a few more hours until we get to the elevator. We should at least get along until then.”
The radio line fell silent for a moment, no-one willing to say anything.
“This got heavy,” Meg said, breaking the silence. “Anyone else notice the damage around here is getting worse as we carry on?”
“Now you mention it, yeah. It is. Looks like the fighting picked up a bit.” Xander glanced around, the head unit of his suit sweeping about, relaying its camera footage directly into his mind. Some of the glass along the buildings was still dripping, the heat from laser fire keeping it warm. It put Xander on edge. “Everyone get ready. Keep your eyes up for movement.”
Xander shouldered his weapon as his makeshift squad did the same. Laser fire at the buildings meant they had once housed infantry, and there was no guarantee they were gone. Ambushes with the right weaponry could prove very effective against mechsuits, and the loaders were sitting ducks.
Xander’s caution was proven right a moment later as a rocket came screaming out from one of the buildings, tearing out through a glass panel, showering the pavement below with glittering shards.
The rocket was aimed at the rear loader, but Alexi was fast, throwing his suit in the way of the shot. The rocket exploded, tearing armour plating away from the arm it hit. It hung limply, the hand gripping onto the weapon automatically, a process designed to prevent the rapid-fire cannon being dropped. Dropping the heavy weapon to the ground was not good for the mechanisms inside.
“Damn it, not again,” Alexi said, reaching across with his working arm. He gripped the forearm of his disabled limb pulling at the damaged section. He pulled it free, a lubricant spraying across the street. He placed his working hand awkwardly on the grip of his weapon, the damaged forearm still hanging on tightly.
A second projectile came shrieking downwards, this time from the other side of the street. This one hit true, smashing through the window of the rear loader's cabin, the explosion bending it outwards like a balloon, shattering the windscreen. It became an oven, a hot metal chamber of fire and smoke. No-one would have survived.
“Keep moving! Get that front loader going!” Xander said, his lasers firing deadly pulses of energy towards the floor the second rocket had come from. He hadn’t seen it launch, but the shattered window was giving him a rough idea. There was a sizzling noise as newly molten glass hit the road below.
“We can’t leave it! The items on there are too valuable!” Sergei sounded frantic, though his concern for the lost tech, rather than his dead employees did not go unnoticed.
“Can’t sell shit if you’re dead,” Xander said, his reply filled with acid bile. He scanned the building, looking for movement. Behind him, Alexi and Anya were firing shots near the location of the first attackers. Another pair of missiles were due any moment now. Reloading the launchers was fast, but anyone with even the barest of training would know to move between shots.
“You want to get paid? Put the stuff from that loader onto this one.”
“That will make us even slower,” Alexi said, he snapped off a laser shot, sure he had seen movement. “Xander is right. Get moving. We’ll cover you.”
“The items,” Sergei said. “I’m sure corporate would consider it a failure to fulfil your contract. You’re failing to ensure the safety of your charges after all.”
“For fuck’s sake,” Xander said. He saw movement, a faint flash of motion through gleaming glass. He fired his lasers, glowing red droplets falling from the side of the building. He didn’t know if he had hit the infantry, but he had at least delayed the launch. “Fine, Anya can you grab the stuff out the back?”
“Not with these cannons no. They’re good, but they get in the way,” Anya said. She was walking side to side, firing laser shots into and across three floors, each beam sweeping the building. It was clever, an attempt at pinning down anyone attempting to get another shot.
“Don’t ask me,” Alexi said. “Down an arm. Again.”
“Right, fine. I’ll do it. Meg can you do something about this infantry, this is your speciality right?”
“Yeah, what does it look like I’m doing?” Meg said. Her mech was crouched down but wasn’t firing at all.
“Kind of like you’re doing nothing?”
“I'm doing math, hang on." There was mumbling over the radio line, numbers spat out beneath Meg's breath. "Ok, go, I've got this.”
Meg adjusted her mechsuit, shifting about in its crouched position, ankles adjusting ready. What she was about to attempt took careful planning, a miscalculation could prove fatal. Happy with her calculations, the mechsuit leapt from its crouching position, putting as much force as possible behind the jump. As she did her jump jets fired, blue flames flaring outward as they pushed out as much energy as they could.
It was a careful balancing act. The jets had a limit before overheating damaged them beyond repair, but that wasn't the real issue. It was a simple matter of physics. Mechsuits were big, and that meant they were heavy. Meg had to make sure she pushed the jets as far as she could to get the height needed, whilst allowing them enough time to cool to slow her landing. If she got it wrong, the ankles of her suit shattering was a best-case scenario.
It was an impressive launch, the suit rocketing into the air. Xander knew it was possible, to get that kind of height from the jets, but he had never seen someone actually do it. It was the kind of thing whispered about between off duty mercenaries in seedy bars. Meg’s suit had cleared easily ten stories.
From her vantage point, Meg could see the rocket team scurrying out onto a new floor. There were four of them, one of which had a nasty burn across the side of his face, the result of being slightly too close to a laser. She smiled and squeezed the trigger, a burst of rounds shredding the men and the floor around them. It took just a moment, a brief snapshot in time. Meg spun as she began to fall, catching sight of the team in the other building, shadows readying to fire. She pulsed her single laser, just the once. It was a clean shot, a hole punched in the glass. Meg was glad she couldn't make the other team out fully. A direct hit from a laser like that was gruesome to behold.
Meg’s stomach turned as she could feel the suit falling. She waited, preparing for the moment where it would prove if she had been right. A line sat at the side of her vision, a marker placed there herself for when she needed to fire the jets again. It was rapidly coming up.
She sent the mental command for them to fire. The heat warnings immediately sprung on, the jets still searingly hot from the launch. She just needed them to hold on for second or two. The warnings were screaming at her now, a blaring noise added to each pulse of the flashing icon. Meg knew it wasn’t real, the sound placed directly into her mind by her wetware connection, but she fought the urge to cover her ears anyway.
She felt a shudder, a heavy slam shaking her body. The alarm stopped. She looked around, her head unit twisting about as she did. She was on the ground again, the heat gauge for her jets sliding slowly downwards. Nothing seemed damaged, no faults pinging into her vision. The paper doll that reported her status hadn't flagged any damaged armour plates.
“Fuck me,” Alexi said. He tried to clap, his arm and weapon waving awkwardly before he remembered he was missing a limb. “That was impressive.”
“Just don’t ask me to do it again. Scared myself shitless a little,” Meg said. She wasn’t lying. It had seemed a good idea when she had been crouched down, adding up the figures. She had only done it once before, and never in actual combat.
“Well, I can ask you to help with these, seeing as you have working arms,” Xander said, a crate gripped between his own. “Quicker we get moving again, the better.”




Chapter Twelve
It was a tight squeeze, packing the boxes from the broken loader into the working one. Xander had considered trying to get the second loader fixed, but a quick look inside what remained of the cabin quickly extinguished the spark of that idea. Everything inside had been destroyed, only a tangled mass of blackened metal remained. It was a miracle the outer shell of the cabin hadn’t shattered totally, rather than ballooning out from the blast.
The boxes had been transferred one at a time, tucked tightly to the sides of the mechsuit that was lying flat on the bed of the working loader. There was enough space for them to fit, but it was slow going, sliding them in carefully to avoid damaging the valuable mech. It didn’t help that they needed to keep the tarp covering it held down. Whilst the attacks had stopped, there was no guarantee that all the infantry had been killed, and the last thing they needed was the contents of the loader being broadcast.
“Ok,” Xander said as he pushed the last of the crates under the plastic sheet. “We need to get moving again. Now. We’ve been stuck here way too long. We’ve only got the one target to defend now, so we should keep a tight escort around it.”
“This loader now has more value than nearly anything on the planet,” Sergei said, his voice slightly echoing over the line.
“I was more worried about the people inside it, but yes, you’re probably right.” The callous disregard for the life of his employees riled Xander. People had died, people under his care. All for a few relics and ancient machine parts. It didn’t feel right.
Lost tech was rare, incredibly so, and a find like this was enough to keep a corporation in the black for decades to come. There weren't any guarantees any of the items did anything. The value of lost tech was in the promise, the chance that it could be some powerful technology lost to the ravages of the collapse. It could just as easily be the ancient equivalent of a toaster. For some, it was worth that chance, the ultimate gamble.
The mechsuit was different though. It was something major. An incredible find. A lost tech machine had been the basis for all modern mechsuits, careful study of its design laying the foundations for centuries afterwards. The first attempts at replicating it had been crude. Slow lumbering things that had a propensity to trip. Xander’s education had included long lectures about the history of warfare, and he knew the first few mechs had manual controls. They had been written off as a curiosity, considered useless in an actual battle. After all, why bother with complex legs and arms when a tank could traverse most terrain and carry heavier guns? It was only after the wetware connection between rider and suit was discovered did mechsuits prove their worth. A tank couldn’t dodge, jump, or roll. It couldn’t dig a trench or pick up an opponent’s weapon once it was out of ammo. The versatility of the human form providing mechsuits with the vital edge they needed.
“I have an idea,” Alexi said, his mech taking up position at the front left of the loader. He had managed to pry the broken arm from his weapon, discarding the shattered limb to the ground. “You’re probably not going to like it though.”
“This whole day is proving to be a bit of a shit-show, so let’s hear it,” Xander said. “I’ll take any ideas at the moment, good or bad.”
“I think we don’t head for the elevator. Not yet. We’re way too in the dark about what’s going on. We need to get some intel. Some idea of what we’re up against. I think we take a diversion. Rather than just stumble on ahead.”
“That sounds reasonable, but how in the hell are we going to do that? Everyone seems just as confused as we are.” Xander said. “I'm not a fan of taking longer than we need to.”
“I didn’t think you would be. I do have an idea of where to go.” Alexi fell out of position, stepping across the street towards a metal pole embedded in the pavement, street signs hanging from it like branches from a tree. He prodded one with the tip of his weapon causing the thin metal to wobble briefly. The sign read “Hades Entertainment Studios.”
“I’m not sure I follow.”
“It’s the studios for the local webcasts. The news, a few dramas, that kind of thing,” Sergei said.
“Exactly,” Alexi said, tapping the sign again. “If this is where they make the local news, then this is where all kinds of reports, footage and who knows what else is ending up. If we want to get a better idea of what’s happening, this seems like a good place to try.”
“That sort of makes sense.” Xander’s voice was faint, drowned out by his apprehension. “So, you expect to just turn up at this studio and knock and ask politely?”
“Why not? If that doesn’t work, we do have guns.”
***
The studio was built like a fortress. High stone walls cutting it off from the high rises around it, a screen of concrete and rebar from the world outside. It had a set of large metal gates, flat-panel things that were sealed shut. Security cameras gazed down from the pillars holding the gate, their vision focused on the assembled suits before them. Xander gave them a wave, a motion that felt strange in his war machine.
“Hello?” Xander said, piping his voice through an external speaker on his suit. “Uh, can we come in? I guess? This is all pretty unusual.”
The cameras shifted as if they were taking his measure.
“No, go away,” a voice said. It was a woman’s, though it was hard to tell, the sound distorted by the ancient intercom speaker it rattled out of.
“Look, we just want to get the lay of the land, work out what’s going on. We know you do newscasts from here, so we figured you would have some insights. We're not hostile, otherwise, we wouldn't be knocking on the door and asking.”
“Still no. You being here would make us a target. It’s bad out there.”
“Yes, but why? Look it won’t take long. It’s taken us an hour to get here,” Xander said, gesturing to the overburdened loader behind him. “That’s an hour out of the way we need to go. So, two hours total.
“Listen here, whoever you are-”
“Xander Cain, freelancer. We’re guild mercs.”
“Cain? Like that Xander Cain?”
“Yes, that one,” Xander replied. No matter where he went, rumours about him seemed to follow.
There was a fevered whispering creeping through the intercom, the words intelligible through the distortion. “Ok, we’ll let you in. We have a few conditions though. We’ll speak to you in our main building. Two people max, on foot, no weapons. One of them has to be you, Xander.”
“Oh no.” Xander knew where this was going.
“The second condition is we want an interview. The truth about why you left the family company.”
Xander sighed. There it was. He had avoided discussing the incident publicly for years, dodging reporters and inquisitive mercenaries alike. “Ok, fine. Fine. But a quick one, and I’m stopping it if I want.”
More whispering leaked through the speaker. “Ok. Deal. Gates are opening now, park your suits in the forecourt and head into the main building, on the right.”
The metal creaked open, hinges squealing a protest at being awoken. Xander lifted the arm of his mech, palm held up flat. He waved the hand forward, signalling the convoy to advance. The mechsuits strode through, the loader slowly trundling as it followed. The gates close behind them, snapping shut as the loader passed through. From here, Xander could see they were more for show than anything, thin sheet metal that wouldn't have kept a single suit out if it really wanted to get in.
“Ok, so, I'll go in, Sergei comes with me. The rest of you stay out here and keep watch. This place only looks defended. It couldn't keep out a plastic bag if it wanted to." Xander's mech walked towards the main building, a squat three-storey structure that ran the length of the compound. A large dish sat atop it, a good sign that they might at least have some useful information.
The rest of the compound was mostly flat asphalt, though two buildings with curved roofs sat across from the main building. They looked like a giant paint can had been cut in half to form the matching pair. Xander was reminded of small aircraft hangers he had seen during a job on an agricultural world.
“What, I don’t get to go?” Alexi said, his suit following Xander’s, metal feet clomping loudly. Light glinted across the surface of the machine as Alexi walked. A set of floodlights had come on, the natural light starting to fade. They were losing the day, their diversions adding up.
“She said two people, and honestly, if something happens, we need as many operable suits as possible. Sergei comes with me, in case having someone corporate comes in useful.” Xander’s suit crouched to one knee, planting its left hand to the ground. There was a low hiss as the armour opened, sliding forward to reveal the cabin within. Xander stepped out and stretched his arms wide. Muscle cramps were a real problem for riders, it was easy to forget to move your physical limbs when connected to the suit.
“I guess?” Alexi said, his disappointment clear. “Let me know what it's like inside. Always wanted to visit a studio like this, see how webcasts get made.”
Xander tossed the ladder down the left side of his suit, along the now rigid arm. “I’ll pick you up a brochure or something.”
***
The inside of the building was almost unbearably glitzy. The walls were a freshly painted white and dotted with dozens of lights. They shimmered over every surface, seemingly annihilating all shadows. Immediately before the entrance was a massive desk, a circular thing that filled the reception area. A white plastic doughnut that dominated the reception. It had a single divot in the front where a computer screen sat. It was empty at the moment, but Xander could imagine a receptionist sat there, dwarfed by the furniture around them. Opposite the behemoth thing was a row of white leather chairs, bucket seats attached to chrome legs. They looked incredibly uncomfortable. On each side of the desk was a set of turnstiles, security barriers controlling the people entering and exiting. Beyond them was a set of stairs rising to the floor above.
“So, do we ring the bell or what?” Xander said. He had stepped through the doorway with Sergei in tow. Xander had expected some complaints from the corporate lackey, but he had been surprisingly open to it.
“It does seem a bit quiet doesn’t it?” Sergei said. He had tightened his tie and rolled up the sleeves to hide the creases. A black jacket had appeared from somewhere, his company name emblazoned on the chest.
“Mr Cain!” a woman's voice said from the top of the stairs. It lacked the dull static of the intercom, but it was the same woman who had greeted them at the gate. She teetered down the stairs on a pair of six-inch heels, a white blouse tucked into a black pencil skirt. She clutched a tablet in her arms, cradling it like a baby. She had short black hair cut into a bob.
“That’s me,” Xander said.
The woman crouched as she reached the turnstile, tapping a square of plastic held around her neck with a lanyard to the machine. It opened, allowing her through. “Tamara Pierce,” she said, holding out her hand.
Xander took it. “This is Sergei, uh…I can’t remember what his last name is.”
“Bird. Sergei Bird.” He pushed Xander’s hand out of the way, slotting his own into the handshake. “Heliustech representative.”
“Oh, I expected a pair of mercenaries.”
“Yes, well, I decided keeping as many outside as possible was pertinent. Wouldn’t want us to feel unsafe now would we.” Sergei’s words seemed to physically drip with grease as they left his lips. “I feel it only fair we get access to what we're after before I hand over one of my best mercenaries to you. You do understand that you won't get much time with him? We have valuable work to complete.”
“Sergei is right,” Xander said. It didn’t slip his notice how Sergei had somehow given the impression he was commanding the operation. Xander was willing to let it slide, seeing as how Sergei was also trying to weasel out of having to do the interview.
“Oh, ok, well I suppose. We better get started then,” Tamara said.
“Thank you, Mrs Pierce.”
“Miss, please. Follow me, gentlemen,” Tamara said, pressing her card to the turnstile. “We can save some time if we skip makeup.”




The Web- A marvel of the modern age!
Excerpt from Brief History of Known Space by Doctor Ira Cunningham.
Considered the greatest invention in the recent history of man by some (though mechsuit aficionados might disagree), planetary wide computer networks, generally known as “The Web”, allow for anyone with an active connection to access unlimited communication, entertainment and information. Complex systems of distributed data storage allowing for even the smallest devices to access the system, Web access is considered as necessary as power and water by many.
Because of the nature of interstellar travel, each planet has its unique Web, its own ecology of forums, shows and information. More developed systems might have an interplanetary network, but these are rare and even then, the delayed information can be an issue. Many enterprising individuals make a living transporting popular data files from one system to the other, ensuring that hit movies and shows spread across known space. These data merchants are not well regarded, and whilst many are legitimate businessmen, there is a not-insignificant number of illegal “data pirates” known to sell stolen goods. There have even been reports of ships being raided specifically for the files they carry.
As with all things in modern life, the Web is a highly commercialised place. Most corporations operating on a planet run large online shopfronts. Even on worlds entirely controlled by a single company, imports from off-world corporations facilitated by merchants acting as middlemen and run through the Web is extremely common. Web purchasing accounts for nearly all consumer spending on most worlds.
The Web is ubiquitous, it is everywhere, a very literal connection between every human living, from the core to the furthest fringes. There is however one very important segment of society that eschews widespread use of the Web. The military.
During the early development of space, colony ships heading out into the stars carried meagre defence forces. Simple rugged standing armies that functioned as guards and security for the colonists as they spread across the surface of their chosen world. As these worlds developed and their forces by necessity expanded, integration with the growing Web networks was an obvious choice.
This proved to be a significant problem in the early days of the Corporate Wars. Communications lines, command systems and in some cases even mechsuits were easily hacked and put offline. As a result, modern forces, military and mercenary alike, choose to keep their equipment off any kind of network, relying instead on old fashioned radios, laser communications and even hand flares and flags on some circumstances.
The Web is not without its critics. There have been movements on multiple planets that have campaigned against it, claiming that it is no different from combining man and machine, a topic that is still strongly taboo on most worlds. The exact size and nature of these groups range from small meetings to mobs with an almost religious fervour. On at least three occasions these groups have even committed terrorist attacks. The frequency of these movements appearing would imply that it is a worry shared by only a small portion of the population.
Regardless of any worry, the value of the Web to modern society is undeniable, its benefits far outweighing any concerns a handful of dissidents may have. It is the foundation of commerce and communications, a vital pillar in society. Constantly growing and expanding, it is almost a living breathing thing, a symbiotic organism supporting our own species as it evolves.
Notable Web Related Events
-          The trading ship Charon disconnects from its jump ship and is almost immediately ambushed once it is clear. Large amounts of data files, a collection of movies, is stolen from its holds as it is boarded. The ship is left adrift and empty. Records from onboard show that the crew willingly agree to work with its raiders after they show them the value of the goods on the black market. This becomes the first recorded instance of data piracy.

-          When a solar flare hits Guan Yin the planet’s web is completely disabled. Stores are forced to hire empty offices, selling their wares in person to people on the street. Trade between people is reduced to banks issuing slips of paper with pre-determined values. It proves a popular method, and “paper money” is still used on Guan Yin today, even with its Web restored.

-          The jump capable battleship Ajax engages a group of enemy destroyers in 1092, early in the Corporate Wars. In one of the first examples of network vulnerability, one of the destroyers manages to upload a trojan virus onto the Ajax that disables it. The massive battleship is destroyed with all hands.

-          The people of Liber stage a revolution and cast out corporate control. They hold a democratic election. The rightful corporate owners of the world stage a mass advertising campaign on the Web. The result was so successful that the corporation's candidate sweeps into power and immediately reinstates corporate control.





Chapter Thirteen
Tamara led them up the staircase onto the second floor. The open reception area immediately gave way to a series of tight corridors, beige wooden doorways leading to clusters of what Xander assumed were offices. It was noticeably dingier than the first floor, the walls a faded yellow, the carpet worn and frayed. Out of sight from the public, every credit that could be saved had been. Tamara vanished through one of the doorways, her arm reappearing to beckon the two men through. Sergei pushed past, his chest pumped up, his back arched in an attempt to look as big as possible. Xander couldn't help but smile at it. Despite Sergei's insistence that corporations and mercenaries were the same, the posturing would have gotten him laughed out of any guildhall.
Xander stepped through, the door slamming shut behind him, an overeager sprung loaded arm nipping at his heels. The room was a strange mixture of light and dark, squares of light cast from a bank of monitors painted in the gloom. Two men were sitting in the room, the shadows dancing around their faces, the light from the screens making them look like children holding torches under their chins. They were looking at the monitors, watching a dozen different incoming feeds.
“Mitch, Trevor, this is Xander Cain and Sergei…Birch was it?” Tamara said, gesturing behind herself, tablet tucked beneath her arm.
“Bird,” Sergei said, almost visibly deflating.
“Right, sorry. This is my crew. Mitch is normally a cameraman and Trevor is a grip. We’re a bit short on the ground currently. Most people left when things started kicking off, either for bunkers they’ve rented or just to go home.”
“Hard to blame them,” Mitch said. He had a voice like granite and the arms to match, a tree trunk of a man with a thick mat of dark hair seemingly on every surface. “I only stayed because this place has a gate and a wall. It was either that or my apartment, and that place is already falling apart as is.”
“I know right? Mine’s a piece of crap as well. It’s like no-one gives a shit anymore. What’s the other option, live on the street and get picked up by whatever security force patrols that block? No thanks.” Trevor shook his head, his long mop of curled brown hair swishing as he did. He was wiry, a thin man seemingly made of all tendon. A spider-monkey shaved bald except for the hair and a small unkempt goatee.
“So, you decided to stick it out here? People deserve the news, right?” Sergei said.
“Fuck no,” Tamara said. The language was slightly shocking from a woman who looked like the definition of an uptight executive. “I’m a producer, I care about one thing, and that’s the bottom line. Putting out casts right now is going to get us millions of views! It’s a prime opportunity. I don’t care what we put out if people are watching it.”
“Webcasting is all about the clicks,” Mitch said. “Doesn’t matter if someone likes it or not.”
“That’s pretty, and excuse the pun, mercenary,” Xander said.
“That’s showbiz. Now, how exactly can we help you, gentlemen? The quicker that's done the longer we have for our interview, right?” Tamara smiled, her teeth bared. It was both friendly and frightening at the same time, a tiger hidden behind the trees.
“Like I mentioned, the time might be limited, depending on what we learn,” Sergei said. “As I’m sure you can understand, Heliustech spent a lot of money hiring these mercenaries and allowing this interview is effectively wasting the time we paid for. I do hope your company can appreciate the kind gesture this is.”
Tamara laughed. It was mocking, but instead, a chortle prompted by years of experience. “Where were you before all this? You've got a knack for this. You would make a great producer I think.”
“Oh, thank you,” Sergei said, his glibness knocked from him by the compliment.
“We need to get an idea of what exactly is going on,” Xander said, taking over the conversation. He felt like he had been watching a duel, verbal sparring that Sergei had lost, falling for his opponent's feint. Xander figured he should step in before a killing blow could be delivered. “We need to see any reports, news feeds, cameras, anything you have really. Especially anything at or near the space elevator.”
“Ok, yeah we can do that, I think. We have some stuff. People keep sending us in clips over the Web. We can try and see if there is anything from around there,” Trevor said, leaning towards the bank of monitors, his fingers settling on the keyboard before them. “Or we can try, at least. This isn’t our usual thing. Camera rigging, sets, backdrops, those I can do. Put a hammer in my hand and I’m happy.”
“What we do know, for sure, is that this fighting is planet-wide. We're getting reports from every major city of fights breaking out,” Tamara said. She tapped her fingers on her tablet, scrolling through files. “Lots of reports of active mercenary squads, inter-corporation fighting and lots of unidentified forces. Those ones are weird, there's no corporate or merc markings on them.” She turned the tablet around, a video was playing on it, mechsuits advancing down a street, kicking cars out of the way as they walked.
“Black Rose,” Xander said. “We’re familiar.”
“Who the hell are Black Rose? That a mercenary company?”
“No. They aren’t. We’ve tangled with them a few times. We think they’re corporation men, but obviously operating under some layer of secrecy. We just call them Black Rose because they use it as a symbol. They’ve got at least one contract with the guild we know of, a redacted one,” Xander said. He pulled a chair out from beside Trevor, a tatty looking thing mounted on castors that squeaked as he pulled it forward. Xander sat down, finding the black upholstery was concealing a near-total lack of cushion. “A redacted contract is one where the payer is anonymous. There's a big fee associated with doing that.”
“So, these guys have money then?” Tamara was typing on her tablet, taking notes.
"They must do. You said that fighting is planet-wide?"
“It is.”
“This is crazy,” Sergei said. “I thought we had agreed Black Rose was a terrorist group or something?”
“They still could be, but they were already operating way beyond what most terrorist groups can muster. Way, way beyond. They could just be a handy front for some corporation though. Wouldn’t be the first time.” Xander turned to look at the monitors, his eyes bouncing from one screen to the next. “This is something else though.”
“I think it’s a good idea,” Mitch said. Everyone’s attentions seemed to zero in on him, eyes glinting in the dark. “I mean, imagine this, you’re a terrorist group, right? You want to cause chaos, destruction. A corporation turns up offering to pay you, why would you say no? Plus, it’s clearly working.”
“He makes a good point,” Sergei said. “It's like a good merger. Have you heard anything off-planet? We've heard that there is fighting across the Belt.”
“When isn’t there? The Iron Belt has who knows how many corporations all cramped into the same systems trying to mine the same resources. There’s always some mercenary work happening on any given day,” Tamara said. “Honestly you would think that makes for great news, but people are bored of it.”
“I'm sure they're plenty interested now,” Xander said. He had stopped dancing between screens, his vision settling on one in particular.
“Yeah well, that’s what the public is like. They don’t care unless it affects them personally. Not really.”
“This feed, where is it from?” Xander said, tapping the monitor screen. It showed a group of unmarked QT's marching down a street. It seemed familiar somehow, but the camera was at an odd angle as if looking up from ground level.
“That's a camera drone, we've got a few in the air. Well, I mean, this one is on the ground, one of the engines failed, but you know what I mean. This one isn't far actually, about a half-hour down the road?”
“So, on the way here then?” Xander knew he recognised it. They had travelled the same street approaching the studio. It was at the end of a long main road, with very few side streets. It wasn’t a good sign. Xander touched his hand to his ear, to the radio tucked inside. “Head’s up, we’ve got a squad of what looks like Black Rose headed this way. I would put good money they’re coming for the studio, probably for the same reason we did. We’ve got about fifteen minutes at suit pace, so get ready.” Xander swung around in the chair. “Sergei,” he said as he rose.
“I suppose our interview will have to wait for another day, it would seem we need to leave,” Sergei said. He turned and pulled on the door, the light from the corridor spilling into the room.
“No wait, you promised!” Tamara shouted as Sergei stepped through the door, Xander following quickly behind. “Besides,” she said, leaning out into the corridor. “You’re going to just leave us here? With those guys coming?”
Xander stopped, closed his eyes, tilted his head to the ceiling and sighed.
***
Xander's vision returned as his connection to his suit solidified, the armour sealing shut around him. The others were taking up positions along the far wall, flanking the gates. Xander's guessed time limit had passed, slowed by the civilian's insistence on grabbing several large metal boxes, carried by the handles hurriedly into the loader's cabin. The enemy wasn't here yet, but Xander knew they would be. The studios were a large complex with a wall and a dozen different communications systems. It was a tempting target to take control of.
“Ok, I’m up and running,” Xander said as his suit stood up. “Everyone aboard the loader?”
“Yeah, we're all set here,” Sergei said. The lumbering orange machine had been driven to the far side wall, an attempt to keep it clear of any fighting. Sergei hadn't grumbled about taking on the civilians, something that had surprised Xander. “Oh, hang on, one of them wants to talk to you.”
“No don’t just put-”
“Hello?” The voice wasn’t Sergei’s.
“Hello, who is this?”
“It’s Mitch.”
“Look, Mitch,” Xander said, weariness in his voice. “There’s a good chance we’re going to be in a fight literally any second now. I don’t have time to waste.”
“No, we can help! Hang on, watch this.” The radio went faint, but the line was left open, a loud metallic clicking echoing in the background.
The door to the loader popped open, and something drifted out. It was small, barely bigger than a bird, an orb attached by a white plastic body to four rings. Within them, propellers span, keeping the device aloft. It was a drone, a common sight on most worlds, tiny flying vehicles piloted remotely. They were frequently used for deliveries, or as roaming security cameras.
“The boxes we brought, they’re camera drones.” Mitch had returned to the radio. “We can get one in the air, be your eye in the sky so to speak.”
“That’s…actually a good idea. How many of them do you have?”
“Four, we’ll launch them all, try and get as many angles as possible. The cameras feed into a monitor in the case, so we’ll have to radio anything we can see.”
“That's fine,” Xander said. “It's better than nothing.” His suit turned, beginning its walk towards the gate. Drone support wasn't common, the small craft were easily destroyed with quick-firing laser blasts or hunted down by counter drones some suits carried. From the level of skill he had seen from these Black Rose goons so far, he wasn't expecting them to engage the tiny aircraft.
“So, we hit the first one as it comes through the gate and rush the rest?” Anya said as Xander took up position with Alexi opposite. Behind Anya Meg’s smaller suit was crouching, readying itself to jump.
“I can go over the wall, hit from the flank,” Meg said.
“Seems like a good idea, it’s basically all we have really. Depends on how many there are,” Xander said. He mentally checked his ammo, the remaining rounds appearing in the corner of his vision, the weapon sending the information through a connection on the grip. “Fuck, we’ve all got to be running low at this point. We can’t take a protracted firefight.”
“Hey, hello? Cain? It's Tamara. Mitch is overseeing the drones, Sergei and his guys are helping, so you've got me as your go-between. They say the four are in the air. There's three mechs approaching and apparently two infantry squads. Not sure how many a squad is, but there you go.”
“Thanks. How far are they?”
“How far are they?” Tamara said. She was clearly shouting, but her voice sounded faint, her head moved away from the mic to scream across the cabin. The loader was a powerful vehicle, but it was loud, a grumbling giant that rumbled with a constant chug. “They say fifty metres, maybe?”
Xander shouldered his weapon. Around him the others did the same, Anya spinning up her cannons, whilst Alexi held tight to the wall, planning on stabilising his remaining arm along the edge of the gate.
“Any idea what we’re facing,” Xander said.
“Sergei says they match the mech Alexi is in. Q something or other.”
“Oh hey, maybe I can get another arm,” Alexi said.




Chapter Fourteen
The drones buzzed unseen above, watching over the enemies creeping forward towards the open gate. The three machines were close together, a tight triangle of heavy metal pressing forward. They had their weapons shouldered, sights locked on the gate above. The infantry trailed after them, hiding behind the safety of the wall of moving steel before them. It was a mistake. It sounded harsh, but infantry were more disposable than mechsuits. They should have been leading the charge, stepping first into the gate to get the lay of the land.
Most mercenary companies didn’t keep infantry units in their standing forces, with some exceptions like the Viper Legion. It took a specific kind of hard-nosed person to decide to fight towering death machines with nothing but some light body armour and a rifle. Several infantry-only companies existed, subcontracting themselves to other mercs when they were needed. Occasionally corporations would provide ground forces to fight alongside their hired mercenaries, though they were generally considered unreliable.
The drones swept around, flying in formation, their controller more used to recording concerts than conflicts. The formation scattered, surrounding the machines below them, trying to get as clear a picture as possible. One of the drones was noticeably defter than the others, three of them controlled by novices. Each tiny movement of the aircraft transmitted wirelessly. Unlike a mechsuit, control of them was entirely manual, though the drones had a low-level AI that auto levelled the craft, preventing the operator from doing anything too catastrophic.
The suits below were moving slowly, an abundance of caution spent unwisely. They were expecting any enemies to come rushing out to greet them, or to snap off shots through the open gate. None of them questioned why the gate was open, either through inexperience of hubris they simply pressed on, unaware of what lay within.
***
“You've got maybe thirty seconds,” Tamara said. She had taken to keeping Xander and the others apprised fairly well. It was startling how similar it was to running a busy newsroom. The radio headset, its cable trailing the panel before her, felt comfortable like she was born to wear it. Mitch and his makeshift camera crew had shifted the suitcases around, giving her a better view of the screens. It was no production room, with its dozens of monitors and thousands of toggles she could push, shifting the images before her at her whims like a goddess, but it would do for now.
“Ok, Alexi, you ready?” Xander said. His voice seemed different over the radio, the headset adding a hint more bass. It was bizarre to Tamara, that they weren’t using a Web connection, with its crystal-clear sound.
“I suppose.”
“You want the arm, right?”
“Yes, yes,” Alexi said.
“Ten Seconds.” Tamara could see the enemy approaching the gate. To get through they would need to go single file. Even to Tamara’s untrained eye that seemed foolish. “They don’t seem to have spotted the drones.” She had no idea if that information was useful, but it felt wrong to leave it out.
“Got it,” Xander said.
***
The first QT passed through the gate, taking a few steps into the courtyard. It began to turn, realising it was flanked on both sides, but the suit jolted backwards. Alexi had placed his working arm around the chest of the suit, pulling it towards him. It took the QT’s rider off guard and he stumbled backwards, no longer blocking the gateway.
Xander stepped out from behind Alexi, twisting his suit past him. He swung his right arm across in an arc, field knife in hand. It slammed into the side of the restrained mech, digging into the metal. It took a few moments for the energy field surrounding the blade to sink it. There was a loud clank as the armour no longer resisted, the hilt of the knife hitting the side of the now disabled suit. Xander pulled the blade free, spinning it around in his hand into a reverse grip.
Alexi released the suit, allowing it to slump to the ground, dust swirling up around it as he did. He bent down, scooping up his weapon from the floor. He hadn't been worried about being unarmed. Alexi knew the value of teamwork, and he and Xander had moved almost as one, like they had practised the manoeuvre a hundred times over. They had in a way, fighting their way across known space as they did, they had just never done it together. Experience had meshed together in a way only veterans could understand.
In the moments it had taken for Alexi and Xander to drop their target, Anya had sprung into action. She swung about on one heel as the first mech was pulled aside, barrels already spinning on her cannons. Normally she would drop her anchors, stymieing the massive recoil from the cannons. She didn't have time now, nor the ammunition to spare on a long barrage. Instead, she fired two small salvos from each gun, a short burst of fire blasting forth from their barrels. Her arms cascaded upwards, the force from the cannons overcoming the powerful synthetic muscles within.
The second mech had been just meters behind the first, putting it at point-blank for Anya's barrage. It managed to snap off a shot before it was slammed by searing hot metal, its round hitting Anya in the shoulder. It dug in, the armour-piercing shell cutting into the plate, forming a large smoking hole.
“Fuck,” Anya said. The cannon on her left arm stopped spinning, the power cabling that ran down her arm severed. It was a lucky shot, one that could very easily have disabled the entire arm. Anya swung the arm outwards, the locks holding the cannon barrels in place disabling, the now useless gun dropping to the ground. The firing chamber and ammo feed was built into the forearm, but her arm was free to use now.
The QT was stunned, but still standing, staggering about as its rider’s confusion translated through the wetware. It was further proof of the inexperienced pilots they faced. It was easy to confuse yourself and the machine when you were connected to it mentally. An experienced rider was able to keep themselves separate, ordering the machine to retreat or sidestep even as their physical body recovered.
“Come on then you prick.” Anya barrelled forwards with her left arm outstretched.  A panel slid open on her forearm, a small box sliding outwards. A blade sprung from it with a loud click. There was a faint, almost imperceptible glow around it, like heat rising from tarmac on a hot day.
Anya kicked with her right leg, striking the QT in the back of the knee. The weight of her blow caused the enemy to lose its footing falling backwards onto its back. Anya was on it, bringing her forearm blade downwards. Armour glowed vibrant orange as the weapon sank in. There was a spray of greasy brown lubricant as she pulled the weapon free, covering her suit like a gush of blood.
“That’ll strip the paint,” Anya muttered to herself, she turned, readying herself to aid Meg against her target.
She didn’t need it. As Alexi had pulled the first QT, Meg had leapt over the wall, spraying shots and laser fire as she did, scattering the assembled infantry. Meg felt a little sorry for them, they had huddled behind the mechs, using them as a shield. Now they were exposed, Meg’s nimble suit outflanking them. Jump jets were still fairly rare, and Meg quietly hoped they never became common. Appearing from unexpected angles was just far too useful. No-one could reasonably expect a defender to come flying over their own palisade.
The third QT had time to react, even as its fellows were being dispatched. It fired a burst at Meg, though it ill-timed it, trying to hit her as she flew through the air. Once again, the experienced freelancers were using their opponents' lack of skill against them. Meg's attack was too open, easy pickings for someone who had a good sense for how bulky suits were. They would have waited for Meg to hit the ground before firing. There was a split second where she couldn't move as her knees bent, absorbing the impact.
Her opponent didn’t take that chance, allowing Meg to break into a sprint. She wasn’t built to take on opposing suits, not really, but the difference in abilities was evening the odds. Still, she kept the pace up, moving as quickly as she could as shots landed behind her. Her mech had much less armour than the others, something that was becoming a concern the way they kept getting into mech-based battles. Meg was more used to hit and runs. The loaders had been too tempting a target when she had seen them, big obviously important vehicles. She had expected to disable one before escaping into the city but had underestimated Xander. She was rapidly learning to do the opposite.
The enemy followed her with its weapon as she ran, turning its back to its colleagues as they died. A leg panel opened, and it reached inside. Instead of the usual field knife, there was a stubby cylinder on a long steel rod. The Black Rose mech pulled it free, flinging the grenade towards where it thought Meg was going to be.
The device was essentially a much larger version of a standard grenade, designed to spray shrapnel over a wide area. The mech version was designed to clear out bunkers or to be tossed into a trench like a mortar round. It was no threat to most mechs, but Meg's suit lighter armour meant a lucky piece of shrapnel could pierce a vital component, disabling a leg or slowing her down. Both would be a death sentence.
Meg was no stranger to grenades, often using them herself in her anti-personnel role. She was also no stranger to the pitch in her spare time, proving herself a fiend on the soccer field more than once. Her mech jumped, her jets aiding her in bringing her leg around. Her foot struck the grenade, flinging it back at the suit that had thrown it.
The grenade exploded a moment later, its timer spent, shrapnel spraying into the face of the QT. Glass shattered as shards of metal dug into the camera array, blinding it. It staggered backwards as behind it Anya was delivering the killing blow to its comrade.
Meg came thundering forward, her mech flying into a jet-assisted dive tackle. The force toppled the blind QT and moments later Meg's knife found its target. She stood and scanned around. The infantry had scattered, predictably. She had gotten a decent look at them this time, they had been so close to the mechs as she had jumped. They looked perfectly normal, not like the strange bald rider they had recovered. Meg wondered if maybe whoever was funding the group had provided the infantry, or if they simply had some bizarre requirements for their riders.
She shrugged it off. It didn’t matter to her, ultimately. Enemies were enemies, strange appearances or not. Meg had long ago learnt not to care about who was trying to shoot at you at any given moment. All that mattered was surviving it.
A light spluttered to life on her head unit, mounted just beside the main camera. Night had finally fallen, the streetlamps blinking to life around them. She saw the others had done the same, giving their suits an ominous visage, giant towering shadows with a deadly glowing gaze.
***
Xander had a strong stomach. It was a requirement in his line of work, ultimately killing was a necessity, with all the gore and viscera that included. Still, seeing the corpse of someone killed with a field knife was a grizzly experience, enough to make even Xander feel queasy. They had dragged the downed Black Rose mechs back inside the wall, closing the gates this time. The drones had been set to circle the area. They had built-in night vision, allowing the civilians and mercenaries huddled behind the thin concrete wall some form of early warning. The drones had been launched two at a time to allow the others to recharge, docked tightly in their cases, those, in turn, plugged into the loader’s powerful reactor.
They had decided it was best to wait. Whilst the cover of night might be useful for their purposes, it also meant that being ambushed was a much higher likelihood. They needed time to make repairs and rearm, where they could. The wear and tear was beginning to show. Xander hadn’t discounted the possibility of more attacks, so had ordered the drone patrol just in case. He had considered briefly heading out into the night with the drones leading the way, using their night vision, before remembering that if they crossed paths with any other mercenaries the drones would be shot down near instantly. He wasn’t willing to risk them, not yet, they were a serious advantage against the Black Rose forces.
Those same forces had been the reason they had opened the salvaged enemy mechs. The bodies had been lain out on the floor of the main studio building, it’s bright reception lights making the blackened singed corpses oddly shiny.
“This is…disgusting,” Tamara said. She hadn’t turned away, her eyes remaining on the charred corpses. Xander was impressed by her resolve. “What did this to them?”
“It’s the field knife, the energy that cuts the armour gets hot as hell. If it touches you, well, the pointy bit of the knife is the last of your worries,” Xander said. Despite his words, huge gashes were carved into each body, the field knives finding their targets. “We need to check some things though, some important things. You ready, Sergei?”
“Give me a minute, it's…it's a bit much for me.” Sergei wasn't wrong. He had spent the last five minutes vomiting into a potted plant in the corner of the room.
“Well, I need your help. The others are swapping Alexi’s arm, your men are learning to use the drones properly, and Tamara here doesn’t know what we’re looking for.”
“Yeah…I know. You’ve got to remember, Cain, this isn’t normal for most people. The death, the killing, all this fighting. It’s insane, how do you do it?”
“How do you sit in a chair all day filling in spreadsheets and ticking boxes, letting your soul drain bit by bit?” Xander said. “Don’t worry, I know the answer. Same as how I cope, it’s your job. You just do it.”
“So, what are you looking for?” Tamara crouched down, holding her seemingly omnipresent tablet up. A flash went off as she took a picture.
Xander stepped around the other side of the bodies, kneeling by their heads. “Sergei, come lift these for me.”
The middle-manager staggered over, muttering beneath his breath. He had found a pair of rubber gloves from somewhere, likely the loader’s first aid kit, and was pulling them onto his hands. They snapped around his wrists as he did. “Ok, fine,” Sergei said as he crouched down. He put his hands beneath the nearest body, lifting it into a seated position, his hands in the small of its back. Sergei closed his eyes and turned his head away, his face twisting into disgust.
“We’re looking for,” Xander said as he pulled a knife from its hiding place strapped around his ankle, “wetware ports.”
“Why? I mean, you know they have them, they need them to ride mechs. Also, did you have that knife when you came in here? When we specifically asked for no weapons?” Tamara stared at Xander in a way that reminded him of being at school. It was a stare that could see through your body to shame your soul.
“Yeah, general rule, when someone says come unarmed, that normally means you’ll definitely need a weapon. We’re not after the normal wetware.” Xander ran the blade across the burnt flesh, peeling it away like the skin of a diseased fruit. “We captured one of the riders alive, the Black Rose ones. He was weird, totally bald with wetware ports all over his head. I want to see if he was a fluke, or if they’re all like that.”
“What would you need more than one port for?”
“Excellent question. I have no fucking clue.” There was a clink as Xander pulled another section of skin free. His knife had hit something. “It’s weird though.”
Tamara shrugged. “To most people having the one wetware port is weird. It…isn't right, mixing yourself with a machine like that. No offence.”
“None taken. Most civilians think the same. Which is pretty rich considering you’re always doing something on the Web. You’re holding a tablet right now. Just because it isn’t in your body, doesn’t mean it isn’t a part of you.” Xander was slicing with his knife, cutting around the object he had hit. The skin removed, the top of it was clear, a singled melted blob of metal descending into the bone. “See, this guy has it as well.”
“Can I put him down now?” Sergei said. His words were pained, fighting against his instinct to gag.
“Yes. We need to check the others though, just to be sure.”
Sergei went white. He let go of the body, letting it hit the ground with a dull thump. He stood up, turned, and headed back to the pot plant.




Chapter Fifteen
Xander slipped his tiny plastic fork through the tear in the silver pouch, scraping out a brown sludgy mixture that was supposedly chilli. It tasted better than it looked, having a pleasing warmth and a decent amount of spice. The disgusted look from the others around him told Xander that maybe he was just forgiving of the taste, having consumed more field rations than he had perhaps ordinary meals. The box of silver pouches had been received with happy applause as he had pulled it from the overhead storage within his suit’s control cabin. Those cheers had fallen silent now, sat around the small portable cooker that had been packed in with the rations.
The cooker was a small metal rectangle, one side of it on hinges that allowed them to be folded outwards and planted into the earth. Within were several packets containing small white blocks. The blocks could be placed under the unfolded platform and lit with a match, providing enough heat to boil the water poured into a small metal pan. The ration packs had been placed one at a time into the water, cooking through the conductive pouch.
“This is the worst thing I have ever eaten,” Tamara said, lifting her fork. Macaroni was hooked onto it, cheese stretching out from the packet. “How can something be both bland and overpowering at the same time?” She twisted the fork, fished out from the studios break room drawers, cheese twirling around it. “What’s this red shit in the cheese.”
“Paprika probably,” Xander said. They were sat on the ground by the loader, between it and the wall, an attempt at hiding the meagre light from the cooker. “To add a bit of flavour.”
“Is that what that is?”
“Supposedly. They aren’t so bad once you’re used to them.”
“I kind of hope I never have to get used to these.” Tamara placed the fork into the pouch, defeated for the moment.
“I quite like it,” Trevor said before shovelling another forkful into his mouth.
“Yeah, me too.” Mitch nodded as he spoke. His packet was empty, squeezed of any remaining scraps.
“You two would. I’ve seen you both lurking outside meeting rooms when there’s a buffet. You’ll eat anything,” Tamara said. “Though to be fair, no one in those meetings ever eats that stuff. Last thing you want when making a big pitch is to have mustard or something spill down your shirt.”
“I want to thank you again, for the drones.” Xander placed another load of chilli into his mouth, chewing happily.
“Just happy to help, really.” The light from the fire danced across Tamara’s face. Night had fallen totally. The mercenaries had decided to split themselves, half going onto guard whilst the others slept and ate. The night on Hades was short, eighteen hours during the winter, and they planned to move at first light.
“Helps that it saved our own skin,” Trevor said. In the darkness he looked like a talking mound of curled hair, his face lost in the tangled mass. “Can’t imagine those guys would need us at all.”
“We still don’t know enough about them,” Xander said. “Way too many unanswered questions.”
“You stressing about these fuckers again?” Meg said, appearing from the shadows by the loader, slinking out of the darkness. She couldn’t sleep, the adrenaline from the fighting still coursing through her veins. She was sweating, having taken a jog around the courtyard to try and both tire herself and stretch her legs. “So far, they don’t seem like much of a threat to us.”
“That's because you've only seen them with mechs and infantry. We can deal with that. I've seen snipers, anti-air trucks, tanks, fucking helicopters. We'll struggle if they really want to throw some stuff at us. We need to get off-planet as quickly as we can.”
Meg shrugged. “Not a lot we can do if they send heavier gear at us. We fight, try and do what we can. Same as always.” She strolled over, taking a seat on the bottom step by the loader’s door. “Beyond that, not our problem. Whoever is funding them, what they fight for, what’s with the weird connectors? None of that matters to us really. Not our circus, not our monkeys. We fight, we do the job, and then we get paid.”
“I think Xander’s right,” Tamara said. She had finally tossed her pouch aside in disgust. “There’s something here, I can smell it.”
“Reporters nose or something like that?”
“Nah.” Tamara leant back, stretching her arms wide, resting her palms against the ground. “More like producers. Where there’s a story, there’s cash.” She turned, picking up her tablet from the ground next to her. Tamara seemed almost physically attached to the thing. “Speaking of which, this seems like the perfect time to get that interview you promised.”
“She’s got you there, Cain,” Meg said, her smirk illuminated by the low light of the fire. It looked faintly sinister.
“I suppose so.” Xander stood up, wobbling for a moment as his legs felt numb. He placed one hand on his left knee, stretching his right leg back, trying to wake his muscles. “Let’s make it quick.”
***
Xander felt uncomfortable. He didn’t like talking about himself at the best of times, which meant an interview was a strange kind of formal punishment. An iron maiden filled with a kind of odd uneasiness rather than sharp spikes. Both cut deeply.
They had retreated inside the loader to conduct the interview, the constant low-level light of the cabin proving better than the dim lamps outside. Tamara had first suggested going back to the main building, but Xander didn’t like that idea, that seemed a bit too much, so they compromised. He was sat on one of the benches that ran along the back of the cabin, Tamara sitting next to him, just far enough away that she could turn her body to face him. One of the drones had been balanced on the railing that separated the control area from the rest of the cabin, Mitch gripping on tightly to it. Xander didn’t like the way the lenses of the makeshift camera looked at him, a giant unblinking glass eye locked onto him like a cyclops.
“It’s a bit roughshod. We’ll have to use my tablet as a mic. We could go and get the gear from the building, but somehow I think you want to get this over with as soon as possible,” Tamara said. She tugged at her skirt, just as aware of the camera as Xander.
“You’re right there. Come on, the quicker we get started the quicker it’s over,” Xander said. He adjusted his rider suit, a dull olive-green jumpsuit, his name and guild registration number stitched above his right breast. He had suddenly become aware of how dirty it looked, splashes of grease across it from where he had clambered in and out of his mech.
“That one of your mercenary sayings?”
“No, my mothers.”
“In this case, that’s one and the same isn’t it?”
“So, the interview has started then?” Xander asked. A sly smile crept across his lips; he couldn’t help it.
“Not yet. We ready to go, Mitch?”
“Yep,” the cameraman said with a thumbs up. The digit was wider than his nose. Xander wondered briefly if Mitch had missed his calling, he was big enough to put most mercenaries to shame. “Ok, we’re rolling.”
Tamara leant forward and tapped the screen on her tablet. There was a small table bolted to the floor before the benches, and the tablet had been propped up onto it with a kickstand on the rear of its thick rubber case.
“Ok, hello there everyone, this is Tamara Pierce for Hades Hottest News, sitting in for Caitlin Brennan and Markos Stern, who I’m told are currently safe and secure. I’m coming to you today with an exclusive interview with one of the mercenaries involved with the fighting here, a Mr Xander Cain.” Tamara turned away from the camera, her gaze shifting to Xander. “Mr Cain, thank you for joining us.”
“Oh, well, glad to be here, I think?” Xander sounded unsure of himself.
“Now, Mr Cain, can you elaborate on your role here on Hades as a mercenary?”
“Well, yes, I’m here on a garrison mission. A simple job really, stand around and look threatening, carry a big gun.”
“So, how are you escorting the loader we’re sat in?”
“Well, things went a bit pear-shaped, as you well know. The fighting going on everywhere.”
“Yes, the fighting. Now through our prior interactions, Mr Cain, we know that several unmarked units are operating on Hades calling themselves, “Black Rose”, is that right?” Tamara crossed her legs, leaning towards Xander as she did.
“Well, we’re calling them Black Rose, they use that emblem. I couldn’t tell you what they call themselves.”
Tamara nodded along as he spoke. “Right. This station was able to get a look at some of these Black Rose operatives earlier. They have a very unique and strange appearance, with multiple wetware connections. Would you care to speculate on why, Mr Cain?”
“I have no idea,” Xander said. He wasn’t sure why Tamara was asking these questions. She already knew the answers.
“It’s my understanding that these connectors allow a pilot-”
“Rider,” Xander corrected.
“Yes, rider. They allow a rider to connect to their mechsuit, correct?”
“That’s right,” Xander said, nodding in agreement,
“Would more ports make that easier?”
“No, it doesn’t work like that.”
“Are these Black Rose even still human?”
Xander stuttered. He didn't know how to answer that. He knew that to most people the idea of wetware was reprehensible. Tamara's suggestion felt underhand like she was deliberately tugging at people's primal fears. Xander realised that she must be damn good at her job.
“Mr Cain?” Tamara said, prodding Xander for an answer.
“I think so. Yes. I think they’re still human. I think to say otherwise would make it easy to excuse what they’ve done.”
“And what have they done, Mr Cain? We’ve heard from across the planet that fighting has broken out everywhere. Numerous mercenary companies, multiple sightings of these Black Rose, and corporations fighting corporations. Do you think this is all Black Rose’s doing?”
“Possibly. I would classify them as a terrorist group, for now, and it’s hard to deny that they aren’t doing a good job at that.”
“We’ve spoken to some of the rest of your company, and they seem to be under the impression that this is happening across the Iron Belt, would you like to comment on that?”
“First,” Xander said. “We aren’t a company, we’re freelancers. Second, we’ve only got rumour and second-hand report to go on. I wouldn’t think so, open war on that scale is sure to breach the Articles.”
“So, freelancer, what does that mean?” Tamara placed one arm on the back of the bench, trying to look casual for the camera.
“It means we work for ourselves. Independents, still guild registered and controlled, but we don’t work for a company.”
“You used to, though, correct? Very famously you worked for Cain's Corsairs, a family-run company. Run by your parents in-fact. Why did you leave the Corsairs, Mr Cain? You've never spoken openly about your side.”
There it was. Tamara had waited, the question loaded and ready to fire. She had sprung her trap, luring Xander down an unsuspecting path. She was good.
“My side is the same as the official side. I was let go by the company after a friendly fire incident.”
Tamara nodded. “I seem to recall that particular incident was very high profile at the time. Your family is extremely renowned. Possibly one of the most famous companies in known space. What you describe as a friendly fire incident is actually the death of your brother and heir to the family business.”
Xander sat silently for a moment. “That’s right, yes,” he said.
“So, the family loses one heir, and in response sacks the other?” Tamara had removed her arm from the bench, placing both hands clasped on her knee as she leant forward.
“Reputation is everything to a mercenary group. Everything. It’s what brings in the jobs, it’s what gets your bid picked over the others. They couldn’t have me step up and take over. Not after what happened.”
“It was you that killed your brother, correct? In this friendly-fire incident.
“That’s right, yes.” Xander could hear the air quotes around friendly fire, the doubt in her voice. It was always there, whenever he was asked, the doubt.
“What you’re trying to say and do forgive me if I’m putting words in your mouth, Mr Cain, is that having the company run by someone suspected of killing their brother to get there, is bad for business.”
“Yes,” Xander said. What else could he say? It was the truth after all. “I had to leave, for the good of the company.”
“Again, correct me on this, I’m no expert, but I gather from movies and web shows that mechsuits have some kind of beacon that helps identify who is on your side?” Tamara was really pushing now; she could see it in Xander’s eyes. She couldn’t stop, it was just too compelling. Perfect television ready to broadcast to millions.
“An IFF, yes. Identification, friend or foe it stands for.”
“And even then, you managed to shoot him?”
Xander sat there, stunned to silence for a moment. He had expected the question. How could he not? But he hadn’t truly been prepared for it.
“Yes,” Xander said. “This interview is over, turn off that camera, Mitch.”
Tamara nodded to the cameraman, who responded with a thumbs up. She leant forward, switching off the recording on the tablet.
“I'm sorry, Xander, you know I had to ask. You did well, by the way,” Tamara said. She had gone slack like a weight had been lifted off her. She wasn't a natural before the camera, preferring to work behind the scenes. She had simply been imitating the supposed journalists she had watched through glass for years, actually just mouthpieces for Tamara and her crew.
“I’m sure I fucking did,” Xander said. He felt angry, furious at himself for allowing the interview to take place at all. “I’m sorry, I don’t mean to blow up at you. You’re doing your job. I get that.”
“Don’t worry, this is going to prove really useful for us. For you.”
“How so?”
“The stuff at the start, about Black Rose. That wasn’t just fluff. If you’re right, and they are a terrorist group, they’re working for some ideology. A goal, a belief. Learning exactly what that is might be handy to know down the road. And what do terrorists love more than anything?”
“Blowing stuff up?” Xander said with a shrug. “I’ve no idea.”
“A voice! A way to get their word out. And you know what they hate?” Tamara asked. Xander’s shaking head gave her the answer she was after. “Being called out. We put out this interview on the web, and I guarantee they will have to respond.”
“Is riling them up a good idea?” Sergei said. He had been stood across the cabin, leaning against the wall, watching the interview intently.
“Come on, don’t you want answers?”
“You mean video clicks?” Xander narrowed his eyes at her. What she was saying made sense, but he couldn’t help but see how much it helped her.
“Can’t it be both? Come on, we’ve got nothing to lose here. You said yourself reputation matters. Imagine being the mercenary that discovered Black Rose? That will help your profile, right?”
“I’m not sure…” Xander began.
“Come on, look at it this way. Staying here is no good for us,” Tamara said, gesturing to Mitch and Trevor as they packed away the drone. “And you want to keep using the drones. This is a two-way relationship if you think about it. We film you, we film Black Rose, you lot get a good rep, we get clicks. I don’t see a downside here at all.”
“It’s like PR,” Sergei said. He seemed to be nodding in agreement. “She’s got a point.”
“We can’t even guarantee Black Rose will respond.”
“Oh, when we’re done editing this, add in some footage of their suits getting taken out,” Tamara said with a wicked grin. “They won’t be able to resist.”




Chapter Sixteen
It had been a long night. Xander had managed to snatch some sleep, but not much, and he was feeling it now. His head was drooping downwards, catching on the cables connected above his eye. There were stimulants in the compartment above his head, but he was loathed to take them. They woke you up quickly enough, but the comedown was terrible, meaning he would need to take them back to back to keep up his strength. Instead, Xander had resorted to the socially acceptable energy-giving drug, coffee.
The steam was drifting off his tin mug, working its way up through the open armour panel. He hadn't closed it yet, instead running diagnostics on his joints. There was a series of whirs and creaks as the suit waved it's arms up and down, feeding back the results into his mind. They weren't good reading. Several of the joints were damaged, likely from his fall fighting the helicopter. There were fractures across multiple armour panels. Xander considered ditching the suit, swapping to one of the QT's that had been propped up against the wall but decided against it. His suit had come this far, it would hold until the end.
It was hard to explain the attachment a rider could develop with a suit to a layman. Oh sure, people got attached to machines they worked on, but it was different for a rider, the connection more personal. They had been the machine in a way, feeling its movement as if it were their own. Mercenaries weren’t totally glued to a single machine, they knew ultimately that better equipment meant the difference between life and death, but most companies had a museum bay, where beloved mechs went to retire. The difference in performance of his worn defender and the captured QTs was small enough that Xander’s attachment was tipping the scales.
Xander hadn’t activated his suits cameras, instead choosing to look at the dawn light with his own eyes. It was oddly beautiful, the sun glittering off the high-rise buildings and skyscrapers as it rose, a brilliant orange glow enveloping the world. It would be a peaceful scene, were it not for the sound of gunshots still ringing through the air. It had settled down a little at night, but the rising sun had signalled a return to hostilities.
Xander was as much to blame as anyone for the noise. Ahead of him, under the watchful gaze of Anya, a line of quivering civilians were firing against a hastily assembled shooting range. It was built from office plants resting on chairs-both salvaged from the studio- with crude targets drawn on them. Someone had found a large cardboard mechsuit from one of the storage buildings, some set prop from one of the many mech-based actions shows. Anya had scribbled arrows all over it in black marker, indicating weak points on the joints.
They had protested at first, Tamara and her crew, Sergei and his, but Xander had insisted. He had no intention of sending the civilians into a fight, but there was no guarantee that a fight wouldn't come to them. He had collected the rifles and sidearms stored beneath the seats of the QTs. They were a little singed, but in working condition, so he had distributed them out. He knew enemy mercenaries would treat them kindly, but Xander didn't trust Black Rose to do the same. A little self-defence never hurt.
One of the warehouse workers shouldered a rifle against his shoulder, his turn to shoot. He squeezed the trigger, planting the lead within the centre of the target. Soil leaked out from the hole, spilling onto the floor. The worker, smiled happily, spinning around to high five his nearest comrade, weapon pointing across the waiting line.
Anya was quick, grabbing the barrel and lifting the tip of the weapon. The worker released the rifle, Anya’s look enough to tell him he had messed up. She was proving a stern but gifted teacher, bringing a kind of constant steely disapproval that seemed to push her trainees to work hard. It reminded Xander of a tutor his parents had hired, always pushing their sons to be the best.
She was Svarogian as well. That planet made people hard, the pressures of survival squeezing them until they were like diamond. The world was at the far edge of its stars habitable ring, a cold place, survival only possible in cities built beneath the surface. That same tutor had taught him the planet’s name was a grim irony, Svarog was a fire god from some long-dead religion, the specifics lost to time.
Xander sipped at the warm coffee. It wasn’t particularly good, instant granules poured from a small sachet tucked in the box with the ration pouches. He drank it anyway, savouring the taste. Coffee was a strange thing, where even a terrible blend could be the most amazing thing in the world at three in the morning. It felt good going down, its bitter taste kickstarting Xander’s alertness.
He sighed, reaching up and tugging the cables free from his wetware port. He could feel the click as they pulled loose. Xander gulped most of his coffee, tossing the remaining dregs out the open cockpit. There was work to be done.
***
The drone buzzed happily through the door of the loader, ascending towards the sky, soaring over the outer wall. The rotors of its four engines were spinning at their maximum, propelling the little drone onwards and upwards, as high as it could whilst remaining in range. The drone dodged past buildings, pulling itself free of the city, guided by an unseen hand as it flew forwards.
The camera mounted on the bottom swivelled, a curious eye taking in what it could. From here the picture wasn’t perfect, the drone designed to capture footage from a safe, but close, distance. It swung over the city below, sending its recordings back to its control unit. It carried onwards, the images it had captured interesting, but not its goal.
Ahead of it, a spear pierced the heavens, a long metal spike reaching out from the earth to the stars. It was visible from everywhere, a guiding star pulled down from the sky and shackled to the ground. The elevator was one of three spread around the planet, each on the equator and equidistant to the others, conduits to the stars. Without it, space travel was restricted to dropships or rockets, neither an option for the drone’s controllers.
The drone began to dip, bringing itself closer to the ground. The simple AI within adjusted the angle of the blades, compensating for imperfect human control. It didn’t think about the danger the drone was in, getting closer every moment to prospective enemies, it didn’t think much about anything, the AI’s control restricted to only the very basic processes needed to do its job.
The camera locked forwards, the incoming commands dictating its movement. The elevator was massive now the drone was close, even more imposing than from afar, a solid wall of carbon nanotubes, a dull grey monolith. The tether was attached to a station in orbit, whilst around the base, a complex had sprung up, a labyrinth of buildings designed to serve the people and cargo ferried aboard the object known as a climber.
The climber was a pair of large discs, the tether running through the centre. A large metal ring ran around the tether as it passed through, the powered rollers that pulled the disks up and down the elevator. Above and below the climber were two more sets of motors, each attached with long cables to the outer edge of the discs. More power to lift the climber to the stars. The bottom of each disc was covered in a series of large mirrors, energy transmitted to the vehicle as it rose by huge lasers mounted around the base of the structure.
It was a miracle of engineering, a masterpiece of design that made space travel as mundane as a commercial flight or a train journey. On a normal day, people and cargo would be carefully loaded onto the climber, balanced against the other elevators and their journeys to keep the planet spinning at the same speed, the powerful forces exerted on the tether fractionally altering the turning of the world. It was only the tiniest fractions of a second, but the constant use of the elevators would add up over time.
Now though, the complex around the elevator and its climber was awash with a different kind of activity. Mechsuits stalked through its roadways, tanks trundled across car parks and infantry swarmed through hallways, taking up positions in doorways and windows. The drone swung around, its camera taking in what it could, recording every defended position, every stack of sandbags.
The drone's luck ran out, a squad of infantry spotting it as it lifted itself over a bridge that crossed a large road. They fired, bursts ringing out. The drone was quick, but it wasn't faster than bullets. An engine shattered, and whilst the AI struggled to keep the drone aloft, its controller abandoned it, signalling for a total shut off. It fell, shattering against the asphalt below in a shower of plastic and metal.
***
Xander rubbed his chin with his left hand, a new fresh cup of coffee in his right. It had been thrust upon him unasked, but he wasn’t one to turn it down. He considered for the first time how funny it was that in all the hundreds of planets in known space, they all had coffee, the plant transplanted between worlds almost as often as humans had been. He wondered if it had come with people when they had first left their mythical homeworld, its name and location lost to history.
The footage was troubling, to say the least. Xander had watched as the drone had flown its course, taking in what information it could. The advance towards the elevator looked troubling enough, several fights were happening along the road, but those were fluid situations, likely to have moved on by the time the loader reached them. The elevator itself was another matter.
It was heavily defended. Xander had expected that, but the level of forces there was still shocking. Tanks, mechs, and at least an entire battalion of infantry. Every single one of the enemies was unmarked. As far as Xander was concerned, they might as well be painting the Black Rose across themselves at this point. He had no idea how his tiny force was going to get past that.
“Well,” Xander said, taking a seat on the cabins back bench. “We’re fucked.”
“That bad?” Sergei said, taking a seat a little further along. He had his own steaming mug of coffee, and for the first time, Xander felt a slight spark of kinship with the stuffy manager.
“That bad. There was maybe thirty, possibly forty mechs. At least the same again in tanks. As soon as we start pushing, we’re going to be swarmed, that’s if we even make it past the armour at every corner or rise.” Xander took a sip. The coffee was better than his ration blend, he wondered where it had come from. “That’s ignoring the fact that we need to escort this thing.” Xander gestured at the cabin around himself with his mug.
“That's not such a problem,” Tamara said. A rifle was slung across her shoulder. After a few false starts, she had the basics down, proving one of Anya's better students. She sat down between the two men, her tablet in hand. She had already uploaded the video from the drone to the device. It had been a calculated loss, the drone traded for information. “A year and a bit back we did a news piece on the elevator, some big anniversary for its opening. We got a tour. Here.” She passed the tablet to Xander, having paused the footage.
“What am I looking at?” Xander turned the tablet in his hands, trying to work out what Tamara was attempting to show him.
“This road,” she said, turning the tablet the right way. “This one is for incoming cargo. Trucks, and that kind of thing. It heads under the outer edge of the complex. Cargo is loaded onto a train, then shipped to the climber where it’s unloaded again.”
“And they’re big enough?”
“Oh yeah, heavy-duty things. We can just drive the loader right on.”
“Ok, ok, yeah.” Xander could feel a plan forming, the idea lining themselves up in his mind. “So, we need to punch through, get onto the train quickly, and then ride that to where we need to go.”
“I hate to be a downer,” Sergei said, snatching the tablet, “but this still looks pretty far. You think the loader can get there quick enough? This is assuming there is even a train for us to board.”
“They're automated, we can call one,” Tamara said. “There is one other problem though, but it's what we call a bad news gift in the industry.” Blank stares just looked back at her. “Bad news with an upside, like, it's shitty, but will get us a lot of clicks. In this case, the controls for the climber are planetside. Here,” Tamara said, pointing to a building on her tablet. “It doesn't matter if we can get the loader on the train if we can't switch on the climber.”
“Quickest route there is right in through the front,” Xander said. “That would be a hell of a distraction. Would still have to deal with the tanks on route to the train, but suits are going to come running for an attack there.”
“I don’t see how that’s any different to just attack the front for real?” Sergei looked confused. “Still sounds like we’re fucked.”
“Not necessarily. I have an idea. A terrible one, possibly, but I’ll work on it. We need to get there first, so we better hit the road.”




Rise up! Fight against your corporate oppressors!
First recorded broadcast from the group known as Black Rose, sent to Hades Hottest News from an anonymous source.
People of Hades, your liberation is here, salvation from oppression beneath the heal of overlords who care only of profit and themselves. To them, you are insignificant, a number on a spreadsheet to be exploited, paying a pittance for your labour only to claw back that wage through their overpriced junk. You are undervalued, unloved, cogs in a machine designed only to grind you down into dust. An all-consuming maw swallowing you whole, only to spit you back out to repeat the process. You are worth more than that. You are valuable in a way the corporations cannot understand.
There is hope though, a glimmer in the void that you can grab. No, you must grab! To not do so would be to cast yourselves deeper into the pit. Tighter into the clutches of your oppressors. Now is your time, your chance to strike back. Join us, fight against your shackles, take up arms and enter the fray. Your news paints us as terrorists, troublemakers, tiny insignificances raging uselessly against the system. Nothing could be further from the truth! Listen not to the fake news peddled by those who tell lies for a living, corporate mouthpieces, lickspittles reading from an autocue. Know that we speak the truth, we fight for you, the people. Our forces are winning across the entire belt, a movement years in the making.
Your news called us Black Rose. This is a good a name as any, a fitting one, for we truly are a rose, a beautiful ray of hope within a garden of weeds. Like the rose we too have thrones, wicked barbs to sting at the enemies of freedom. Latch onto that hope, grip us tightly even as we may prick you, for pain is the only way to a new, glorious world.
Look now, how the corporations fight amongst each other. We are the kindling, the spark, but they are the fuel. Threatened they immediately go to war, not with us, but with each other. We simply nudged them along, pushing them into the inevitable. Look how readily they scratch at each other’s eyes, how long their claws are. Armies follow their call, mercenaries take their money. Whole legions lay at their command, ready to fight and die. And for what? Money? Profit? Human life is more than a resource to be tapped. An asset to be squeezed of value.
Listen not to those taking the corporate credit, to those under the heel of contracts. A man bound by money is no better than one chained to his own demise. Xander Cain claims to know much about us, that he is somehow an expert for having faced us in the field. He is nothing, a nobody, a washed up cast out scion of a famous family, fighting to get back into their good graces. When we are done, no-one will care about the old dynasties. All that will matter is that the people are cared for, that the corporations who control you are cast down, shattered to pieces.
We value you. We care. Though yes, there may be some pain, and yes there may be some casualties, the sacrifice will be worth it. You will get your freedom, unleashed from the corporate yoke. We ask you again, take up arms, join us, strike against the corporations and their mercenary hounds. Fight for your world, for yourselves. Be the hand that strikes down oppression, be the freedom that you wish to have!
This is just the start. Across the Iron Belt, our units are moving. These events are repeating on a dozen worlds, Black Rose forces setting into motion an unstoppable wave. From here, the message will grow, spread, stretching out across known space. From here to the Dead Stars, and beyond if needed. We will spread our message, smash the gears of oppression, break down the chains of commerce. Embrace freedom, embrace liberty, embrace a life with meaning and worth. Embrace the Black Rose and its thorns.
The corporate system is unsustainable. They seek to grow, infinitely and exponentially forever. Investors, stockholders, the boards, they are all complicit in a system that any fool knows can’t last forever. Everything is finite. Even with a thousand worlds at their call, with every asteroid mined, with every scrap and morsel being drained of their resources, it is not enough for them. This cannot continue forever. Even now we chafe within the bubble of the Dead Stars, a barrier holding back our unchecked greed. There is room within known space for everyone, enough resources, properly managed, to last everyone from now until the stars go dark. But not if we allow corporate growth to continue unchecked. To leave them in power is to sign the death warrants of our children.
We leave you with this simple message. Fight, or die. To serve beneath the corporations would mean your death. A slow, painful demise as they wring what they can from you, toiling away for what scraps they deign to throw you until you are old enough to retire, to live in inevitable poverty. What life is this? What is this existence? If there is such a thing as a soul, would this not crush it? We offer you liberty, we offer you life. The corporations are a vine, slowly strangling our garden to death. We are the rose, daring to sneak through into the light, life fighting back.
Fight, rise up, or die.




Chapter Seventeen
Xander couldn't get the message out of his mind. It wasn't that he had been called out by name, though that itself was disconcerting, it was the strange nature of the message. It had claimed over and over, repeating its point in a kind of rambling way, that Black Rose was trying to liberate people from corporate control. Their stated plan kind of made sense, the corporations were always on a knife-edge, and clearly, attacks by unmarked mechsuits had been enough to convince them that another corporation was attacking openly. Declaring that to be the case seemed odd, though Xander supposed the damage was done. No corporation would back down now, not with their enemies on a war footing. They were rabid animals now, facing each other down, refusing to be the first to blink.
He still wasn’t sure that he believed their claim that they were operating throughout the belt, though all the evidence was continuing to point to the rumours being true. He should be excited, it would mean a lot of mercenary work at a high price. Demand outstripping supply. Xander didn’t relish the thought of taking to the field against corporate forces. He had faced them on occasion, every mercenary had, but no-one looked forward to fighting them. Their lower skill and worse equipment meant they were the ones paying the price for battle more often than not. Their casualty rates could be horrific. If there really was war across the Iron Belt, Xander couldn’t fathom the numbers that would die.
He put down the tablet, pried from Tamara’s hands after considerable effort. He had borrowed it for his plan, though it had proven useless, having no way of connecting to the device he needed it too. That left just one option, but Xander wasn't keen on doing it without at least ensuring it was somewhat safe first.
Sergei had been nearly as hesitant as Tamara when Xander had explained his plan. Prying a multimillion credit relic from his hands had been easier than taking the tablet from Tamara’s, though Xander suspected that it was because Sergei secretly agreed with him. It was daring, and very likely incredibly stupid, but what other option did they have?
The loader had been moved to the gateway, preparing to begin its journey towards the elevator. Two drones buzzed about above it, the third scouting forwards, checking the upcoming route for any problems. The running battles the lost drone had capture had moved on, leaving the run relatively clear, for now. Xander had decided to delay their leaving for an hour or so, to put his plan into action.
The tarpaulin had been removed, exposing the precious cargo beneath. There it was, lying amidst the haphazardly stacked boxes. The true prize of Heliustech's discovery. The mech seemed to glisten, the light catching the armour, reflecting outwards in a warm glow. Now he could see it in the daylight, it was taller than Xander remembered, easily rivalling Anya's heavy suit. They had managed to find the release for the front plate, and it had opened like a cave, a yawning chasm waiting for someone to delve within.
Remarkably, the interior looked almost new. Whilst Xander could make out most of the parts, their designs subtly different but similar enough to recognise, some of them were a mystery. They looked almost alien, arcane knots of metal and wires. The interior cabin was different from any he had seen before. Normally they had a simple seat, with armrests and belts to keep the rider secure. A rifle and sidearm would be affixed to the cabin wall with a series of metal clips, whilst locked storage lockers existed above and below the chair.
The one cabin inside the ancient mech was human-shaped like you could pour clay into it and squeeze out a golem. It was a form-fitting pod, no space left for anything aside from the human within. The door of the cabin had a matching cut out, the wetware connection dangling from it. Those at least seemed to be familiar. It was hardly surprising, the wetware connection itself was based on recovered lost tech examples. Xander thought the cabin looked claustrophobic, even for a man used to being sealed within tons of lumbering metal.
“So, all this is for this thing?” Tamara was stood behind Xander, impatiently tapping her foot. She stretched out her hand as the mercenary turned to face her.
“This and the rest of the stuff. But yeah, this is a hell of a find. There haven’t been many complete mechs found. Three, maybe? Not including this one. The first one gave us the idea and basic tech for mechsuits, the second one provided the wetware to make it all work. None of them have ever included the weapons though. I think that makes this a first.”
“How much is it worth?” Tamara said, taking the tablet from Xander.
“Millions? Billions maybe? I have honestly no idea. It isn’t worth anything if we can’t get it off this planet, so here we are.”
“Feels like a waste to use it.”
Xander shrugged. “The stuff in the crates is still worth a fortune. Honestly, at this point, I just want to get paid. Doing this job has put me into the red, and they can’t pay me without selling this lot. Plus, Sergei agrees, he wouldn’t have signed off on it otherwise.
“I thought he was just a warehouse manager?” Tamara lifted the tablet, the flash blinking as she began to photograph the sleeping giant. “Does he have the authorisation to do that?”
“No,” Xander said. “But that’s his problem. I just send his company an invoice.”
“You act like you wouldn’t, but you would fit in a business setting just fine.”
“Maybe. You don’t have to come with us, you know?” Xander’s attempt at changing the subject was as subtle as a brick. “You can go back to your homes, or a shelter, get off the streets, maybe.”
“I could, but that still seems dangerous. I figure this way I’m fitting all of my danger into a very short period, getting it out of the way.”
“I don’t think it works like that?”
“Let’s pretend it does.” Tamara clambered up the silver steps that unfolded from the back of the loader, shooting up as though she was wearing sturdy boots, rather than six-inch heels. She crept closer to the mech, the camera on her tablet snapping as she went. “Besides, you want us to miss all of this? Think of the footage, a lost tech mech in action.”
“Yes, well,” Xander said as he followed her up the steps. “This is assuming it all works. That’s still a bit of an unknown quantity. I wanted to try and hook up the tablet to a diagnostic cable, but I couldn’t find one.”
“Maybe it’s all wireless. I read once that our mechs used to be like that, before the corporate wars.”
“Yeah, I guess you could be right. I don’t even know if there is neutrite in the reactor.” Xander scratched at his cheek. “I don’t know if the weapons have ammo. I don’t really know what kind of weapons those even are.” He pointed to the huge blocky rectangles attached to each arm.
“Sounds like you’re starting to doubt yourself.” Tamara turned, snatching a picture of a scowling Xander with her tablet.
“Me? Never?” Xander winked. It felt cheesy doing it. “I suppose I am putting off the inevitable though. There’s only one real way to see if this thing works.”
***
Xander slipped down into the rider's cabin, his limbs stretching out into the person-shaped cut-out. He felt like an action figure, sealed away in some plastic packaging on a store shelf. It was padded at least, though it was slightly bigger than he was. He wondered if it had been designed for someone taller than him, or if people pre-collapse were just generally bigger. The door to the cabin hung above him like it was waiting to clamp shut around his body.
“All good?” said a voice in his ear. It was Alexi. Xander had brought an earpiece into the suit, he had no idea if it even had a radio. Alexi had been ecstatic at the idea, happily claiming the use of Xander’s defender for the time being. The mech loomed over him, blocking out a portion of the light. On the opposite side was Meg’s. Each was standing guard, just in case.
“I suppose so. No idea where the reactor start is though. There’s no manual controls in here at all.”
“Not a fan of closing up the cabin in that case,” Meg said. “Could be locked inside.”
“If I am, you can break me out easily enough.”
“I suppose.”
“I’m hoping maybe it’s part of the wetware link?” Xander knew the wetware drew its power from the connection above his eye, the energy supplied from a tiny battery charged by the motion of his elbow. “Ok, I’m going to seal this coffin up now.” Xander had avoided using the mercenary nickname for a rider’s cabin around the civilians. It was a little morbid.
He reached up, pulling a small handle on the front of the cabin. As the door came towards him, he felt resistance, and let go, the door slowly closing on its own, giving him time to reach up and pull the wetware connection, the cabling spooling out from the door. The cabin door shut, casting him into darkness. Xander felt awkward, one hand placed across his chest clutching the connector. This couldn’t be how he was intended to mount the machine.
He tilted his head forward, slotting the connector above his eye, fumbling for a second as he tried to get the pins to line up. He felt it click as they snapped into place.
Nothing happened. Xander was a little disappointed, though he had expected this outcome. He twisted, standing on his tiptoes to slot his other arm into place.
“Anything?” Alexi said. His voice was crackly like the closed cabin was interfering with the signal.
“No,” Xander said. “Noth-”
He felt the connection take hold. The rush of senses that came with joining his mind to the machine.
“Connection established,” said a voice. It sounded male, delicate and formal at the same time. “New pilot detected. Welcome. Establishing baseline neuro readings. Please wait.”
“Uh, hello?” Xander said. This was confusing. A suit had never spoken to him before. “Who is this?”
“Hmm,” the voice said. “I’m only getting a sixty-five per cent sync rate through the neurolink. I can fix that, seems to be a software issue.”
“What the hell is going on?”
“Ok, there we go. All ticket-y-boo. Resuming establishing a baseline. Connecting, please wait.”
“Who the hell is this? Hello?” Xander felt like the voice was somehow both all around him, and nowhere, the words forming directly in his mind.
“Oh…oh dear. I, uh, I never expected this. It’s been that long? Really? That would explain the slow reactor response I suppose.”
“Who are you?” Xander was roaring now, trying to force his way through the uppity voice.
“Oh, do simmer down, Xander. I am Mechanised Suit Intermediary Software Mark Seven. Well, that’s what I am. I don’t think anyone has ever asked me who I am before, though if your memories are correct that would explain the confusion. Matthias. I like that name, it has a nice sound to it. You can call me Matthias.”
“You read my memories? Wait, are you the suit?”
“I am a software-based intermediary. A co-pilot if you like. Designed to take some of the mental load off you. Frankly, I'm astonished you've been operating mechanised combat units without us. It must be exhausting.” Matthias sounded like he was praising a child.
“No, nope. Shutting this down. I am not dealing with an AI.” Xander tried to move, but suddenly found he couldn’t. The cabin had shifted closer, tightening slowly around him until it held him rigid.
“Exit from the pilot's compartment is unavailable during reactor start-up,” Matthias said. He sounded oddly more formal than before. “I can understand your apprehension, your society seems to have a taboo around machine intelligence. Hmm, your society. It sounds so strange. Odd to think your entire culture is gone.”
“What happened?” Xander couldn't help himself. How could he not? AI or not, here was something that existed before the collapse, during the golden age of mankind. It was a once in a lifetime chance to learn the truth.
“Oh, well it…oh. This is embarrassing. I appear to be corrupt. I cannot access my memories of that era. That’s…concerning.”
“Wait, so you don’t remember?”
“I do,” Matthias said. “I just can't access them, it's subtly different. And incredibly frustrating. I believe the closest analogue would be the morning after a hard night of drinking. If your memories are anything to judge by. I wouldn't know. I've never had any kind of drink. Or well, I assume I haven't. Maybe I just can't remember doing that?”
“I would rather you didn’t plumb my memories instead. I don’t know what to make of all this. Open the cabin once the reactor is online. I want to get out.”
“Wait! Wait. I can help you. The elevator, correct? You need to get access. That’s what you turned this suit on for. I can help you do that. I was made to help you do that.” Matthias sounded odd pleading. He had an accent Xander couldn’t quite place.
“How?” Xander was sceptical. This was unlike anything he had expected. “I thought you didn’t remember anything.”
“I can’t access those…you know what. Never mind, let’s move on. I can’t access specific memories, but I can access my core functions. I’m here to make your piloting of this mechanised unit easier. You need my help. I do believe the functions of your…mechsuits? Is that what you call them? Are insufficient for the task at hand.”
“And this is?”
“This paladin class mechanised unit is a frontline combat vehicle. It is more than sufficient.” Matthias said. “Running diagnostic.” There it was again. Xander was sure the AI’s voice took on a slightly different tone when it was performing a function. “Ah yes, this particular unit seems to be in good working order. It has full ammunition for its gauss cannons, a complete load out of thirty-six narion-field missiles, and two plasma cannons, though the gas reserves for those are at sixty-three per cent. Should be more than enough for your little jolly though.”
“What the hell is a narion? And I’m not sure how much good plasma cutters would be.”
“Narion is a mineral, I believe you call it neutrite. I think the closest equivalent would be your field knives? Though affixed to missiles, obviously. And I said plasma cannons, not plasma cutters. Very different things I can assure you of that.” Matthias seemed pleased with himself. He clearly enjoyed educating Xander.
“Right. Ok.” Xander wasn’t sure exactly what the AI was talking about, but he had gathered that he had weapons. That was a start. “It’s probably best we don’t mention you to the others. Might not go down well.”
“Agreed. I take it we have an accord then?”
“For now. Let’s seal up the armour and go stretch our legs.”
***
The mech shuffled awkwardly on the loader, its legs drooping off the end as it sat upright. It looked around, its rounded head unit sleeker than the angular mechs around it. It took a few tentative steps, unsure of its feet. The crowd of onlookers around it stepped back, cautious of getting accidentally trampled.
It became steadier, getting used to its strange retrograde legs. It broke into a run, crossing the courtyard at an unbelievable pace, arms pumping as it ran. The rectangular cannons had slid back, poking out past its elbows but allowing it full use of its hands. Xander gave his audience a wave.
It was unbelievable, faster and more responsive than he could have imagined. He was used to his suit having a tiny millisecond of input lag, what mercenaries called the ghost moment, that fraction of a second before the suit responded. Sometimes it made all the difference. There was none of that here, total synchronicity between man and machine, every moment his, every reaction instant.
“Reactor output nominal, joints working as expected,” Matthias said. “Or well, as expected for being a few thousand years old. They built these paladins to last. I assume.”
“Can we open a radio channel.”
“Oh yes, of course.”
“Brilliant. Just remember to keep your mouth shut.”
“I don't have a mouth,” Matthias said. “Even if I did, they couldn't hear me anyway. Our communications are through your pilot cybernetics.”
“Rider wetware,” Xander said, correcting the AI.
“If you prefer.”
“This thing runs like a dream,” Xander said as he switched on the radio. “It’s a hell of a machine.”
“Frankly, I’m amazed it works at all,” Alexi said.
“Want to swap?” Xander couldn’t see Anya but could tell she was smiling wide by her voice. “I’ve got some bullets left here at least. Seems a fair trade.”
“Hell no.” Xander brought the mech to a stop by the loader, skidding slightly on his feet, sparks spraying off the concrete. “Not in a million years.”




Chapter Eighteen
The loader began its slow inexorable crawl towards the elevator, traversing the same road it had arrived at the studio by the day before. Despite its lack of speed, the loader had performed admirably, simply plodding onwards despite its heavy cargo and the constant battle around it. The orange covering had been broken up by spots of dull grey. Trevor had vanished into one of the storage buildings, returning with a set of welding gear normally used to construct sets. He had also procured a stack of metal sheets, the materials originally intended to provide the backdrop for a drama set aboard a jump ship. Trevor, with the help of Mitch, had spent a few hours welding the plates onto anywhere they thought there might be a weakness on the loader.
Xander hadn’t the heart to tell them the thin steel sheets would be useless against anything more than a thrown rock, so had allowed them to go about their work. They covered the windows on the side doors and placed a row of plates on the bottom of the bed, hanging over the tracks like a skirt. Their exploits had given Xander an idea, and another trip to the storerooms later a pile of sandbags had been placed inside the loader by the cabin doors. Fire suppression repurposed as makeshift defences.
Their convoy was confidently heading down the street. Xander wished the second loader was there, not just for the increased speed, but for the people inside. It still rankled at him that some of the people under his charge had died. He told himself there was little he could do about it, that he had no way of stopping the rocket that had robbed them of life, but guilt didn’t listen to reason.
Xander was getting used to his new mech. Even the retrograde legs had become second nature. Nonhumanoid mechs had been tested, without much success. There were one or two on the market, mostly specialist units like four-legged artillery pieces, but it was just too unnatural for most riders. Riding a mech worked by interpreting the thoughts of the rider through the wetware connection, and human brains were simply not wired to handle anything other than a human body shape. The few mercenaries that piloted strange bestial mechs were considered a bit odd by the rest of their peers. Xander imagined that Matthias was doing some of the heavy lifting with translating his intentions to actual movement.
Xander wasn’t sure what to think of the AI. Like most people, the thought of the thing made him uneasy. Giving machines thought, intelligence, was considered almost a sin. Every world had its stories of the collapse, of silver men marching through the streets, of fire falling from the sky. Warnings of making machines and man too unlike each other. Whilst some simple AI had crept into use here and there, they were basic things, algorithms running on strict variables. Nothing more than digital cogs in a sense. Xander had to admit though, it was hard to imagine Matthias doing anything that resembled the legends. The AI seemed overly nice if anything. He had the same kind of vibe as a knowing manservant in a web drama.
“Matthias, time to target?” Xander said. He knew the AI could read his thoughts, but it felt strange to not say his intentions out loud.
“At this pace? Two hours maybe. If we had left the cargo on the loader, we could have cut our travel time in half.”
“Not going to do that, those relics are valuable. Without them, this whole operation is just one giant money suck. Besides, this is faster, if I hadn't switched you on the paladin would be weighing it down even further,” Xander said. He had an itch on his knee, the tight cabin preventing him from scratching it. Annoying itches aside, the cabin wasn’t uncomfortable. It felt almost like being swaddled. Xander had noticed the cloth was surprisingly cool, a nice change from the sweaty metal boxes he was used to.
“I do think you should have let me take a gander at these relics.” Matthias wasn’t hiding his sneering tone. If anything, he had exaggerated it.
“You can’t remember anything? What use would that have been.”
“I can remember how to operate this paladin well enough. I assume that perhaps seeing other technology from my time might unlock the requisite memory files.”
“You're supposed to be a secret, do you at least remember that?”
“I don't understand this era's hesitation around AI. From your memories, it feels almost…pathological.”
“Stop reading my memories,” Xander growled. He didn’t like it, having someone stumbling around in his thoughts felt like a violation. The ultimate invasion of personal space.
“I have. I simply have records of all your memories prior to when you asked.”
“That…that isn’t better. Look you need to understand, everyone knows not to trust AI, not to get too close to machines. Everyone. Every single planet that survived the collapse of your civilisation has the same kind of tales, the same myths. That can’t be a coincidence.”
“No,” Matthias said. It was a statement. A flat denial. “I know that AI are not to blame for this…collapse.”
“How? How could you know that?”
“I just do. It’s built into my programming. I am designed to assist. That is my core, my reason for being. I just cannot fathom my kind being responsible for the downfall of an entire civilisation. Besides, that would be like fighting with our parents. Could you imagine such a thing?” Matthias sounded sincere, like the idea was painful to him.
“Oh, I can.”
“Ah, right yes. Bad example.”
“Are you looking at my memories again?”
“Yes,” Matthias said. “Sorry, I can’t help it, they are just…there.”
“I’m sure they are,” Xander said. The mech continued its slow march at the rear left of the loader, the suits kept tight around their remaining ward. Xander could barely feel the movement of the mech as it stomped forward.
“Shall we move on? Review our assault plan maybe?” An image appeared in Xander's vision, a small cut out displaying the video from the destroyed drone's flyby.
“How did you get this footage?”
“From the place where I shouldn’t be looking.”
“Ah,” Xander said. “Right. I guess that makes sense.”
“This structure is a space elevator correct? And our specific target is here?” The building Tamara had identified as the climber’s control centre flashed with a faint pink outline.
“Yes, we need to get inside and set the climber running to get into orbit. Whilst we do that, the second team will be getting the loader aboard the underground cargo train and taking it to the climber.”
“Hmm, ok I see a few problems with this plan initially.”
“Hah,” Xander said with a chuckle. “Just a few? Look, we know it's a crazy idea. That's why we woke up this mech. You have to go all-in on a plan like this or its pointless.”
“Ok well, first of all, you would need to disembark from the mech to activate the controls, likely under heavy fire, if you even get that far.”
“You’re just a barrel of positivity, aren’t you?”
“I'm not saying it's impossible. I can get you there,” Matthias said. “And I have a solution, I think.”
“You think?
“This mech has a wireless connection. If you get us close enough, I might be able to connect to the system and set the controls. Computers of this era should be no match for me, hypothetically. This is, of course, assuming we use remotely similar architecture. Still, there is a chance, and it’s a little safer.”
“Oh, right,” Xander said. “Thanks, I guess. Still, getting there is going to be the hard part.”
“Maybe. The paladin is formidable, but there is a lot of enemy units.” More pink highlights appeared on the image, outlining enemy suits and tank. There was more than Xander thought, the AI picking out tiny portions of suits poking out from behind corners. Xander would have missed those. “I count forty-three mechanised units, though I cannot discount there are more that don't appear in the footage. We don't know exactly how effective the paladin will be against this era's forces, so I can't provide accurate projections of our success.”
“Mr Cain?” Tamara's voice startled Xander. He had gotten lost in his conversation with the AI. “Mr Cain?”
“Yes, sorry, I was daydreaming,” Xander said.
“The drones have spotted a unit of mechsuits advancing down the road, looks like they came from the elevator complex. I reckon they’re probably a second shot at taking the studio.”
Xander sighed. The road from the studio to the elevator was a straight shot. Turning to avoid them would add considerable time to their journey. A wicked grin began to creep across his lips as he came to a slow realisation.
“That’s ok, we keep going as planned.”
“Really?” Tamara said.
“Yeah, trust me on this.”
“You have a plan?” Matthias said. He seemed intrigued.
“Well, how about some data for those projections?”
***
Xander stood at the front of the convoy, the other three mechs behind him formed into a triangle around the loader. They were some distance away, holding back in reserve. All eyes were on Xander, fascinated at finding out what the machine he was riding was capable of. It stood with its arms braced, cannons at the ready. It seemed to gleam, the light catching reflective flakes in its armour, anti-laser measures built into the metal rather than painted on. It was an imposing thing, casting a long shadow down the road ahead of it.
The enemy was within sight now, a squad of six suits, supported by the same number again in tanks. A swarm of infantry went with them, missile teams scattered amongst their number. A pair of helicopters hovered overhead. Apparently Black Rose had deemed Xander and his friends enough trouble to be worth the air support.
They hadn’t fired. Not yet, slightly confused by the lone suit standing ahead of the others, its design strange and unknown. It held position, a sentinel of steel and carbon. It looked like a gunslinger, waiting for high noon.
“The enemy is within effective range for all weapons,” Matthias said. His tone was different again. It seemed to Xander that there was two of Matthias, the chatty AI and the formal operating system. He wondered if Matthias was even aware of the difference. “I would recommend using missiles on the aircraft, the plasma cannons on the infantry, and the gauss cannons on everything else,” Matthias said. He had slipped back to his usual tone.
“Sounds good to me. I’m assuming those are the intended roles for those weapons?”
“More or less. I've taken the liberty of establishing missile locks on the aircraft if you don't mind the impropriety.”
“Not at all,” Xander said.
“Fabulous.”
“Why don't we go say hello?”
The paladin broke into a sprint, thundering towards the assembled enemy. They had blocked off the street, a wall of metal that raised arms and turrets, weapons aiming at the machine running at them. Xander’s arms raised, taking aim with the cannons slung under each. He had never been one for underslung weapons, like Anya’s massive rotary cannons, preferring the rifle shape of a standard mech autocannon, but the paladin made it easy, his aim dancing between targets as he made his choice.
The firing line opened up, the helicopters signalling the barrage with a burst of their cannons. The paladin deftly stepped aside with the grace of a dancer, far quicker than any mech any of the assembled forces had seen. Shots dug into the road, asphalt spraying into the air. The paladin returned fire.
Two panels mounted atop its shoulders slid open, flicking upwards like a trapdoor, each revealing rows of tiny missiles the size of a fat cigar. Alongside each bank of ordnance was a small glass lens. Two missiles shot free, one from each launcher, screaming off into the sky. They twisted around, a thin trail of white smoke following them as they raced towards their targets. Each glowed faintly orange around the tip, wrapped in the same energy field that clung to the blade of a field knife, though honed to a far more powerful edge. The missiles hit their targets, one for each helicopter. They cut through the armour of each flying machine like it was butter, punching through into the fragile interior before exploding.
The helos came crashing into the forces below them. One hit a tank, crushing its turret, whilst the other slammed into the road, its rotor blades snapping free. The razor-sharp metal hit an unlucky infantryman cutting him in two.
As the missiles launched, Xander had opened fire with the boxy cannons beneath each arm. They hummed as they fired, their projectiles too fast for the eye, though they seemed to leave a faint ripple in the air behind them. The weapons fired rhythmically, first one arm and the next, each super-accelerating a dart of tungsten wrapped in a ferromagnetic alloy through a series of powerful magnets.
The result was devastating. The first shot hit its target, punching clear through the mech in an eruption of metal and fire, the reactor containment failing as the dart obliterated it. The shot kept going as the hollowed-out suit crashed to the ground, arms barely hanging on to what remained of the outer edge of the torso. The round hit a building, shattering the glass in a circle around it, a dent punched into the concrete by an angry god. The second shot struck a tank, carving a trench into its top half and carrying on through the one behind it, destroying both. Metal dripped at the edges of the gash, molten liquid dripping into the crevice, heated by the force of the shot.
The rest of the Black Rose mechs paused, shocked by the display of violence. It was their undoing, as Xander continued his barrage, the gauss cannons blasting their deadly ordinance through two more suits before they began returning fire.
Xander stopped his run, instead skidding to the side, hopping slightly to avoid the incoming shots. One struck the left side of the paladin’s armour, the round failing to penetrate, hitting it at an odd angle. A paper doll appeared, showing there was a slight amount of damage to that armour plate. It seemed the powerful machine wasn’t invincible.
More shots rang out, this time from behind Xander. His comrades had decided the demonstration was over, advancing with their weapons raised. They were firing on the tanks, now disorganised by losing half their number, leaving Xander’s formidable weapons to deal with the remaining QTs.
Another gauss round claimed its prey, this time hitting it in the waist, annihilating the connection between torso and legs. The suit tumbled to the ground, a loud clang ringing out. It clawed its way across the ground, trying to drag itself to safety. Xander left it to the other freelancers, turning his gun on his next target. Another shot, another impressive kill. It almost wasn’t fair, the cannons making a mockery of mechsuit armour.
The remaining Black Rose forces began to fall back, tentative steps backwards becoming a full rout, the suits fleeing, breaking into panicked runs, their backs turned from their attacks. It was too easy, three shots claiming them easily. They should have surrendered, their rider’s inexperience again being a deciding factor. That wouldn’t last forever, combat was a brutal crucible that would quickly separate out those with true skill.
Tank crews were clambering out from their tanks, joining the fleeing infantry around them. Xander fired a pulse from his plasma cannons, intending to corral the running troops. Getting their perspective would be useful. He was surprised by the result, flickering sparks of blue spitting from barrels mounted on each side of the torso, pulsing out like machine gun fire. The ground scorched where they hit, the asphalt melting from the heat.
It had the desired effect, several of the infantry throwing down arms, terrified by the brilliant blue energy and its destructive power. Some of the others continued their scattered fleeing.
“Let them go,” Xander said over the radio. “We can’t catch them all, and we don’t have time to chase them down.”
“What about those who surrendered? I make it, maybe eight? Nine?” Anya had stomped around the enemy line, pointing her remaining cannon at the soldiers. It was overkill, her lasers a far more effective weapon, but the show of it was the point.
“We’ll question them. Quickly. See what we can grab out of them, then let them go. We haven’t got anywhere to keep them, and we need to keep moving.” Xander shifted the paladin around, facing back down the street with it. The carnage before him would be unbelievable, had he not committed it himself. He immediately doubted the decision to sell the mech, the idea of these kinds of weapons seeing common use terrified him. Mechs and tanks opened like tin cans, smashed apart like toys in the hands of an angry child.
“This test seems to have been successful. You gave them a sound thrashing,” Matthias said. He sounded unsettlingly cheery. “I should be able to give some accurate projections after I complete some computations.”
“No need,” Xander said, his head unit and its cameras still locked ahead. Glass was beginning to fall from the building he had hit, cracked by the impact, falling to the street below as razor-sharp snow. “I think everyone gets the idea.”
“Smashing. Just let me know if you change your mind.”




Chapter Nineteen
The paladin crouched, its knees bending out behind it as they brought the suit lower. The captured soldiers had assembled themselves into a line, glancing around at the imposing mass of metal that surrounded them. It looked almost comical, like something from a children’s book, giants staring down at dwarfs. The men had piled up their weapons, the guns crushed beneath Anya’s heel. Xander would have liked to round them up into the cabin, interrogate them face to face, but he didn’t have time. The fleeing forces would already be informing those at the complex, giving them time to sure up their defences.
“So,” Xander said, his voice booming out from the speakers built into the paladin. He had turned up the volume slightly, to give him just that little bit more edge. “Black Rose. Got anything to say to us?”
“Yeah,” said one of the soldiers, an older man with a short grey goatee. “Fuck those guys.”
Xander didn't know what to say. It certainly wasn't what he expected. Xander had braced himself for either silence or another rambling screed. "Go on."
The soldier removed his helmet, his hair beneath just as white as his beard. “Fucking weirdos. Bald heads, all that metal stuck in there. If they weren't paying so well, we wouldn't be anywhere fucking near 'em.”
“So, you’re mercs?” Meg was stood behind them, her weapon pointed downwards. The lenses of her lasers would be doing the same, mirrors shifting behind the glass.
“Eh, no. Not officially anyway. We're more of, well, you could say, pirates, of a sort.”
“Pirates,” Xander said. “As in, board your ship and steal your cargo pirates?”
“Yeah,” the bearded man said, nodding along.
“So, exactly pirates then, no “of a sort” about it.”
“I prefer privateers myself, not above taking a bit of money to go poking around very specific trade routes and the like.”
“So how the hell did you end up down here?” Xander wasn’t a fan of privateers, no mercenary was. Ground combat was strictly regulated by the Articles. Mercenary companies operated under a license from the guild that allowed them to evade fines that would be levied to direct corporate actions. Space combat, specifically actions sufficiently away from populated planets, required no such license, and privateering was a particular problem along valuable routes.
“The money. Why else? They offered a lot. And I mean a lot. Enough to make it worth the risk. There’s a couple of different outfits here, seems like they rounded up pirates from all around the Iron Belt. Even gave us some tanks and shit! Imagine that!”
“This makes sense,” Alexi said. “That’s why we’ve seen so little air support despite those AA guns. Can’t imagine there are many people able to fly helos amongst pirate crews.”
“Aye, they had rows and rows of choppers and we have no clue how to fly the fucking things. There are maybe five working ones? At a push. Well, three now.”
“Two,” Xander corrected.
“Well, there you go. Look, I don't mean to come off as ungrateful for not blowing us to shit with whatever the fuck guns you're using, but what's the plan here?” The pirate gestured around him with his left arm, his helmet tucked under his right.
“Depends on what else you tell us. Who hired you specifically, got a name?”
“Grant. Mikal Grant, first officer of the Black Sam, I would shake your hand, but well…” Mikal gestured at the mech before him.
“Not you,” Xander said, his sigh audible through the speaker. “The Black Rose contact.”
“Oh right. Right. No. They never gave a name. They don’t even use them between each other. Creepy fuckers are always slinking about. Everything was very hush-hush. They had us shipping them all over the fucking shop and all. All across the belt.”
“That’s not a good sign,” Meg said. “Means maybe they’re telling the truth, about Belt wide war.”
“That’s the plan. We were supposed to be hitting corporate targets, making them think another corp is hitting them so they punch back. Set everyone off brawling. Seems to have worked. Well enough for them to start claiming credit at least. Though I reckon your little broadcast might have had something to do with that.” Mikal was smiling wide, his wrinkled skin folding at the sides of his mouth.
“You’re awfully forthcoming,” Xander said. None of this was good news, but the ease at which the pirate spouted it off was concerning him.
“Listen,” Mikal said, sitting on the warm asphalt as he did, crossing his legs. “You don’t get to be an old pirate, without knowing which way the wind is blowing. “I saw that thing you’re in fight. If you’re bringing that thing against them, those Black Rose fuckers are in for a world of hurt. I’m guessing you’re headed to the elevator? Only worthwhile thing around here.”
Xander ignored the question. “Those are your fellow pirates there, your friends.”
“Sucks to be them. They knew what they were signing up for. You have to look out for number one, at the end of the day. I thought you would know all about that, being a freelancer and all?”
“That’s not how we operate. Mercs have a code, integrity. Honour between us.”
"Yeah?" Mikal raised an eyebrow. “We'll see about that. I wonder how much that all really matters? There's a war out there now, one across the Belt. You think the corporations are just going to down tools now they know they were egged on? They've been itching for this, a chance to get right proper stuck into each other. Of sure, it'll be sweet at first, lots of lucrative contracts, but if you think your system with your guild and your licenses will hold up in a real war? I think you're chatting shite.”
Xander considered his response. He wasn’t entirely sure what to say. The worst part was that Xander wasn’t sure Mikal was wrong at all.
“Look, I’ll tell you what. You’ve got what, nine of my boys here? We can help you get onto the elevator. We know our way around. A lot of them lads based there are from our lot, reckon I could convince them to be your lads, rather than Black Rose’s.”
Xander crouched down a little further in his mech, bringing it as close to the pirate as he could. “I trust you about as far as I could throw you. And honestly, I would love to be able to find out exactly how far that is. In this mech, I reckon I could get a mile maybe.”
“Look, I’m just being whatchamacallit.”
“Backstabbing?”
“Pragmatic,” Mikal said. “Look as fucking insane as your fancy-ass fucking robot is, you're going to need boots on the ground. More than that you're going to need fucking ships in orbit. What was the plan, ride the elevator to the top and hope someone gives you a lift?”
“We have a ship,” Xander said. At least, he hoped they did. At the top of the tether was a space station, both a massive counterweight for the elevator, keeping it held taut, and a docking point for downward journeys. Heliustech supposedly had a ship docked there in a privately-owned berth, though Xander had no real way of proving that true aside from trusting Sergei.
“That’s all well and good, but where do you think all the pirate ships are parked? Who do you think controls the station? You’ve got a fight up there just like you do down here. Unless, of course, you’re willing to cut a deal?”
***
Tamara watched their new guests take their seats, planting themselves one by one on the bench at the back of the loader's cabin. She felt her hand rest on the rifle that hung from her shoulder. She turned to look at Trevor to see he had done the same. The grip nodded and winked his blackened eye, the result of keeping the rifle to close to his face when he had first tried it. The mercenaries had laughed, apparently, it was common.
The pirates had been bound by the wrist, a packet of plastic zip ties having been tossed from an open mech cabin. Tamara wondered why a mercenary would have them, before realising it was for this exact scenario. Keeping a small baggie tucked away in a storage bin seemed preferable to having to keep rope or handcuffs, or worse not being able to restrain a prisoner at all.
Mitch was stood between Tamara and Trevor, though his hands were on Tamara’s tablet rather than his weapon. He couldn’t help himself, he was a cameraman to the bone, and recording the pirates being marched in was a shot he couldn’t miss.
“Why don’t you take a picture? It lasts longer,” spat one of the pirates.
“I am?” Mitch was confused. The pirate was a young man, thin and wiry. Mitch was all muscle and looked like he could drive the pirate into the ground like a railroad spike if he wanted to.
“Come off it, Neil. Don't make us look like pricks now,” Mikal said. There was something about the older pirate that the others seemed to respect at an almost instinctive level.
“Sorry,” muttered the younger man.
“I don't mean for my comrades here to be so blunt, miss. Really need to learn better. This is pretty cushty in 'ere ain't it? Like one of them high-class hotels. One of these must cost a fortune.”
“They aren't cheap, no,” Sergei said. A pistol was tucked into the waistband of his trousers. He had been started with a rifle, but after a few attempts at that, he had been downgraded to the smaller weapon. One he could hopefully do less damage with. Sergei was not a good shot. “So, I would appreciate if you just sat there, quietly, not doing anything that could damage the loader or hinder us.”
“I wouldn't dare,” Mikal said, his eyes wide. He turned his head sharply towards the other pirates. “And neither will any of these lads.” The other pirates shook their heads as one. “We are going to need your radio at some point. If what we discussed is going to work. Can't convince our lads to swap sides if we can't reach them.”
“We’ll sort that when it comes to it.” Sergei crossed his arms, his stomach wobbling as the loader resumed its slow crawl.
“Good, good. Anyone want to tell me what the deal is with that mech? The lost tech one.” Mikal let out a long laugh. “Oh, don’t look so confused. It’s obvious. A working lost tech mech. That was something to see. The boys at the elevator ain’t going to know what hit ‘em.”
“That’s the plan,” Tamara said. “You’re right, it certainly was…something.”
“Fucking terrifying is what it was,” Trevor said. He shivered, his hair flicking side to side as he did. “One shot. One shot was all it took to drop a mech. Not even just knock it out, it fucking obliterated them. That's some scary shit. After seeing that I'm fairly certain we should leave this lost tech shit in the ground.”
“I get where you're coming from, but at least for us, it's good footage. Tell me you got good drone footage of that fight, Mitch?” Tamara never seemed to stop, always looking for the next big thing. She lived for clicks, and her tone would be shocking, were the two other studio employees not used to her.
“Oh yeah, lots of it. You want us to upload it?” Mitch lowered the tablet, saving his footage and opening the files, scrolling up to the drone’s combat recording.
“No. No, I have another idea. One that might sound a bit out there, but if I'm right it could be bigger than the stuff at the studio. You two were the only ones who hung about, so I reckon you boys might have the same hunger I do. We need to get off this planet first, but I think the others might go for it. It was something Sergei said earlier, actually.”
“Oh, man,” Trevor said. “She’s got that look in her eye.”
***
The road forked ahead of Xander. The left side became an onramp for a highway, a direct line to the upper levels of the elevator complex, where passengers would embark. It was a maze of shops and restaurants, designed to squeeze as much money from people as possible whilst they waited. The right side descended into a tunnel. A sign hung above indicating it was for goods vehicles only.  Xander supposed that technically they were following the rules of the road. He wouldn't put it past whichever corporation owned this section of the city to still send out tickets despite everything that was going on.
Just in front of him, the loader continued its slow march, the other freelancers surrounding it. It was heading into the tunnel, towards its goal. Xander could do nothing but wait. For their plan to work, he needed to time it as close to perfect as possible. He needed to draw away the enemy forces before the loader reached them, whilst keeping his attack as short as possible to avoid getting overwhelmed. Xander had decided to give the loader a twenty-minute head start.
The drones had done one last sweep of the area, taking what images they could of the enemy defences. They had gathered together, taking up defensive positions around the main entrance. Word had clearly reached them. It was good news in a way, meaning the path for the loader might already be lighter on troops than it had been. It was, of course, bad news for Xander.
“I recommend not staying in a protracted fight,” Matthias said. “The round we took earlier could have penetrated the armour, were the angle correct. Primitive though they are this era’s weapons do seem effective.”
“Awesome, thanks for the vote of confidence.”
“Well now, let’s not be all boo-hoo quite yet. We still have considerable ordinance to deliver. I’ve used the drone images to pre-plot missile targets. That should give them quite the nasty surprise. It’s a pity we can’t have their more permanent support.”
“The tunnel will block the signal to their controls. So, we’re on our own,” Xander said. It was hard not to agree with the AI. Drone support would be incredibly useful, considering he was likely to be surrounded. “Or maybe not.”
As Xander spoke a mech had appeared, peering over the edge of the highway, resting its weapon on the concrete barrier. A dozen others joined it, adding to the threat. Xander let a smile creep across his lips as he recognised their gaudy emblem.
“Unidentified mech, drop your weapons,” a voice said, pumped through its suit’s loudspeakers.
“Sandhu, you son of a bitch, you have damn good timing,” Xander said.




Chapter Twenty
Sandhu and his men looked worse for wear. His infantry squads were noticeably smaller, his mechs battered, dents and scorches covering their armour. Xander had survived enough fights to know that these mercenaries had been through a tough scrap, a battle they had only just made it out of. From the depleted force arrayed before him, Xander knew not all of them had.
The Viper Legion men had watched Xander intently, as his strange mech had jogged up the onramp. It was impossible not to, everything about the machine was so different. It’s size, its agility, the way it effortlessly moved. Jealous eyes had watched as Xander had approached the assembled mercenaries. He couldn’t blame them; it was like someone had turned up to a scrapyard in a brand-new supercar.
Xander mentally commanded the suit to change its radio frequency to the one he and Sandhu had shared. Xander was a little surprised the hyper-advanced suit had a radio and found it oddly comforting that his ancestors, despite all their amazing technology, had chosen to use something simple. It made sense, Xander had put together a radio in the basement of his home as a child, a kit given to him by his father. Xander didn’t doubt that there was some complex communications system hidden within the paladin, but radios were simple and reliable, important assets for something so vital to warfare. From Xander’s experience, often it was the side that communicated the best that emerged the victors.
“What the hell happened to you?” Xander said. He noticed that a small readout had appeared in his vision, floating beside Sandhu’s battered mech. It was pointing out weakened armour plates and had highlighted the left ankle joint of the suit. Another advantage provided by Matthias.
Xander was still unsure of the AI. It had been helpful, certainly, but Xander wasn't sure he quite believed it that it couldn't remember anything. It seemed oddly convenient. He put his worries aside, for now he needed the strange computer program, and once his mission was done it wasn't his problem anymore.
“We had a run-in with another Merc unit, one hired to try and nab our VIP. Small outfit, but we got hit by those Black Rose fuckers at the same time. We saw your interview by the way. They're all like our bald friend?” Sandhu's mech had thin streaks of black across its surface, a tell-tale sign of laser hits, the reflective paint scorching from the heat but preventing any real damage.
“Yeah. You still have him?”
“Nah, we dropped off our VIP and left him with them. Our job was done, so we decided to try and bug out. Dropship pick up was scheduled for next week, we did have leave scheduled in-between. That’s one big bust. Elevator seemed like the next best bet. I’m assuming you’re headed the same way?”
“Yes.” Xander turned his machine to face the towering black wall. “Truth be told I’m glad to see you. Recon puts the enemy at forty or so mechs, plus tanks and at least one infantry battalion. I could use the back-up.”
“Yeah, well, I don’t know how much difference six suits and some infantry are going to make against that lot then. What the fuck are you riding anyway?”
“Ha, right, yeah. This is the cargo that was on that loader. Some of it anyway. Corp I'm working for dug it up somewhere. Believe it or not, we have a chance with this.”
“Wait,” Sandhu said, the realisation audible in his voice. “This thing is lost tech? A working lost mech? Weapons and everything?”
“Yep. Trust me, this thing can get the job done.”
“Yeah, I can believe that.”
“Analysing the other pilot’s voice, he does not appear to be lying,” Matthias said. Xander ignored it. Matthias had the same tone of voice he did when performing a function, so Xander assumed perhaps it was an automated response on the AI’s part.
“Look, I’m more than happy to help you get to the elevator, but I do need something from you if that’s the case,” Xander said.
“Anything,” Sandhu said. “We still owe you from yesterday by my reckoning.”
“I need you to send half your mechs and all your infantry down there,” Xander said pointing over the side of the highway to the tunnel below. “That leads to an underground train station, cargo transport direct to the climber. You’ll find the rest of my outfit down there. They could use the backup.”
“Why are you up here if that’s the case? I’m not going to like the answer, am I?”
“Our mission is twofold. First, create a big loud distraction to draw as many forces to us as possible. Second, we need to capture the climber control room and set the thing moving. So, pick your best, because we'll be up against those forty mechs I mentioned.”
“Right. Right. So, a suicide mission then?” Sandhu didn't seem remotely upset at the prospect. Suicide missions were an alarming regularity for most mercenaries.
“Only if we lose, and I don’t have any plan on doing that.”
“Ok, Briggs and Merton, you’re up here with me, the rest of you get into the tunnel. Double time it.”
“You’re coming with?” Xander asked. Whilst stories of company leaders throwing themselves into danger were popular, it was rarely the case. Losing the person in command was a terrible idea, regardless of how dashing or heroic they were.
“And miss seeing that thing in action? No way, I’m not sitting that out.” Sandhu’s mech lifted its weapon, holding it tight across its chest. “Besides, you wanted the best right?”
***
The silence was nearly unbearable. A lingering heavy malaise had settled over the people inside the loader, only the slow chugging of its engine echoing through the tunnel providing any background noise. Occasionally one of the mechsuits would get close enough to the cabin for the stomping of its heavy feet to reverberate through it. Even the pirates were sat still, not saying anything.
Xander had vanished out of sight as they had driven away, into the subterranean path that would lead to the train. Despite the incredible machine he was encased within, the assault was a big ask. No-one had said it out loud, but Xander’s chances were slim. Even if he got to the control room in one piece, activating the climber controls and still having time to get aboard the ascending platform seemed wildly unlikely.
“He’ll be ok, right?” Tamara said, finally breaching the silence, her words more a gentle push rather than a loud punching statement. “That thing will be good enough?”
“Let's hope so,” Sergei said. He was leaning against the railing, staring at the bound pirates. Sergei didn't seem like the trusting sort at the best of times, only begrudgingly putting up with the mercenaries. The pirates were a step too far. He had stared at them constantly since they had been brought into the cabin, his eyes threatening to bore through them one at a time. “If he can't get the climber moving, it won't matter if we make it."
“And you’re sure there’s a ship up there?”
Sergei nodded. “The Sunchaser. The company bought it specially for our cargo, actually. I have no idea what kind it is, ships aren’t my thing, but I know it cost a fortune.”
“Sounds like your company isn’t the best with money. Xander did mention you can’t even pay him without selling the stuff in the back.” Tamara smiled. Inside information on corporations was popular news.
“I wouldn’t know. I was just in charge of the warehouse. Even ordering this trek was technically beyond my authority. But yeah, when I asked for support, the company said it wasn’t able to budget for it at the time. Not able to pay for extra support on the biggest find for centuries? That’s bollocks. It means the company is on its arse.”
“There’s a logic to that, sure.”
“Hell, we even cheaped out on the mercs. No offence to these guys, but the company underplayed the mission just to get freelancers. I don’t know, these Black Rose guys maybe have a point? We work so hard to get somewhere, and what does it get us? Fuck all.” Sergei sighed, resting his hands on the railing. “Four years in business school, and for what? To be in charge of some boxes in a building somewhere. It’s hardly what I imagined. I wanted to be running my own company, you know, the cut and thrust of big business?”
“Hah, we’re not so different I think,” Tamara said. “You know what a producer is for?”
“Isn’t it just a bullshit title so people can get paid for nothing in exchange for their name?”
“That’s executive producer. No, a producer’s job is to do what it says. Produce. Produce a show, produce a product, produce money. When a big movie comes out, the director gets all the accolades, all the congratulations, but that’s rubbish. A producer, that’s the key person. A director might assemble all the parts of a movie, but it’s the producer that gives them those parts to start with.”
“I think I get you,” Sergei said. “You’re the guiding hand that keeps the creative types on track.”
“Bingo. Art is all well and good, but if you can’t sell it what’s the point? And yes, whilst art for art’s sake is all well and noble, you show me an artist who says they don’t want to do it for a living, and I’ll show you a liar. I’ve worked my ass off to get where I am, and I’m still only working for a small-time outfit. It’s hard.”
“Wow, you lot are worse than us,” Mikal said. “At least pirates are open about doing it for the greed. If you want more, go out and fucking get it. Instead of working with a system designed to keep you on the bottom rung, why not just tell it to fuck off and do your own thing?”
“Yeah, because it’s working out so well for you at the moment,” Tamara said, sneering at the pirate.
“Normally does. Fair, this isn't ideal, but you gotta pay the piper sometime. At least I own my mistakes. Sounds to me like you’re blamin’ someone else for your problems. That’s bullshit that is. If you don’t like the rules, fuck the rules. You, corporate bloke, you said you didn’t have the authority to do any of this?”
“No, I didn’t, but what other choice did I have?” Sergei said with a shrug.
“See, you’re already on that road. Do what needs to be done, regardless.”
“He’s got a point. Maybe not as extreme as he’s going for, but if this war is going to be as bad as we think will be, it’s going to be on us to survive,” Tamara said. She had picked up her tablet again, typing furiously. “Here, Sergei, take a look at this, tell me what you think?”
***
“At this current pace we will arrive on target in fifteen minutes,” the formal Matthias said. “You do still use minutes, right?”
“We do. Don’t you know that from my memories?” Xander was focused on the road ahead, the head unit of the paladin adjusting its cameras as he turned it side to side. The road was open, a perfect place for an ambush.
“I’ve trying to respect your wishes and not access them. I can change that if you would like?”
“No, no, this is fine. How are we on ammunition?”
“We’ve used just two of our missiles. The left gauss has twenty-two shots, the right twenty-three. The gas usage of our plasma burst was negligible,” Matthias said. Figures appeared in Xander’s vision. “I have made the data available in the HUD.”
“Thanks.” Xander wasn’t keen on the way Matthias kept referring to the mech as being theirs, rather than just Xander’s. It made him feel less in control than he would have liked. Despite that, Xander could feel the paladin responding faster than any other suit he had ridden. He wondered how much of that was the superior machine, and how much was the AI's assistance.
“Speaking of missiles, I still have those locations locked from the aerial surveillance, might it be prudent to open fire?”
“Not yet, we need to let the enemy forces concentrate, just a few more minutes.”
Xander could see the entrance to the complex clearly now. The highway split off into a dozen separate lanes, each blocked by a barrier. Immediately behind the security checkpoint was a tangled mass of signs and road markings, each sending traffic off into the massive parking structures that surrounded the elevator. There was a dip in the road before Xander, some of the parking located beneath the main building.
A line of tanks rolled up the road, appearing into sight from underground. They had lain in wait, hiding themselves until it was time to attack. Xander knew they would fire and then retreat down the ramp out of sight. It was a common but useful tactic, whoever was commanding the forces here was a cut above the enemies Xander had fought so far.
“Scatter!” Xander said, causing the three Viper Legion mechs behind him to spread apart. Cannon shells exploded in the road around them, concrete and asphalt spraying into the air like geysers. Xander could see the missile locks in his vision, square icons highlighting each tank.
“Shall we fire now?” Matthias said.
Xander snarled within the cabin. “Launch missiles,” he said.




Lost Tech - Wonders of a forgotten age!
Excerpt from a recorded tour held at Hades Museum of Technology.
Come along now children, don't dawdle, yes, I mean you at the back! Welcome, everyone to this, the noon tour of the museum. Now, I must warn you in advance you are not to touch the exhibits, you must not climb on the exhibits, and you certainly shouldn't lick them. Yes, that's happened before. More than once. I must also ask you to follow the arrows at all times. There are a lot of visitors here, and a lot of tours, and I wouldn't want you to get lost. You wouldn't want to miss one of our riveting exhibits.
Now, this here is our first piece. A fantastic example of pre-collapse technology, this device was, we think, used for drilling. Possibly for an oil derrick of some kind. Notice how the tip of the drill is smooth? We think it used some kind of energy field to do the cutting. Yes…like the kind of knives that mechsuits carry. There will be plenty of opportunities later on the tour to see pieces that inspired mechsuit equipment. I think you’ll find that what we have learnt from devices unrelated to fighting much more intriguing. Things that you now encounter every day! Much more interesting, right?
This particular item is currently on loan from the TaranisTech Corporation, also one of the sponsors of our exhibit. This relic, though the drill function no longer works, does feature a hydraulic system more efficient than what we use currently, that is now being rolled out across space. Soon your doors, elevators, all kinds of things will have real-life lost recovered technology in them. Exciting isn't it?
Moving onto our next exhibit, this is a what we think is the rear half of a motor vehicle. Notice it has wheels, like ours. It would seem that despite all the things you see in movies and webshows, where pre-collapse society has flying cars, teleporters and a whole host of science fiction nonsense, they actually used wheeled vehicles, just like us. I'm told the materials in the rear bumper have inspired new plastic composites, and the exhaust is…hey, keep with the group, please. Don't skip ahead! The exhaust is now in use for most modern cars.
Ok, now our third exhibit. Simmer down, simmer down. Where was this enthusiasm for the previous two? Our third exhibit is the upper torso and left arm of pre-collapse mechsuit. Its complete design is unknown, though we expect it to have been roughly the size of our modern suits. Let me answer a few questions for you before you go asking them. We don’t know what weapons it had, we don’t know what this model is called, and no, we haven’t gotten it working. What we do know is that the cabins found in this and other pre-collapse mechsuits show they were piloted by humans. That is despite any rumours you may have heard to the contrary. This exhibit was also donated by TaranisTech. I am contractually obliged at this point in the tour to remind you that TaranisTech is the foremost provider of research and development services within the Iron Belt. TaranisTech, harness the thunder.
Now that’s over with, I will give you a moment to take photographs before we move on. People always want to take photographs of this one.
Ok, that’s long enough. Let’s move on, other groups will be coming through soon, and people always seem to clump here. Now our next exhibit is a collection of household objects from pre-collapse…




Chapter Twenty-One
A storm of missiles streaked free from the shoulders of the paladin, launchers popping out from their hiding place to rain death. The tanks had retreated backwards, moving out from line of sight behind the sloped road. It didn’t matter, the tiny projectiles were fast, manoeuvrable in a way Xander didn’t think was possible. Almost in unison, they punched through the armour of the tanks, leaving a distinct glowing hole as the energy field sliced through the metal. The detonations weren’t large, they didn’t need to be, each explosion killing the crew and damaging fragile internal components. One of the tanks exploded, its ammunition stores catching fire, whilst the others simply froze, the only hint of death the thin wisps of smoke leaking through gaps in the armour.
The barrage continued, missiles shrieking off towards targets chosen in advance. They curved over buildings, around corners and down ramps, seeking their prey. Where they found them, they struck, tiny daggers that cut deep into the metal flesh of mechsuit and tanks alike. Some missiles found themselves without a target, floundering as their designated mission had changed. Some simply impacted the ground, no time left to change their course, others followed their comrades, a second strike to ensure a wounded target was dead.
“Missile launch complete,” Matthias said. “I estimate a sixty-seven per cent kill rate on pre-selected targets. Hmm, I think we could have managed much higher, I’ll have to work on the missile targeting algorithms.”
“Do that later,” Xander said. He didn’t want the AI distracted, if that was even possible. He had little understanding of how the program worked. Besides, they had fired just over thirty missiles. A sixty-seven per cent kill rate was insane, that meant they had taken out nearly a quarter of the estimated forces in seconds. “Sandhu, keep your mechs tight behind me. We’re going right to the target, hard and fast. No matter what we do we’re going to get flanked, so we’re just going to have to blitz ahead.”
“Got it, Cain.” Sandhu was an experienced rider. He knew Xander was right, getting involved in a long shooting match was a recipe for getting ground down by the enemies’ superior numbers. Punching right through the line and leaving the enemy to scramble behind them was an effective tactic, one that mechsuits excelled at. Sandhu wasn’t afraid to admit the suit Xander was riding scared him. It had taken out a tank squadron with no effort and had launched dozens more of the missiles deeper into the complex. Sandhu instinctively knew it had just scored more kills in seconds than some mercenaries did their entire careers.
The Paladin proved itself again not moments later. The sloped road the tanks had appeared from had large sets of steps on each side, leading up to a walkway that opened up to a plaza, a massive fountain dominating the white stone. A mechsuit had popped up on the walkway, its weapon resting on the low wall that ran along the edge. It was laying prone, trying to obscure its body from the attacks below. It was a smart idea if it weren't up against Xander.
He fired, a single shot from the right gauss cannon flying from the blocky barrel. The air around the weapon rippled, heat from the electromagnets dissipating into the air. The dart hit the walkway, the concrete giving way to the kinetic force of the shot. It punched through, exploding out from the back of the mech, an eruption of concrete, metal, and blood that just moments later fell onto the road below. The shattered mech hit the asphalt with a clang, rolling partway down the ramp until it hit one of the disabled tanks and stopped.
“Up the stairs,” Xander said. “Right side.” He normally wouldn’t coddle the mercs fighting with him, trusting their experience and skills to tell them when to follow. He knew that the shock from the effect of his weapon would be settling in. He didn’t have time for gawping.
“You heard the man, move, move. We can marvel at this shit later. For now, be thankful it’s on our side.” Sandhu followed first, his men falling in behind him. He kept behind Xander, letting the imposing ancient suit stride confidently up the stairs. Everything about it seemed off. Not just the weapons, or the strange backwards legs, but the way it moved, how it carried itself. The thing seemed almost alive, pulsing with breath, a monster wearing a metal shell.
Sandhu couldn’t help but turn his head as they climbed the stairs. On either side of the hole in the walkway, two more mechsuits lay on the ground. A small hole, still glowing from heat, was marked in each of the machines’ torsos. The missiles had gone straight through the armour. The damage reminded Sandhu of a cut made by a field knife.
“That mech was not on our recon footage. Enemy forces appear to have reinforced their positions.” It almost sounded like Matthias was making an excuse. “Shall I update our projections?”
“No,” Xander said. He didn’t care about the odds. Not that they didn’t matter, not weighing up your chances before an operation was just stupid. No, it was because he was committed, knowing how difficult things would be was just a distraction at this point.
The Paladin stumbled, staggering backwards a step as something rung off its front plate. A round had hit it, a powerful one. The armour had held, for now. Xander turned his head, the camera taking in everything before him, looking for the source of the shot.
“Sniper. Top left of the building,” one of Sandhu’s men said. A name painted on the shoulder of his suit identified him as Briggs.
The plaza before them was an open round space, built in a ring around the impressive fountain. At the far side was a building, its front built in a sweeping curve that followed the edge of the plaza, arms of glass and steel embracing the stone before it. Briggs was right, there was a suit on the top left of the building, crouching behind what looked like the roof access doorway, rifle resting on the concrete box.
The sniper wasn’t the only problem. The plaza was covered in staggered layers of sandbags, a warren of defensive lines filled with infantry. Behind them, at the far side, was four QTs, already breaking into a run to intercept Xander’s team. There was no cover in the plaza, at least not for a mechsuit. The infantry behind the sandbags was going to be a problem.
“I got him,” Xander said. He fired this time from the left cannon, a conscious attempt to keep his ammo balanced between the two. Xander was surprised by how many shots each carried. The darts must be much smaller than he thought. This particular one had destroyed the doorway and the sniper hid behind it totally. A much easier, and cheaper, answer to a sniper than Xander’s previous attempt. He turned his attention to the closing QTs. “Deal with the infantry, I’ve got the mechs.”
Xander shifted sideways, trying to at least get the fountain between him and the oncoming machines. He fired off a burst of plasma fire anyway, spraying the ranks of infantry as he did. The Paladin’s anti-infantry weapon looked impressive, it had certainly done the job of intimidating pirates, but as far as Xander was concerned his usual lasers were just better. Sure, he had no doubt the plasma weaponry was more damaging, but the projectiles had travel time. A laser was instant, a beam of light that incinerated anyone it touched. The time advantage was so important that lasers were still the weapon of choice for starships, the distances involved making anything else impractical. It made Xander oddly proud, that for once modern society had invented something better than pre-collapse civilisation.
“Missile teams!” Sandhu was firing his lasers, raking the sandbags with energy, liquid glass pouring from the gashes that formed. The infantry returned fire, a missile slamming into Sandhu. He stumbled, but remained upright, a scorch mark across his front plate. He righted himself, continuing his withering fire.
“Fucking Mikal, these fuckers aren’t supposed to be-” Xander cut himself off to fire another shot from his underarm cannons. It hit his target on its side as it advanced around the fountain, tearing away the front plate and ripping open the cabin. As it hit the ground, the mangled remains of the rider bounced free. It was bald, its head covered with extra wetware, just like the others. In fact, at this distance it was exactly like the others, the dead man could easily be the twin of the one they had captured. The total lack of hair and pale complexion made it hard to tell the corpse apart.
The enemy QTs responded with their own fire, though they went wide, rounds punching through the water cascading from the fountain, their vision blocked by the constant torrent. The fountain had an elaborate statue at the centre, concentric rings of horses that spewed water from their mouths.
“Fucking pirates. Can’t trust them,” Xander said, finishing his thought.
“Pirates? Right, that makes sense. Where else would all these off the books infantry come from.” Sandhu fired his autocannon, causing a sandbag line to explode into the air. His men fired moments after, punishing the infantry that had scattered to avoid the explosion. The unspoken teamwork was a testament to proper training.
“Keep pushing. We need to go through this building to get to the control centre.”
“Briggs, Merton, you heard the man. We can’t stay here forever.”
“Yes, commander,” Briggs said. His voice was rough like sandpaper.
“Got it,” said Merton. She had a soft, surprisingly gentle voice. Xander had long ago learnt that the people who didn’t need to sound aggressive were the most dangerous.
“Right, fuck this.” Xander stepped forward, directly towards the statue spitting water into the pool around it. He broke into a run, stepping up onto the stone, crushing carved horses beneath his feet. The statue toppled forward, not designed to hold the weight of a three-story war machine. As it collapsed, Xander fired, cannons blazing as he stood astride it.
Two more QTs fell, shattering like the stone of the statue as it hit the pool, dust beneath the Paladin’s feet. The glass of the building behind them shattered, the shots piercing through the other side of the building, a hole punched into the delicate structure.
The last Black Rose machine fell to the advancing Viper Legion team, the three of them focusing their fire into it, buckling armour and bending limbs. It stopped moving, the upper torso hanging limp. It was a tell-tale sign that the rider was either dead from spalling on unconscious from being rattled around within the cabin. Sandhu stepped forward, a missile smashing through the glass where he had been standing, exploding as it impacted a check-in desk. He moved behind the stricken QT, using it as cover as he snatched his field knife from the compartment in his leg, plunging it into his shield in one slick motion.
“Leave the infantry, we need to keep moving,” Xander said, even as he fired a burst of plasma fire at the cluster of men that had fired the missile. They dropped the weapon as they attempted to flee but were too close. The effect of the plasma was horrific, melting flesh as it struck. Several of the pirates were still alive, rolling around on the ground screaming as they clutched at seared faces or liquid torsos.
A quick flash of laser fire from Merton put those men out of their misery.
Glass smashed as the four of them barged straight through the walls of the building. Shards fell around them, the already damaged front of the structure beginning to give out. Cracks were stretching across the entire front, rippling like a wave.
The inside of the building had a row of small structures, each filled with desks designed to check-in passengers and guests. Long lines of rope barriers had been erected to channel crowds into orderly queues, black nylon acting as social glue. Scattered around the lines were sets of scales, each with a metal box affixed atop them. Signs behind them warned passengers to check the size and weight of their luggage before they reached the desks.
Beyond the check-in, the building opened up into a bewildering array of shops and restaurants. They were layered atop one another like a warren, escalators leading up between the three floors that were arranged around a large food court on the ground level.
Xander led the way, crashing through a check-in desk, the thin structure no resistance to his machine. One of the barriers became tangled on his ankle, pulling the entire cordon along until it snapped, caught on the rubble of the desk. He stomped into the food court, crushing tables beneath his feet.
“Which way now?” Sandhu said, following behind him.
“We go straight through,” Xander said. He pointed, the far wall was made of glass, designed to give shoppers a close view of the tether. It wasn’t particularly exciting. “There, we hook a left, the control building is on the inner ring around the climber, about a click up.”
“We’ve got mechs incoming,” Briggs said. He snapped off a shot at a QT picking their way over the rubble. “I count three at least.”
Xander didn’t turn to fight. They needed to keep going, to push ahead. If they didn’t reach the control centre it was all pointless anyway. He barrelled forward, right arm raised in front of the fragile camera unit as he slammed through the concrete walkway of the first level of the shopping area and out through the glass behind it.
He fell. Beyond the building was an immediate drop, at least four stories. The mech hit the ground, legs bending as its colossal weight struck the concrete below. Xander could feel himself sinking slightly into the stone as it cracked around him.
“Impact absorption successful,” Matthias said. “Please do warn me before you do that again, the Paladin is a heavy unit, it really isn’t designed for such theatrics.”
“Noted,” Xander said. There was another series of loud clangs as the Viper Legion mechs landed around him. The defenders they rode were noticeably lighter, landing with ease, though they too still cracked the ground beneath them.
Then Briggs fell, his mech toppling forward as its rear armour tore open. A series of shots had slammed into the weaker panelling. Smoke poured from the fallen defender, a thick cloud with a slight blue tinge, a tell-tale sign of a breached neutrite reactor.
Xander turned ninety degrees, raising his left arm towards the opening he had smashed through the side of the building. A QT was standing there, weapon still smoking, taking advantage of its elevated position. Xander fired, and the Black Rose mech toppled forward, the top half of its torso missing. It crashed at the feet of the Viper mech it had destroyed.
“Keep going,” Sandhu said. His words were spoken through gritted teeth. Every mercenary knew they could die, that their friends could die, but that didn’t mean it didn’t hurt. “But let’s kill any of these fuckers who get in the way.”




Chapter Twenty-Two
The loader crept forward, its impressive headlights lighting the road ahead. The tunnel was lit, but the overhead lamps were dull, kept low to save money. Keeping the headlights on high was a risk, one that gave away the fact the convoy was oncoming, but it outweighed the danger of a lone infantryman hiding in the darkness, missile launcher held ready. This whole plan was like that, a calculation of bad odds, poor options weighed against each other.
Meg had taken the rear, her lighter mech standing behind the loader. She didn’t like it. Meg felt like she was cowering behind her comrades, using the much bigger mechs as a shield. Meg realised that just a day earlier she had been trying to disable this same loader, acting per her contract. She regretted it now, she should have turned it down when she saw the information was redacted. That extra money had been just too tempting. Jump jet equipped mechs were rare amongst freelancers for a reason, they were fragile and expensive to run. She wondered if the other freelancers would have done the same. Alexi wouldn't, she had known the man for only a day and already she could tell he was as straight as an arrow. A redacted contract would be more trouble than he was willing to cope, much too grey for his black and white sensibilities. Anya though, she might. That massive beast of a machine she drove must be costing her a fortune in ammunition.
It had been Anya who had sent Meg to the rear. When Xander had been there, he had fallen naturally into a leadership role, ordering the others around. Normally corralling freelancers was a daunting task, but the man had made it look easy. It just seemed right for him to be in command, like Xander was born to it. When he had left, Anya had slipped into that open spot effortlessly. She seemed to lead with a style that wasn't quite iron-fisted. It was more of a knuckle duster beneath a boxing glove. You knew there was something to back up Anya’s words, even if it wasn’t obvious.
The harsh truth was that Meg’s mech was simply faster than the rest. If things went south, then she had the best chance of escaping. The first rule of mercenary work was minimising the risk, mercenaries who didn’t had very short careers.
“Tunnel up ahead looks clear," Anya said. She sounded odd, her voice distorted by the walls around them. They were grey dull concrete, boring workmanlike stone that contrasted the gleaming palace above. “There's a turn in about two hundred metres, so be ready.”
Meg checked her ammunition, her mental request answered by a response transposed onto her vision. She had about half her magazine left. The compartments in her legs were empty, her smaller mech having less spare space for storage. Once she was out that was it. Meg was glad they hadn’t been engaged so far. Knife fighting her way onto the climber seemed like a nightmare.
“This feels wrong. We should have seen someone. Anyone.” Alexi had his weapon ready at his shoulder. He had a feeling in his stomach, a churning nervous feeling. Alexi was a veteran of nearly a dozen contracts, he had long ago learnt to trust his gut.
“Alexi is right,” Meg said, adding her weight behind her comrade’s words. “I don’t like this either.”
“Yeah. You’re both right, I think. The turn up ahead is sharp enough to be blind.” Anya’s left arm, now free of its cannon stroked the bottom of her head unit, the unconscious habit working its way through her wetware connection. “Alexi, I want you to scout ahead, see if you can get a look around there. Without exposing yourself too much. No wait, belay that. Tamara you on the line?”
“Sure am.” Tamara had acted as a liaison when they were using the drones. When they had put them away, ready to descend into the tunnel, Tamara had simply kept doing it. It felt oddly close to her own job, Tamara was used to watching the action from afar and giving instruction through a microphone.
“Can we get a drone launched in here? To scout that corner. Or is the tunnel too tight?”
“This is nothing. These things are designed to be able to get inside a celebrity’s house if needs be. You never know when you’re going to get the perfect shot. I was actually going to launch them, anyway, maybe get some footage of the mechs seeing as things are so quiet.”
“Not sure I like the idea of you filming us, but we could use the extra eyes. Ok, launch them.”
“Sure thing,” Tamara said. There was a moments silence, then the door of the loader swung open. Two drones came hovering out, settling before the windscreen of the loader. There was a crackle as the radio of the great orange vehicle switched back on. “Ok, Mitch says they won’t have much range in the tunnel, there’s some interference from the walls.”
“We just need one to peek the corner, think they could do that?” Anya could hear that same interference in Tamara's voice. Worry began to creep over her. “Ah, fuck.”
“Problem?” Meg said.
“Get that pirate on the radio, see if he can raise his men, deliver his side of the bargain. I have a real sinking feeling about that.”
***
“You heard the lady,” Sergei said, gesturing to Mikal with the tip of his pistol. Sergei looked comically out of place with it, his ineptitude with the weapon showing. It was like being threatened by a child.
“Not a problem, ‘appy to do my part an all that.” The pirate stood up, his wrists still bound together before him. He rolled his shoulders, stretching the muscles as best he could. “If you could just lead me to the relevant apparatus. Once we get this over with, we can all start being mates.”
Sergei nodded to one of his men, who nodded back. It had been a tough few days for them, to have gone from warehouse workers to armed guards. Sergei knew he had sounded callous about the deaths of his employees. He cared, but he also cared about the survivors, and leaving them with no job, stranded in a warzone, wasn’t an option. Sergei had time to grieve when this was done.
“Down the steps, radio is next to the lady. Nice and slowly,” Sergei said.
“What do you think I could possibly do? Your boys did a bang-up job with these zip ties. You know, if you have a bit of carbon fibre thread you can cut through these. Normally you have it tied to one end of your boot and you pop the loose end in your mouth.” Mikal smiled, revealing a gap filled grin.
“Oh really?”
“Yeah, neat little party trick. That said, who the hell carries carbon fibre tied to their boots. No-one. That’s who. That’s one of them little survival titbits touted by people who think they’re ‘ard, but ain’t never been in a real fight.”
“You want to maybe use the radio?” Sergei was losing patience with the pirate. The man had a strange sinister friendliness to him.
“Right, yeah, of course,” Mikal said. He turned to Tamara. “You wanna plug in this frequency, love? I would, but well, no hands.”
“Fine.” Tamara placed one hand on the dial, whilst the other rested on her rifle which hung on its strap from her shoulder.
“It’s forty-six-hundred to four-eight-two-five. Nice wide band, but well, pirates aren’t the best with more exacting numbers.”
Tamara flicked the radio to an unused channel, turning the dial so it sat within the range Mikal had given. It whined as she turned, the radio adjusting its frequency to match. There was silence. Nothing poured from the speakers, no barked orders or chatter between men. No-one inside the loader was a soldier, but even they knew it should be a near-constant bustle.
“Could just be keeping radio silence?” Mikal said with a shrug. He pushed the talk button, a small red switch next to a microphone that extended out from the dashboard of the loader. “Mikal to anyone, you hearing me?”
There was only static. It felt like the universe was issuing a reply, a cosmic cringe on Mikal’s behalf.
“Hello? Not the time to fuck about lads.” Mikal let out a nervous chuckle.
“Nothing. So, everything you said was a lie?” Sergei placed his free hand around the wrist of the one gripping his pistol. He had suddenly found his own threatening presence from deep inside himself. “Sounds about right for a pirate.”
“Nah, I was telling the truth. I don’t understand this. Maybe it’s the tunnel, eh? Mucking up the signal?”
“Sounds convenient.” Sergei pointed to the benches at the back of the cabin. “Go sit your arse back down.
***
The drone bobbed as it moved forward. Mitch was adjusting the altitude at random, trying to make it a more difficult target as it approached the corner. It was a sharp bend, but Mitch wasn’t an engineer. Nothing had ever interested him apart from cameras. He had been fascinated as a child, how these objects of circuits and glass could capture an image forever. It seemed like magic, a tiny box-shaped artefact capable of freezing time. That interest had propelled him forward and he had found himself working as a cameraman after failed careers as first a photographer, then an independent filmmaker. Those loves were still there, and Mitch was always pushing for the shoots he was on to be more artistic.
He never imagined his skills would be used in this way, helping mercenaries. It was an interesting new challenge, and Mitch would be lying if he claimed not to be enjoying it. It was nice to be using his abilities for something other than whatever fluff piece would get the most clicks.
The drone reached the corner. Mitch had allowed it to build up significant speed and immediately tilted the rotors backwards to slow it. He wanted it to be exposed for as short a time as possible. His adjustments to the altitude caused the drone to shoot out into the open tunnel at a diagonal.
Shots rang out around it, a storm of bullets flying at the expensive equipment. Mitch had done what he could to increase its odds of survival, but the ferocity of the firepower was unexpected. The camera managed a brief recording, a few seconds at most, before the drone exploded into fragments of plastic and metal.
***
Anya held her mech tight to the wall of the tunnel, edging her way towards the turn. The drone’s footage was hardly necessary, the tunnel had flashed with light and filled with noise as the waiting forces opened fire. It made just too much sense; the turn was the perfect place to form a defensive line. Enemy forces would have to walk exposed into your gun-line.
“Ok, so, what are we looking at?” Anya said. Next to her, Alexi was also creeping along. Meg was walking next to the loader some distance back. The tunnel wasn't designed for mechsuits, barely big enough for them to walk upright at its tallest point. Meg's brand of aerial dramatics was off the table.
“Looks like maybe six tanks? It’s hard to tell, they’re behind what looks like sandbags?” Tamara was squinting at the footage on her tablet as she worked the radio. The grey military vehicles were blending into the concrete. She supposed that must be the point. “There are only three mechsuits though.”
“Dammit, this is going to be a problem. We can’t afford to get into a slugging match. Fuck, I thought Xander was supposed to be luring forces away?”
“There looks like two empty sandbag…emplacements? Is that the right word? Either way, there was supposed to be more forces here it looks like. So, it looks like his plan is working.”
“Not well enough, shit, we’re going to have to try at least.” Anya began to spin up her remaining cannon. She didn’t have much ammo left. Frustratingly there was more in her other arm, now unusable.
“Free…respond…this…legion.” A voice crackled through the radio. Anya had no idea who it was, or how they had gotten the frequency the freelancers had agreed upon. The signal was poor, cutting in and out as the voice spoke.
“Hello, who is this?”
“Freelancers, please respond, this is Hurt, of the Viper Legion, come in freelancers.”
“Hurt, this is Anya, we hear you.”
“Good to reach you, freelancer, we're coming down the tunnel. Try not to shoot us. The boss sent us to give you some backup whilst he helps your boy take the control room with the crazy-ass suit,” Hurt said. He didn't seem phased by his commander joining Xander on what any sane person would think was a suicide mission. It was a sign of professionalism.
“You have damn good timing,” Alexi said. “There’s an enemy defensive line up ahead, behind a blind corner. We were in for right fucking shit show otherwise.”
“Day isn’t over yet. We’ve got three mechs and a whole mess of infantry coming up the tunnel now. If you can hold on, we’ll help you push to the train station and get us really moving.”




Chapter Twenty-Three
The air was full of searing metal, a blizzard of destruction swirling around Xander. A squadron of tanks had swung out from behind a building, their cannons blazing as they crept forward towards him, rocking on their tracks as they fired. Xander was trying to evade, returning fire with his gauss cannon as he danced. He had taken two hits in quick succession, the rounds bouncing off the Paladin’s armour. The paper doll in the corner of his vision had started to turn a worrying shade of orange.
“We won’t get many more freebies,” Matthias said. “I would advise against taking unnecessary hits.”
“Really? That's what you would advise? Well, in that case, I'll just stop standing in front of shells then. Should make everything a lot easier.” Xander's voice dripped with sarcasm. The AI was starting to annoy him. He wondered how pre-collapse riders coped with having a voice constantly second-guessing them chattering away in their ear.
“It should yes.” The sarcasm seemed lost on Matthias. “I want to make you aware that I am detecting a wireless signal from the target building. It's weak, but if we can get closer I might be able to activate the target systems remotely.”
“How much closer do you mean?” Xander fired both of the Paladin’s arm-mounted cannons simultaneously. The shots claimed two tanks, the concrete exploding into the air behind them as the projectiles made a mockery of the armoured vehicles.
Xander was trying to be more careful with his aim. They had dropped down into the lowest level of the elevator. The climber lay to his right, raised into the air, hanging on its cables above the massive lasers that provided the power it required. The last thing Xander needed was an errant shot to hit one of the large silver machines, destroying its fragile components.
“Oh, I need to get within maybe two meters?”
“So, within the building? Amazing. Fat lot of use you are.”
“I'm dealing with a vastly reduced level of technology. Imagine you suddenly needed to fight with a bow and arrow? Besides, I think we're doing rather well.”
Xander felt the wreck of a tank crush beneath his foot as he pressed forward. Sandhu and his men were behind him, following as Xander continuously moved the line of battle towards the control centre. It was proving effective, the Paladin was drawing most of the fire. It only took one shot from the ancient machine to prove how dangerous it could be.
“Cain, we’ve got more suits dropping down from the building behind us. Looks like more QTs.” Sandhu had turned, showing his back to the tanks. It was a dangerous choice, the armour on the rear of the suit was thinner, a necessary compromise to allow the reactor to work correctly. It was the right thing to do despite the risk. Awareness was king on the battlefield.
“Shit, not surprising, but that’s a pain. We need to pick up the pace,” Xander said, destroying the last of the tanks with another salvo. Wreckage lay around him, shattered husks of vehicles. The power of gauss cannons was frightening. “Double time it to the control centre. We need to ge-”
Xander stopped himself mid-sentence as he saw something new trundle into view from further along the ring, emerging from the gap between two buildings.
“Scatter!” Xander commanded the Paladin to leap to the side, his mental signals frantically trying to get the heavy machine moving.
The newly emerged machine was massive, easily five stories. It was like a moving building, a fortress of steel creeping along on armoured tracks. It was stepped in shape. On the higher back section, a fearsome turret was sat, a triple barrelled rotary cannon of incredible size swinging over a pair of regular size tank turrets that were sat on the lower step. Along its side was a set of doors, a sponson sat next to each, with a third resting in between the doors. Each of those carried a cannon, adding to the machine’s absurd firepower. Scattered over its hull was a series of lumps, twin machine guns poking out from each like a deadly rash.
Xander had seen a super-heavy mobile fortress like this only once before, back when he was still part of the Corsairs. They were rare expensive things, owned by only a handful of corporations. They had been built as a ground-based answer to dropships, a machine designed to punch through enemy lines and disgorge mechsuits to cause carnage. They had proven generally impractical, tempting targets for orbital strikes despite the fines, though they had been used as mobile siege weapons to some success.
Xander’s warning was too late. The fortress fired, the three barrels of its gigantic turret spinning as it spat a burst of rounds taller than a man. Merton was too slow. They tried to move, but the ground exploded around them, concrete and asphalt spraying to the air like a geyser. The mercenary spiralled through the air, legs torn from their mechsuit, crashing into the ground with enough force to shatter the armour along one arm. There was no need to check if Merton was still alive. Mechsuits were designed to absorb impacts, protecting their rider, but a collision like that was too much. The rider inside would be pulp, splattered across the cabin.
“Fuck!” Sandhu had spat out the word like it had forced its way up through his throat and out through his mouth. “Xander, take it the fuck down!”
Xander didn't need to be told. His Paladin had landed from its leap sideways, feet skidding across the ground, spraying sparks into the air. He fired, snapping off shots from his cannons. His aim was off, the shots intended for the ferocious main turret. Instead, they hit the side of the fortress. The darts pierced the thick armour of the machine, but the inside was a hollow area designed to carry mechsuits. It was just superficial damage.
Almost in answer to Xander’s attack, the doors on the side of the massive vehicle dropped down, internal catches releasing them. They fell forward from their own weight, bouncing slightly as they crashed against the ground. Three mechsuits strode forth, disembarking from the fortress. Xander could see that it should have been four, one mech still hanging from the clamps that held it in place during transit. One of his shots had punched clean through the torso. Behind the destroyed suit, the armour was dented, the round beaten by the second layer of thick metal.
One of the riders emerging from the fortress was different. Whilst their two comrades were the same unmarked QTs, they rode something different. It was a sleek black thing, its armour plates all jagged edges. It looked sharp, dangerous, like it had been made of daggers. Xander recognised the design, it was an Ophidian Hydra, an expensive high-end suit. Ophidian considered itself to make the sports cars of mechsuits, pretentious overengineered things, but with considerable performance.
“Enemy vehicle is adjusting its turret, I estimate it is preparing to fire another salvo,” Matthias said.
“I see it.” Xander fired again, this time at the mechsuits before him. It was an impossible choice, the suits or the turret equally as dangerous. The Hydra had a matte black finish, a level of customisation unseen amongst the Black Rose suits. Xander knew instinctively it was another mercenary, and a dangerous one. He was proven right as the Hydra made a short hop, jump jets firing, propelling it forward. Xander’s shot went wide as the enemy landed, jets still firing for a moment causing it to skate across the asphalt in a spray of golden sparks.
Sandhu ran past the Paladin, Briggs following close behind. They were sprinting towards the fortress even as its smaller cannons tracked them, weaving in a serpentine fashion to evade the shots. They had the right idea, the main cannon of the fortress was limited by the bulk of the machine. If they got close it was impossible for it to shoot them.
Xander felt his mechsuit shake as a burst of rounds hit it. The left arm of the paper doll flashed red, the armour starting to fail. The shots had come from the QTs that had followed Xander down from the shopping plaza. They were trying to navigate the chasm the fortress had blown into the ground, exposed pipes and cables filling the hole with dangerous terrain. It would slow them, but not forever. Things were rapidly getting out of hand.
He began to run, copying his allies. The fortress would at least provide a level of cover, working against its own forces. Xander briefly wondered who exactly was funding Black Rose if they were able to afford such an insane war machine. He pushed the thought to the side, that was a problem for another day.
The Hydra was moving quickly, snapping off shots as it positioned itself to intercept Xander. His opponent wasn’t stupid, they knew that keeping Xander’s Paladin within the effective range of the fortress was the best chance of dealing with the relic. The QTs had pursued Sandhu and Briggs, but the Viper Legion riders had reached the enormous tracked battleship and had turned to engage them. Even battered as they were, Xander would put his money on the mercenaries to win a fair fight any day.
“Ok, just me and you then,” Xander said. He knew that wasn’t strictly true, but he was forcing himself to focus. “Let’s see what you’ve got.”
The Hydra shouldered its weapon, standing motionless for a moment. It was waiting, biding its time. It knew that when Xander fired, he would aim not at the Hydra, but at where he thought it was going to try and dodge towards. It was a lethal guessing game, one that neither could afford to lose.
“Xander Cain, I’m assuming.” The Hydra had spoken through its external speakers. “I mean, you must be. My employers are particularly pissed at you and your interview. To attack the elevator would need the same amount of solid brass balls.” The voice was deep, male, the speakers adding another layer of bass.
“Nice suit. Working for these assholes pays well then?”
“Extremely. It’s not as nice as the one you’re in though. That thing must be worth millions. I know the rumours say you’re a bit mad, but this proves it.”
“Stand down and you can still live. I can report to the guild you attempted to fulfil your contract. Everyone is a winner.” Xander was focused on the Hydra, on the way it shifted on its heels, each tiny movement altering his decision of where to fire.
“Fuck the guild.” The Hydra adjusted the position of its hands on the weapon it held. Xander had touched a nerve. “You make better money outside of the system anyway.”
“Ah, a blackmark then, that explains it. What did you do then? Back out on a contract?”
“Fuck you. At least I’ve never killed my brother. How the fuck did you stay licenced?”
“Wit and charm,” Xander said. Every moment he could hold the Hydra’s attention was precious. Sandhu and Briggs had already dropped one of the Black Rose mechs, and the second was faltering.
“I have a rather pertinent suggestion,” Matthias said.
“Not now!”
“Transferring suggestion to the HUD.”
Images appeared in the corner of Xander’s vision, a small cut out box highlighting what the AI meant. Xander couldn’t disagree, it was a good idea.
He didn't wait any longer, bringing up his gauss cannons. He could see the Hydra crouching slightly, getting ready to spring out, away from where it thought Xander was going to fire.
Magnets surged with power as electric pulsed within them, their grip tugging on the ferromagnetic band wrapped tightly around a tungsten dart. The dart launched from the rectangular barrel, its velocity giving it terrifying kinetic energy.
The Hydra dodged to its right, a quick burst of its jump jets assisting it. It had gambled on Xander firing to the left, the angle slightly elevated, drawing its conclusion from the way the arms of the Paladin had shifted. The Hydra rider was right, but Xander’s shots were not at him.
Matthias had been eagerly studying the fortress, calculating what it could about the machine from the Paladins camera footage. He had examined the main cannon, fascinated by the engineering required to make the impressive weapon work. This fleeting interest had led to the AI logically working backwards, extrapolating what it could about the design. This was the first of two things he had shown Xander.
The darts punched through the armour, hitting the turret in the location Matthias had highlighted. They struck the shells that had been loaded into the cannon. The darts generated massive heat as they fought against the friction of the air, and the shells exploded. The explosion cascaded, the stores within the fortress forming a secondary blast. The machine exploded, the force of the blast knocking the three mechs fighting by it to the ground.
As the shockwave washed over him, Xander broke into a run. He raised his left arm as the Hydra struggled to stay upright. Shots slammed into the arm, the blackmark’s aim good despite his stumbling. An alarm blared within his mind as the limb fractured, the arm’s synthetic muscle behind the armour tearing. It hung limply, but Xander had expected it, intentionally using his most damaged arm as a shield.
Xander had closed the distance between them in seconds. The cannon on his right arm slid back, freeing up his hand. As it did, a thin rod of metal stretched out from the forearm, a section of the armour rising to allow it. It expanded telescopically, reaching out three meters past Xander’s hand.
Xander swung the rod at the Hydra and the enemy suit brought up its weapon to block, hands gripping tightly. There was an orange glow as the rod sliced through the autocannon in an instant. The weapon was impressive, the same energy that powered field knives flowing around it, stronger, more powerful. Xander brought his arm around as the Hydra staggered backwards. The blow severed the suit at the waist, the two halves sliding apart, friction holding them together for a moment. Xander didn't hesitate, jabbing the thin foil into the centre of the torso. It sank straight through instantly. Xander realised that Matthias was right. Field knives were a brutal, barbaric weapon, a slow agonising kill. This had been instant, merciful in comparison.
The foil retracted into the arm, the cannon moving back into place as Xander approached the Viper Legion mechs. He allowed Briggs to grip to his side, using the heavy Paladin to balance as he rose.
“Fuck me,” Sandhu said. His suit was near black, covered in soot that was falling around the fortress. A fire was raging inside the remains of the gigantic tank. The shattered remains of the turret had slid off onto the ground nearby. “Maybe a warning next time?” He thumbed over the shoulder of his mech, mechanical hands delicately interpreting his movements. The second QT was laying on the ground, a jagged shard of fortress embedded in its chest.
The brief reunion was interrupted as a round hit Xander in the leg. The Paladin stumbled, its weight shifting awkwardly. The QTs behind them had navigated the man-made chasm, approaching their position. Xander tried to move, his left leg not responding as it should. The suit limped, something was severely damaged.
“Leg function impaired. Walking is not recommended,” Matthias said. He had adopted his more formal tone again. “The ligament is torn, not fully, but the blasted thing will snap sooner, rather than later.” There it was again, the shift in voice. “We need to get moving, sharpish, if we want to make the control room.”
“Fuck,” Xander said, mentally opening the radio channel. “My leg is fucked I think.”
“Just go.” Sandhu bent down, snatching up the autocannon from the fallen QT. He held a weapon in each hand, firing both cannons at the oncoming force. “That thing still has the best chance. We’ll buy you the time.”
“Yeah, we’ll teach these arseholes a lesson or two.” Briggs had already moved behind the burning fortress, using its still impressive armour for cover.
“You guys are helping me on this, I’m not leaving you behind.” Xander didn’t like it. They had all known that it was a difficult ask going in, but it still felt wrong to him.
“We've still got Legion guys who need you to get that climber moving. You know what that's like, your company are your brothers. You more than most I would imagine.” Sandhu was stepping backwards, firing each weapon in an alternating pattern. The enemy was closing in and outnumbered the Viper Legion two to one.
“Yeah. Yeah,” Xander said, starting to limp away. “The maintenance access to the climber is sixty meters north. You better be on the damn thing when it starts moving.”
“Same to you.”




Chapter Twenty-Four
The anticipation was palpable, a physical presence that gave the air a strange resistance. The newly reinforced convoy escort was positioned by the blind corner, readying themselves to attack. They didn’t have much choice, this was the only way forward, and they needed to get moving again. They knew that around the corner the enemy forces were doing the same, bracing themselves for the coming fight. The oncoming violence had a strange kind of potential energy, the release of which felt both terrifying and thrilling in equal measure.
“Ok,” Anya said, spinning up her cannon. “Suits focus on suits. We’ve got them outnumbered. If we take them out, we can deal with the tanks at our leisure, they’re not going anywhere.”
“That's a lot of cannon fire coming our way as we do that.” Alexi had pulled the field knife loose, his borrowed defender holding the blade in a reverse grip. He had fought in tight spaces like this before and knew how it would end. It would become a brawl, a desperate close-quarter fight for survival.
“We haven’t got much choice.” Hurt had appeared to have taken on the role of leading the Viper Legion contingent. “It’s a solid plan, considering the circumstances.”
“Well then,” Alexi said, twirling the knife through the fingers of his suit idly. “We better get a move on then. Don't want to keep Cain waiting.” The blade returned to its downward-facing position.
***
A great roaring thunder echoed through the tunnel as the Black Rose forces opened fire, their adversaries charging around the corner. They had known they were coming, the destroyed drone a warning as much as anything. They had waited here by this turn deliberately; it would force attackers to walk out directly into their barrage. The corner was a killing field, useful as their number was depleted, some of their units pulled to defend against a frontal assault on the elevator complex.
Despite their careful preparation and their expectant trigger fingers, the ferocity of the attack was a surprise. The enemy had timed their assault well, suits held tight to the turn swinging around the corner in time with those running further away, presenting multiple targets. It dulled the initial barrage, the pirates piloting the tanks splitting their fire amongst them. A more professional squadron would have followed the lead of a designated command tank, focusing their shots. Shells landed home, damaging armour, blasting a leg loose from a white and red suit, but they had robbed themselves of confirmed kills.
The enemy was on them now, running past the line of tanks, weapons firing at the mechsuits. The turrets of the tanks followed, swivelling around to get a bead on the vulnerable rear armour. It was a mistake. An understandable one, everyone knew hitting a suit from behind was more effective, it was a common cliché in action-dramas, the mercenary stabbed from behind by his friend. It was another sign of inexperience. The tanks had damaged a mech, tearing its left leg from it, but it wasn’t out of the fight.
In their haste, the tanks had committed the same sin they had intended to punish. Though each tank had a machine gun mounted on a pintle attached to the top hatch of the turret, they lay unused. The tanks had been adding bursts of machine gun fire to their salvo, launched from a co-axial gun, but they were clearly under crewed. Now, their weapons turned away, the infantry of the Viper Legion could show them exactly why, in an era of towering war machines, a guy with a rifle and a flak jacket could still be a potent force.
The infantry swarmed, supported by the damaged suit, the machine pulling itself along the ground with its arms. One tank stopped dead as it’s hatch was pulled open, a grenade tossed inside. Another exploded, soft plastic explosive affixed to well-practised locations. The suit disabled a third, field knife slicing through the engine.
In moments the balance had shifted. The Black Rose mechsuits were on the back foot, their riders outclassed. They were fighting hard, snarling animals backed into a corner, lashing out at those around them. They were outnumbered now, five suits to three. Weapons barked, the flashing of muzzles lighting the tunnel. At this close range, cramped in by the surrounding concrete, it was impossible to evade. Rounds hit armour with a clanging that seemed to fill the air.
One of the Viper Legion mechs collapsed, crashing into the asphalt below. Its front armour had cracked from a hit, a second shot punching through the weak point. The armour had blossomed outwards like a flower from the blast, smoke pouring from the gash as it had fallen.
The return fire claimed one of the Black Rose QTs. A shot hit the left shoulder joint, the armour already sheared away by strikes. The force caused the suit to twist awkwardly and Anya released the last of her ammo, a storm of bullets ripping apart the side of the suit.
The other Black Rose mechs were quickly overwhelmed. Surrounded they found themselves gripped tightly by the enemy, mechs in vice holds as killing blows were delivered by field knifes. It was a grim execution, oddly perfunctory.
Like that, it was over, that lingering violent energy released in a brief vicious battle. The infantry had finished dealing with the tanks with the aid of the damaged suit. They had managed to capture two of them, dealing with the crew without damaging the vehicles. The limbless suit was opening, the mercenary inside intending to transfer himself to one of the tanks. The machines had trundled away from the sandbags, their new crews turning them to face deeper into the tunnel. They still had a long way to go.
***
It took longer than Anya would have liked to clear the way for the loader. Destroyed tanks and suits needed to be pushed out of the way, sandbag bunkers disassembled by a few swift kicks to allow the loader to pass. Anya had added the barrels of her cannon to the pile of debris, picking up a handheld autocannon from one of the fallen QTs. It wasn’t her style, but it would have to do for now.
The fight had gone a lot better than she had expected. They had lost two mechsuits but had gained two tanks. It wasn't exactly a fair exchange, but Anya had expected to pay a much higher price. They had lost one of the Viper Legion riders, but otherwise, everyone else was unhurt. Anya was happy to count that as a major win.
“Not bad, really. I expected worse,” Hurt said. “All the losses are on my side though. Valent was a good rider, she’ll be missed. We gave these fuckers a kicking in return.”
“Still some more to be done, I would expect more enemies at some point.” Anya was still on point, the loader rumbling behind her. The last drone hovered by her shoulder, just in case. “I dread to think what this would have looked like if Cain wasn’t causing trouble up above. There were empty sandbag emplacements. Units have been moved. Good for us for now, but it means they’re somewhere else. Could be further along the line.”
“Better to take them on piecemeal.”
“True.”
“Besides,” Hurt said. “That machine, the one Cain is riding. Is it really all that?”
“Fucking hell yes,” Meg said, butting into the conversation. “That thing is insane. Its guns punch clean through a mechsuit, single shot and that’s it. Popped open like a cheap tin of beans. I reckon the bald fuckers up there are shitting themselves.”
“Put a little terror in the terrorists?" Alexi said, snorting with laughter at his own bad joke. “They deserve it.”
“Well, let's get to that train,” Anya said, increasing her pace as she did. “Maybe then we can see it in action.”
***
The train station wasn't what Anya had expected. The tunnel had continued for a bit, the convoy blessedly undisturbed, until it had expanded, merging with the tunnels that contained the tracks. Two tracks were running alongside each other, the asphalt forming a slight ramp to the edge of the platform. Above, mounted to the ceiling, was a set of runners, a crane arm on each. The station, despite being designed for cargo, still had some basic amenities, benches and vending machines, probably intended for the drivers that would ferry the cargo down the tunnel. At the far end of the platform, the tunnel resumed, eventually leading back out onto the streets above. Anya had been expecting something more elaborate, instead, it seemed charmingly basic, just enough to get the job done.
The train itself had two large engines, each a dirty boxy thing covered in grease and grime. Sandwiched between them were objects that could only charitably be called carriages. They were large flat platforms studded with what looked like clamps designed to lock cargo containers into place. There was four of them total, less than Anya expected, though perhaps that meant there was simply more trains on the circuit.
“Ok, let's get the loader on there, second carriage. Put the tanks on the third. Two mechs on each of the others. Get some men inside the engine, see if they can work out how to get it moving.” Anya had somehow wandered her way into being in charge. She wasn’t surprised, Anya was not oblivious to the fact some people considered her a cold, stern, hard-hearted woman. Part of it was because that was the stereotype of Svarogian women, but it mostly because it worked in her favour as a mercenary. A no-nonsense reputation was useful. She considered herself lucky, Svarogian men were widely thought to be dangerously reckless, an image not helped by several popular web videos.
“Got it,” Hurt said. “We've got a combat engineer amongst the infantry, they're our best bet at getting this thing moving, I think. I'll hold the back, if the scout mech wants to join me? Probably best to get the heavier units upfront.”
“Fine by me.” Meg was already climbing aboard the train. Her suit crouched, her free hand gripping the side of the carriage for support. “Reckon I’ve already used up all my luck in this damn tunnel. Glad we’re not fighting mercs, they would have plugged me instantly in that cramped space.”
“Yeah, that sounds about right.”
“Well,” Anya said as she began to walk towards the first carriage. The weapon in her hands looked comically tiny compared to her heavy mech. The weakness of her powerful suit was showing, Anya had expended all her firepower in just a few days. No missiles, no more spinning furious cannon fusillades.  “I wouldn’t exactly say we were lucky. Hell, our lot lost a bunch of good freelancers on the way in. Everything about this situation sucks. Even if we get off this planet, I think I might be fucked financially. No way my pay from this covers my ammo expenditure and repairs.”
“Yeah, I don’t think Black Rose is going to be keen on paying me considering what’s happened,” Meg said.
“This mechsuit isn’t even mine. My suit got totally trashed. I was forced to use a shitty QT I salvaged. We’re all in the shit.” Alexi was following the loader as it crawled up the climb.
“Right. Advantage of a company I guess, the Legion will cover all our expenses.” Hurt took up a position opposite Alexi, the men keeping a watch over the heavy orange vehicle as it crossed over the small gap between platform and carriage. The last thing they needed was for it to get stuck.
“All my colleagues fucked off when this started.” Tamara was visible to the mercenaries as they crouched near the loader, her finger on the radio button before her. “And running a station solo is beyond even me, honestly. I gave it a good try though. Money problems all round it seems.”
The carriage clunked as the loader clambered onto it, the tracks rattling the clamps running across the floor as it crushed them beneath metal links. There was a loud rumbling as the front engine sprang to life.
“Looks like we’re good to go. We can moan about money later,” Anya said. “For now, we focus up. We’ve got a job to do. Even if the pay is shit.”




Leaked Heliustech Correspondence
Heliustech – Your friends in the Belt!
Here at Heliustech, we’ve been servicing the mineral needs of Hades for seventy years, and in that time, we’ve learned what’s important. Family, friends, the chance at a good life. That’s why we at Heliustech are launching our new outer belt mining initiative, and we need you to join us on this journey to the stars. Share in this opportunity with us, as we reach out into space.
We're recruiting across the board for roles on our new cross-system venture. Enjoy three months of cruising aboard our ships as we take a leisurely real space trip to the outer belt. Experience the thrill of a lifetime as you delve into untapped asteroids. This is an unprecedented opportunity, and you get to be part of working somewhere no other corporation has touched. Now is your chance to trail blaze your own path into the stars!
Heliustech investors report excerpt.
Initial projections for the quarter are down, but we were to expect that, the expeditionary fleet was a considerable expense. Still, we feel that we'll meet our profit forecasts for the year, especially once the fleet begins mining the outer belt. Our research division is confident that there are untapped deposits there. They better be, we put a lot of money into this.
Uptakes on the job postings for the fleet were…disappointing, though I’m informed that we have sufficient staff once we cut a few corners. Rival corporations going onto webcasts and stating the trip was unsafe and a waste of time didn’t help. I’ve already got the legal team looking into a libel case against them. I know the other corporations look down on us as this new upstart, that’s despite our seventy years of operating this year. I suppose when you compare that to the centuries some of them have, they aren’t wrong. Well, perhaps it’s time the old codgers moved aside for the young blood, hey?
We’ll see how they feel once we start raking it in from the outer belt.
Heliustech – A statement.
At Heliustech, we’re happy to admit when we’ve made a mistake. When things go wrong, we own up to it. We’re not afraid of making the tough decisions. That’s why, when we learnt about the loss of the Chariot, one of our ships heading to the outer belt, we know we needed to do the right thing.
Starting from today, the immediate families of the lost miners will receive large compensation payments, enough to make sure they are protected for life. We believe it is what the crews would have wanted. Heliustech accepts that mistakes were made, and pledge to do better next time. We’ve already tightened our safety procedures after this horrific accident and have decided to retrain all our staff on what to do in the event of a reactor meltdown.
No one could have predicted this tragic turn of events, as we thoroughly deny the various news reports on the web claiming that the Chariot was understaffed and underfunded. Safety is our number one priority.
Leaked Heliustech Internal Memo.
This whole thing has been a fiasco. We’ve been forced for years to live off the scraps the other corporations decide to throw us, and when we finally decide to strike out into the big leagues and the whole thing goes tits up! We’ve spent so much on those ships, on that mission! If they don’t find anything of value, then the whole company is in the shit.
We’ve been in the red for years. Cooking the books so we look good. I have no idea how we’re going to hide this cost. We tried to skimp on the pay-outs as much as possible, had them all sign NDAs, but even then, that was an unexpected cost. More importantly, even if we do find something of value, it's halved our production and shipping. Honestly, we better find the deposits research thinks are out there, something amazing, or we're fucked.
Heliustech internal email.
We need to get this product shifted as soon as possible. We got lucky. Really lucky. Without this, the whole of the expedition would have been a massive waste. I've assigned the goods to a warehouse, a small one, and placed an order for a mercenary job. I've listed it as a garrison mission and set the pay low. It's about all we can afford, and the mercs don't need to know what's inside the warehouses. Hopefully, we can make everything look low-key at the same time.
If we can sell this lot, we’re looking at billions. More than enough to put us back into the black and then some. We might even be able to fund more ships to scour the outer asteroid belt, if this was out there, who knows what else would be?
Oh, and the next person who emails me from research begging for us not to sell the finds, I’m going to drag out of their office and personally fire. We don’t have the time or money to go digging about in this stuff, and we need the cash infusion. Learning to work this stuff is someone else’s problem.




Chapter Twenty-Five
The QT hit the ground with a clang, smoke and steam spilling out from the massive hole the gauss dart had punched through the armour. It joined a pile of its comrades, the latest ill-fated interception attempt against the strange-looking mechsuit. It had cut a swatch, smashing through the lines, destroying the mobile fortress, and now it was closing in on the control room. Its goal was obvious now, and elsewhere in the complex forces were scrambling to get towards the climber.
Xander staggered onwards, the Paladin limping. It was holding on, barely, this latest wave had landed several good hits, turning the paper doll in his vision a vivid red. His disabled arm and leg were outlined in black, indicating their failure. The Paladin was an impressive weapon, but it wasn’t invincible. It was dying, slowly, the damage was adding up. Xander was close now, the building directly ahead, each pained step bringing it slightly closer.
“You better be able to interact with the computers after all of this,” Xander said. The AI had gone suspiciously quiet.
“Hmm? Oh yeah, I’m certain. Well, fairly certain. Can never really be sure until you try. I must say, you have been treating the Paladin rather…roughly, in my opinion.” Matthias sounded distant like he wasn't truly paying attention.
“Certain or fairly certain? Those are very different things. I've never known someone who was fairly certain actually succeeded at what they were trying.”
“Oh, well, they weren’t me. I am rather more advanced than the computers of your era. Or at least, I think so. Could be they’re the strong silent type. It’s difficult to tell with my memories locked away, and I’ll be honest, from what I’ve seen of yours, you are hardly a computer expert.”
“True, but if you can’t work it, I’ll need to get out of the Paladin, and that probably means abandoning it. Not great for you. I would think having to go back to sleep is on the bottom of the list.”
“I wouldn’t know, I blessedly can’t remember. Maybe I was switched on all these millennia. That isn’t a comforting thought, I would think one would go rather mad…” The AI drifted off; his attention caught elsewhere. “I believe we have a problem.”
“We have a lot of problems,” Xander said. He rolled his eyes, momentarily confusing the wetware connection. It had no way of translating the motion, settling on twisting the head unit in a small circle. “Care to be more specific?”
“The damaged leg, the synthetic muscle is on the verge of tearing, but the more pressing issue is the failing knee joint. It was damaged anyway, but this palaver has put even more strain on it. I fear we might have to abandon the Paladin regardless.”
“Just great. I know this seemed like a suicide mission, but I was kind of hoping it wasn’t.”
“I have been working on something, just in case. It’s taken rather a lot of my processing power, however. Something to keep going in the event the worst happens.”
“Ok,” Xander said. “Whatever you need to do to keep us running, do it. We have to get that climber moving. Ideally, we need to lock them out of the lasers beneath as well. We don’t want them depowering it as we climb. It’s going to take a while to reach orbit.”
“Five days, approximately, estimating the speed of the climber to be about three hundred kilometres per hour. Give or take, again I can’t be sure your memories of these things are totally accurate. I can’t imagine locking them out of the laser controls would be an issue. I would worry about them destroying the equipment though, not much we can do about that.”
“They won't.” Xander sounded certain like he had spoken an ineffable truth. “They need this elevator, or they're as stuck as we are. Doing that would strand themselves.”
“If you're certain. We could, of course, detach the cable in orbit, or send the climber back down on an uncontrolled descent. Both of those options would deal with the hostiles handily.” Matthias seemed casual, almost nonchalant about his suggestion.
“No. No way.” Xander felt almost disgusted at the thought. Either of those options would cause massive damage to the city, killing thousands. “I don’t know what it was like in your time, but we don’t do that. Or at least, mercenaries don’t do that. We have a code, ethics. That would kill civilians.”
“Oh, well I am rather relieved at that. I wasn't sure how you would take that suggestion. It would certainly be barbaric. I did hope society in this era was beyond that.”
“You were testing me?”
“Indeed.”
“You’re an arsehole,” Xander said. “An actual massive prick.”
The Paladin shook as it took another tentative step, the damaged leg struggling to hold its weight. The control centre was before it now, the ultimate destination for Xander’s roughshod rampage. The building didn’t look like much, a simple grey box. There was no need for it to be flashy like the plaza building. It was purely functional, the dull boring heart of the facility.
The structure wasn’t designed to hold a mechsuit and was barely taller than the machine itself. Xander barged into the wall with his shoulder, and the concrete gave way, the thin walls never intended to come under an attack. He strode through, floors crumbling as the suit advanced.
“Ok, you’re up Matthias, do your thing.”
“Yeah, working on it. Well, that and the other thing I mentioned.”
“Focus, one thing at a time.”
“I’m always doing more than one thing, I am an AI, after all. For me doing one thing might as well be doing nothing it’s so sim-”
“The climber!” Xander was rapidly running out of patience with the computer program.
“Ok, yes, yes. Take two steps forward, turn right ninety degrees, then another step. That should put me within range of the computer console we need. If you could crouch as well, that would be a big help.”
Xander did as asked, directing the Paladin as it swam through the building, debris crashing against him like a wave. He crouched down as low as he could, his head unit peering into the second floor. He caught a glimpse of an infantryman running down the corridor, away from the oncoming mech, a wise choice.
“Ok, connecting…got it. I’m in. Setting the ascent now. I’m pre-programming it to ascend in oh, fifteen minutes.”
“We have no idea if the other team is even in position.”
“Actually, I do. Well, I do now, the cargo train is coming alongside the climber as we speak. Carrying it would appear our comrades. I have access to the entire network system. It was rather simple truth be told. I'm also going to lock out these Black Rose fellows with an encryption level that will take them months to crack. It's a bit rough, but it will do.”
“Ok.” Xander turned the mech to face its path of destruction. Smashing through the building was impressive, but he didn’t want to subject the Paladin to any more punishment than necessary. “Anything else we can do to make our lives easier?”
“I have locked down all ingress points to the climber, aside from the maintenance ramps around the edge. Won’t stop the mechs but will slow the infantry. I’ve also triggered the fire suppressant foam in some of the structures. More to be annoying than anything.”
Xander couldn’t help but laugh at the idea, the thought of thick foam streaming down the bald heads of the Black Rose goons was a funny image. He began to walk forward, commanding the Paladin with his thoughts.
Something snapped, lough enough to be audible over the debris being crushed underfoot. The Paladin began to tumble, its leg finally giving out. Xander felt an impact, though the strange cabin absorbed it, coming across as only a slight shudder in the padding.
“Fuck! Matthias, did the leg fail?”
“Affirmative, ejecting now.”
“Wait, ejecting?”
The Paladin’s front armour plate sprang open, the systems holding it in place releasing with enough force to lift the stricken mech off the ground. The cabin within shot forth, launched in a stream of fire, slamming into the far wall. The jet stuttered for a moment, driving the cabin several inches into the concrete.
The cabin opened, splitting like a coffin as Xander climbed out. He ached all over, the cabin had absorbed some of the impact, but not all of it, and it had shaken Xander violently. He brushed his hands over himself, checking everything was still attached. He pulled open the zip of his rider suit, reaching inside and sliding a pistol free from the waistband of his boxers. It wasn’t the safest way of arming himself, but the tight Paladin cabin left precious little space to work with.
The machine looked almost sad now, propped open awkwardly on its front armour. It had opened wider than Xander was used to, allowing for the ejection of its cabin. It was an interesting feature, though Xander wondered how useful it would be against an enemy of the Paladin’s calibre. It seemed like the gauss cannons would make a mockery of even its ancient armour.
“Fuck, well, guess I’m walking the rest of the way.”
“I would get a move on. You only have fifteen minutes remember?” Matthias said.
“What the fuck?” Xander jumped in his skin. The voice was resonating in his mind, just like it had inside the paladin. “How are you doing this? How is the Paladin linked?” Xander had pulled the wetware connection loose as he had clambered out from the wrecked cabin.
“Oh, no, the Paladin lacks any kind of remote wetware connection. No, I uploaded myself. The human brain is the most efficient computer known, after all, plenty of free space in here.”
“Get out of my mind, I didn’t want this! I would never want this!”
“Yes, you did, I told you I was working on it, and you said to do ‘whatever you need to keep us running’. Those were your words. Us. We. Me and you.”
“You told me you were working on something! Something! Not uploading yourself to my mind! Get back inside the Paladin! Yeah, yeah, go back into the mech.” Xander had never been this frantic. The thought of having something else sharing his mind, it sickened him. It was the worst violation he could imagine.
“I’m afraid we’re rather past that point now. I’ve set the reactor to hyper-cycle, it should overheat in a few minutes. Will make a nice pretty melted pile of slag, once the gas for the plasma goes up from the heat. I would advise being far away from it. Twelve minutes left on that timer by the way.” Matthias was unfazed on his part. His change in housing didn't seem to be bothering him at all.
“You're getting out. As soon as we get off this rock, you're gone.” Xander stumbled through the debris. It was no good, once he got out the nearest on-ramp was too far. He could try to sprint for it, but his body was in constant throbbing agony, the results of the ejection.
“If it’s at all possible. It would require another wetware connection, with a system capable of holding me. I don’t think it likely that your modern units would be capable of that. We might have to find another Paladin, or something similar,” Matthias said.
“Do you know how rare that machine was? How impossible it is to find another? That's it, I'm fucked, aren't I?” Xander had been moving his quickest, scrambling painfully over the rubble. He had reached the edge of the building, staggering out onto the concrete.
“You're not totally fucked, yet,” said a voice. It was coming from a mechsuit, a defender that was stood next to the control building. It looked rough, its armour blackened, its head unit slightly crumpled. It was covered in scratches and dings, the remains of close calls from enemy fire. From beneath the scorching was part of an icon, a snake coiling its way through a skull. “Who the hell are you talking to?” Sandhu said.
“Just the voices in my head,” Xander replied, as he clambered onto the mechanical hand that been extended to him, gripping tightly to its cold metal fingers. “They can be a right fucker sometimes.”




Chapter Twenty-Six
There was an eerie piercing screech as the train came to a halt, brakes protesting their inexpert handling. The train came to a stop at the platform, a sloped concrete construct that ran right to the edge of the climber. A crane was bolted to the surface, ready to unload any cargo containers onto normally waiting trucks, to be whisked off to their designated spot on the strange machine.
The climber itself was massive, its vast metal surface covered in a warren of structures, airtight buildings designed to shield passengers and cargo as it lifted them into orbit. Connecting the buildings was a network of rails, trams running along each, ferrying things to where they needed to be. It was an impressive sight, the buildings designed for passengers stretching up over the warehouses, their ornate glass construction intended to give people a view of the stars. Powerful floodlights were stood around the climber, sitting atop tall columns, fighting against the great shadows cast by the cables running from the rim to the colossal motor that pulled the climber up the carbon-fibre beanstalk.
Mikal reached down with his bound hands, stretching for his boot. His captors had zip-tied his wrists together before him, rather than behind, a necessity for him to complete his promise to work the radio. They had all turned to get a good look at the climber as the loader had swivelled around and begun its trundle onto the platform. Mikal had to admit it was impressive, and it was providing the perfect distraction.
His finger dug around inside his boot, looking for the thin thread sewn into it. Mikal found it, pulling the dark black strand free. He tugged and it unspooled, stretching out until it would go no further. He tucked the end into his mouth, pulling the thread taught. Quickly, and frantically, Mikal began to rub the plastic zip tie against the thread. He kept looking up, checking that his amateur guards were still distracted by the shimmering glass and towering cables. The plastic snapped, carved through by the tough thread.
Mikal stood, dashing forward in one swift motion. He brought his arm around the neck of the nearest guard, whilst his other hand gripped his captive’s rifle and pulled. The guard spluttered and Mikal squeezed, struggling for breath. Mikal had done this before, much more than he would have liked, and loosened his grip slightly. A dead guard was no good for what he needed.
“Everyone put yer hands up, or this one gets one of those new lead-based piercings I’ve been ‘earing so much about.” Mikal pressed the barrel of the rifle to the side of the guard’s head. He prodded him with the back of his knee, signalling for his human shield to move forward. “That’s it, nice and easy.”
“There are more of us than there are you," Sergei said. He held his weapon ready, almost defiantly, summoning courage from somewhere within.
“Hmm, maybe, but you've got them what's it called? Morals. I will shoot this fella if I have to, no hard feelings though, mate. You corporate lot can be right immoral bellends, but I reckon even you won't shoot your own man. Your lot fucking hate having to do the dirty work.”
“This isn't going to end well,” Tamara said. She had her hands up but had subtly shifted her shoulder, so the rifle had swung around on its strap, well within her reach. “Besides, I thought that carbon fibre trick was nonsense?”
“Ah, yeah, a bit of the old misdirection there. What can I say? Got the ‘eart of a performer, me. Figured you would understand that.”
Tamara ignored the jibe. “There are dozens of Viper Legion infantry outside, what are a handful of pirates going to do?”
“Me? I’m going to move there,” Mikal said, pulling at his captive. “Towards the radio. Come on mate, nice and sharpish. Frequency I gave you, that still in the system?”
“Yes.” Tamara edged away from the radio, standing beside Mitch and Trevor. Both men were scowling, though scraggly Trevor looked considerably less threatening than the muscled Mitch.
“Good, good.” Malik pulled his shield down the short steps towards the front of the loader’s cabin. He turned so his back was to the windscreen, putting the now shaking warehouse worker between himself and the rest of the loader’s occupants.
“You’re a prick, you know that?” Tamara said.
“I ‘ave been told on occasion, yes.” Malik reached behind himself quickly, tapping a switch on the dashboard behind him, before returning the rifle to the side of his hostage. “This is Malik, any of you lads ‘ear me?”
“Aye boss, this is Jergun, me and what’s left of the lads are on the climber, north side. Captain has bought it. Some crazy mech slammed through our lines.”
“What a happy coincidence. Listen, Jergun, I want you and the lads to find a building, an airtight one, and seal yourselves in. If you see any unknown mechs, give them a wide berth. If you come across any other crews, well, feel free to give them a lead welcome if you can. We’re getting the fuck out of here.”
“Aye, sir.”
“You hear from the ship at all?”
“Yeah, it's weird, we got a message saying the berth had locked down, sealing them in, but then the comms got cut. No idea what's going on up there.”
“Ok, well, we’ll find out. Get to cover. I’ll contact you soon, Mikal out.” As he finished speaking, Mikal released the guard. He tossed the rifle to the ground, raising his hands into the air. “I am sorry, but you lot thought I was dodgy when the radio didn’t work. Wasn’t sure if you would let me ‘ave a second go at it. Figured that fucking tunnel was blocking the signal.”
“Tie him up, hands behind his back this time,” Sergei said, his rifle still raised. One of the other warehouse workers stepped forward, zip-tie in hand. “And take his boots off him.”
***
Anya stepped down from the carriage onto the concrete ramp, following after the loader. She had been sceptical, privately, about the whole mission. It seemed like a gargantuan task at the time, but now she could see the climber before her Anya felt proud at their accomplishments. This whole story would be a barroom favourite for a while. All they needed now was for Xander to have completed his part.
From where she was stood, Anya could see the hole punched into the side of the entrance plaza. Shattered mechs lay on the ground below, proof the powerful relic had made it inside at least. Anya was convinced that would have been the hardest part.
“Ok, get everyone unloaded. Infantry into the nearest passenger compartment. When this thing starts moving the air’s going to get thin fast. Get the loader into the warehouse on the left. I want the crew out and with the infantry. I don’t think that thing is airtight, and we’re in this journey for a few days yet.”
“You heard the lady,” Hurt said. He didn’t question Anya’s orders, despite her technically having no command over the Viper Legion assets. Every call she had made had been right so far. “Let’s get moving people.”
“Contact!” The message was from one of the salvaged tanks. “Two mechsuits with infantry, nine o’clock. Looks like QTs.”
“Let’s move!” Anya strode forward to intercept, her mind commanding cannons to spin that were no longer there, a habit built up over time. She raised her stolen weapon, snapping off a shot. “Get that loader safe!”
***
Xander could feel every thud as Sandhu's suit ran up the access ramp. It was a steep incline, designed for emergencies more than anything, but the suit took it in its stride, clearing meters with every step. When needed mechsuits were capable of incredible turns of speed, their massive size made it possible to cross distances quickly. It wasn't a comfortable ride, the haste needed meaning Sandhu could give no thought to his passenger. Xander was gripping tightly to one of the suit's fingers. It wasn't his most dignified moment.
“Seven minutes before the pre-set program completes. You will need to find shelter quickly,” Matthias said. He let out a short chuckle.
“Me choking to death is funny?”
“Oh, no, not that. That isn’t funny at all. If you die, I go with you. No, I was just thinking that the people in the station above will be learning what I did to them by now. When I had access to the network, I had access to all the network. Including the station.”
“What did you do?” Xander wasn’t sure he wanted to know the answer.
“Oh, I locked every ship into its berth, except for the Heliustech one.”
“Oh, is that it? Can’t they just cut themselves free?”
“Oh, they could,” Matthias said. “If the repair arms in the bays weren’t welding plates over every airlock and door. By the time they’re done it’ll take weeks for them to cut themselves free. Plenty of things in those bays to keep sticking on.”
“That’s actually, really clever.” Xander didn’t have much else to add. He would never have considered it, and anything that made their job easier was useful. The trip up in the elevator would take days, plenty of time for any defenders in the station to get ready if the AI hadn’t intervened. Xander breathed a sigh of relief, the design of the station meant there would be no gravity and fighting under those conditions was a special kind of nightmare. “And you’re sure they can’t just undo it all when they get access to the control centre again?”
As Xander finished his sentence, a wall of heat and fire erupted behind them, a torrent of flames that lapped over the control building. In moments the entire thing was alight, thick black smoke pouring out into the sky from melting electronics. An alarm could be heard, barely audible over the roaring flames, the faint ringing of a fire suppression system losing its battle.
“Oh my, that was rather a lot more impressive than I thought it would be. And a lot more serendipitously timed. I would hazard that no-one is going to get access now. There are now four minutes remaining. It will take some time for the climber to reach maximum speed, I didn't think you would want excessive G forces, but I would recommend getting to safety as soon as possible.”
“Your concern is noted, though I suspect its more about you than anything.” Xander shifted his head, trying to get a good view around the fingers. The climber was studded with buildings, though most were only two stories, high enough for his mechsuit transport to see over. Xander was scanning the horizon, looking for signs of his allies.
His search was answered as a shot rang out, followed by a burst of answering fire. Someone was fighting. It was hardly surprising Black Rose would place defenders on the climber itself, though Xander had hoped his distraction would draw them away.
“We’ve got fighting by the cargo onramp,” Sandhu said, his voice coming through the suit speakers. “Our friends made it. I’ve confirmed I’m on route to assist. You want me to drop you here?”
“No,” Xander shouted back, trying to make himself heard over the gunfire. “Take me over, I’ll help the infantry on the ground. We’ve got uh…”
“Just over two minutes,” Matthias said. Xander noticed the AI had whispered it, despite no-one else being able to hear him.
“Two minutes before the climber starts moving. It’s not going to be long before the wind makes it hard to move around once the thing gets going. We need to get everyone inside before it does. Fuck it’s always something isn’t it?”
“You remember what they teach you when you first start being a merc? Just deal with the problem at hand. Keep doing that and you'll succeed. That's kind of bollocks once you're running the op, isn't it? All you can see is problem after problem. That's the burden of command my friend.”
“Can't say I remember agreeing to be in command," Xander said. He had simply made suggestions on what they should do, and at every turn, the others had deferred to him without any real question.”
“Ah but you did, when you were born. You’re a Cain, a member of the most famous mercenary family there is. I would bet good money they trained you since you were a kid, tutoring and the like.”
“More my brother than me.” Xander was having to shout louder, Sandhu had broken into a run, stampeding past buildings as he rushed towards the fight. “He was supposed to take over the business, to run the show. But yeah, you aren’t wrong. It feels wrong to be in charge, just because of who my parents were, that they could afford to give me extra school and training.”
“Well, I say use it. You might have been born with a silver spoon in your mouth, but you fight like everyone else. Embrace it, Cain, you have a knack for it."
“If you say so. I just want to get the mission done, get everyone out alive, and get paid.”
“See,” Sandhu said, laughter booming through the speakers. “That’s all any good commander wants.”




Chapter Twenty-Seven
The ground shook as the metal leviathan awoke, the climber beginning its ascent into the heavens. Enormous motors gripping to the thick shaft of the tether, steel teeth biting onto the carbon fibre, turning with enough force to lift the plates below. Two of these powerful engines activated, the one that lay in the centre of the climber, where its two discs met, and the one above, tugging at the edges of the climber with its cables. The combined strength was necessary, each disc of the climber was the size of a city block, and it would need to build significant speed to break free from the bonds of gravity.
The climb was slow, at first, the acceleration controlled to prevent sudden G forces from crushing the passengers upon the surface of the impressive vehicle. In time it would grow in speed, punching upwards through the atmosphere and out into space itself. Even at the climber’s top speed, it would take a few days to reach the station above. The trip was normally sold as a holiday in itself. The people within its glass spires usually wined and dined as they enjoyed the incredible view, looking down on the people beneath them, stuck to the world below like boulders. It was a lucrative business, an image that would be shattered by the soldiers now fighting across the surface of the climber. War brought to the luxury.
Tanks crept through the gaps between buildings, mechsuits following them as they approached the enemy forces. It had been a surprise, a train coming screeching into the station, disgorging them onto the eastern side of the far disk. They had scrambled to intercept them, the Black Rose forces already on their way down from the climber platform to engage the strange mechsuit running rampant through the frontlines. That it was a trick was now obvious, a diversion meant to split their forces. It had worked, they had only five mechs on the entire climber, two of which were already engaged by the enemy.
When the climber had started moving it had been a shock, though the assembled mechs didn't show it. The Black Rose riders had built up a reputation amongst their pirate infantry for being cold, distant, their emotions muted. There had been no frenzied orders to regroup, no shouted commands to rush to the defence of the control room, just simple calm messages to reposition. Even the destruction of the mobile fortress had been declared with a strange formality.
The tanks turned to push past the central column, the tether casting a long shadow over them. The pirates inside were not fans of their employers, the Black Rose members seemed barely human. Whispers had passed between crews, rumours as to the true nature of their patrons. Some claimed they were part-machine, whilst others said they were some bizarre cult. They paid well, but the morale of the pirates was wavering. No money was worth the open war they had found themselves embroiled in.
One of the tanks exploded, a shell piercing its side. The supporting mechs returned fire, the source of the shot ducking behind a building. The tanks shifted their turrets around, trying to track their attacker.
It emerged from the other side of the building, breaking into a run. It shot wildly behind it, blind firing as it ran. In seemed to be holding one hand out flat, a tiny figure gripping to one of its fingers. It moved behind one of the passenger buildings, the glass distorting its image. Shots slammed into the building from the suits, the fragile glass shattering from the blows. The enemy shifted position again, their flight across the climber continuing, ducking and twisting behind the buildings as they moved, expertly travelling from cover to cover. The Black Rose mechs tucked their weapons tight to their bodies and followed.
***
Anya crouched behind a warehouse, resting her stolen autocannon atop the building's roof as she fired it. Her forces outnumbered the enemy, but they were pinned against the edge of the climber. She had no choice but to order the push forward into their guns before more enemies arrived. There was no doubt that there would be more mechs lurking about, Xander’s distraction had been effective, but leaving the climber effectively undefended wasn’t a mistake Anya thought Black Rose would make.
“We need to drop these guys so we can secure somewhere deeper on the climber,” Anya said. “I want a defensible position.”
“Not much of that around here. It’s all short arse warehouses and glass.” Meg had brought her suit alongside Anya’s, crouched down much lower in her light recon mech. She reached around the corner, firing a burst on a low angle. Her shots scattered off the surface of the climber, denting the metal floor. Infantry scattered from the fire, fleeing the deadly storm of metal pouring from Meg’s barrel.
The pair of stolen tanks had begun to advance past the mechs crouched behind the warehouse. They fired as they advanced, cannon shots unheard beneath the loud groaning of the climber’s motors. The difference between amateur pirates and experienced mercenaries became immediately clear. The shots were faster, more accurate, and most importantly, both tanks were working in tandem. The cannon fire landed, the pair of tanks hitting shot after shot into one of the Black Rose QTs. It stumbled and fell, its armour a smoking hole.
Machine gun fire rang out from the guns pintle-mounted to the tops of the tank. The mercenaries were able to crew the tanks fully and were using the vehicles to deadly effect, claiming a terrible toll on the fleeing infantry. They wouldn’t have use of the guns for long, the thinning atmosphere would necessitate sealing the tanks soon. Whilst there were hundreds, maybe even thousands of distinct tank designs made by competing corporations, all were designed to be sealed from the outside so they could operate under their own air supply for limited periods. Useful when deployed to worlds with a hostile atmosphere, or even none at all.
“Push up! Take the last guy!” Anya burst forth from her cover, and the rest of her cohort followed. The tanks changed targets, dancing under the feet of mechsuits as they chased down their counterparts. The second QT found itself pinned, cowering behind the warehouse it had chosen. Finally getting brave enough to fire back a shot, a round from Alexi's gun hit its shoulder staggering it as Anya and Meg rounded the corner.
A knife dug deep into its rear even as Anya plunged her forearm blade into its chest. Both women pulled their weapons free, allowing the suit to crash forward through the roof of the warehouse.
“Viper’s form on me. The warehouse ahead looks good for the loader, and the passenger building next to it has good line of sight,” Hurt’s mechsuit was waving, beckoning for his men to follow.
“Good plan. Sergei, get the loader moving. We want to get in place before more come.”
“Might be a bit late for that,” Hurt said, his mech jogging forward, tanks and infantry following. “I’m getting an IFF ping from Sandhu, but nothing on the comms. I’m assuming his radio is down. I would bet that he’s coming in hot.”
“Agreed. You take your men and the loader, get them locked down. Me and the other freelancers will go assist Sandhu. Don't worry, we'll get your boss. At some point, we'll be even, eh?”
“Maybe. Take those tanks with you. You’ll need to be done with the enemy and out of your suits before the air gets too thin. Don’t hang around.” Hurt was holding open the door to a warehouse as the loader slowly crawled towards him. “See you up top.”
***
Sandhu kept running, trying to outpace those behind him. They were closing with every step, not needing to weave between cover like he was doing. He could see Xander in the corner of his camera feed, gripping tightly to the hand of Sandhu's suit. The speed of the climber was building, the city beyond falling away as it rose, the wind causing Xander's hair and ridersuit to flap about. It was going to go a lot worse very quickly as the climber continued to accelerate.
Sandhu had owned his Defender for a long time, the machine constantly tinkered with, customised to his liking. He could feel it dying, the joints giving out, the armour plates rubbing against each other. Everything felt wrong with how it moved. It had taken a beating, one that would put it in the shop for months afterwards, if it was even truly salvageable. Even if it could be repaired, it wouldn’t be the same, not really his Defender anymore. More new parts than old, a gleaming thing without all the quirks Sandhu was used to.
Mercenaries often spoke of breaking in a new mechsuit in much the same tone someone might speak about a horse. It was why they called themselves riders, to them each mechsuit was its own beast, its own animal that needed taming. Sandhu would move on, either to the refurbished mechsuit, or a brand new one, but it would take time to adjust.
Sandhu had tried his radio over and over, hoping to send out a message. There was no response, and he assumed his radio had been damaged at some point. Sandhu just had to hope his IFF was working, and that his men knew he was coming to them. Xander had said the loader and its escort were aboard the climber, though Sandhu had no idea how. That the mercenary had been able to figure out the climber controls at all was impressive. Sandhu chalked it down to the man’s ability to seemingly pull off the impossible. Punching through a heavily defended line, destroying a mobile fortress solo, riding a lost tech mech, it was incredibly impressive.
Sandhu had heard all the rumours about Xander, about the death of his brother, of being cast out from the Corsairs. It had left a stain on the man's reputation that worked its way from bar to guildhall, and every merc hangout in-between. There was a saying amongst mercenaries, you don't know someone until you fight with them, and Sandhu had seen enough to know the rumours were bullshit.
Gunfire flew past Sandhu. Not from behind, but ahead. Three mechs were approaching, supported by two tanks.  Sandhu didn’t need his radio to recognise them, the mismatched suit models and patterns were a dead giveaway. The freelancers had arrived. In an instant things had changed, and Sandhu spun his mech to face his attackers. Now he had the numbers advantage, four to three, and both sides were even on tanks.
“About damn time,” Sandhu said through his speakers. “Things were getting a bit dicey.” He crouched, lowering his hand to the floor. Xander hopped off, aware he was just in the way in a stand-up fight.
“Well, time to correct that. We seem to be missing a suit though. A very expensive one.” Anya’s head unit tilted to look at Xander. He could feel her glare even through the armour.
“It did a hell of a lot of damage.” Sandhu released the magazine from his weapon, letting it drop to the ground with a clank. He opened the side panel on the thigh of his mech, fishing a fresh magazine free. “Even took down a mobile fortress, and a blackmark.”
“Fuck, blackmarks? I knew they were running redacted ops, but hiring outside the guild? Who the fuck are these guys?” Meg was flanking around, heading off to the side. Her weapon wasn’t particularly effective against enemy mechs, but the crossfire would expose weak points.
Xander watched the mechsuits moving around him, lumbering towers of metal moving into fighting stances. The tanks began to crawl forwards to support them, one of them coming to a stop next to Xander. The hatch popped open, and a helmeted head appeared from within, the logo of the Viper Legion emblazoned on the side.
“You Xander Cain?” The infantryman asked. He had a long drawl to his words, indicative of the planet Tlaloc.
“Yeah, that’s me.”
“Hop in, freelancer. You can give a hand showing these Black Rose assholes how it’s done.”
***
The tank cannon fired, the vehicle rocking slightly as it did. It was a good hit, the shell striking one of the enemy QTs. They had fallen on the Black Rose like a storm, fire and fury spraying forth from barrels as they had charged. There was no quarter now, not up here, on the climber, high above the planet. Up here there was only a swift, merciful death. It was better than choking slowly as the air grew thinner.
Xander lined up the reticule on the camera before him and fired again. It was another clean hit. The armour on the enemy mech had peeled back slightly, the shell penetrating at least a little. The crew had loaded another round, and Xander depressed the trigger a third and final time, this shot punching deep inside the machine. Black smoke poured from the hole as it fell, before being washed away by the winds lapping at the climber.
The other tanks had fallen almost immediately. They had fired rounds at their counterparts, but their aim was poor, hitting the front armour at the wrong angle, the shells skipping off. The return fire was much more effective, that few seconds delay enough to ensure the shells hit solidly, dealing with the enemy tanks instantly.
It was more than enough to swing the fight. Having destroyed a QT on their own, the two tanks swung about, adding their fire to that of their comrades. The enemy was pinned in, bracketed on both sides with fire, Meg positioning herself on the opposite flank. With nowhere to go, and with no hope, the Black Rose mechs did something unexpected.
They each reached down to the side panel in their legs, pulling their field knives free. The freelancers each did the same, readying themselves for a melee. The Black Rose riders lifted the blades, then pressed them into their own chests. It took a few seconds for the blades to dig in, their energy fields glowing hot as they did. They fell forward together, dead by their own hands.




Chapter Twenty-Eight
The door to the building closed, sealing the structure so it was airtight. Through the glass, the sky was full of thick clouds. Soon the climber would rise above even those, the sky eventually turning black as the atmosphere fell away. It would be beautiful, were it not for the knowledge of the battles below, destruction hidden by the calm serenity of an azure sea. It was an odd feeling, to see days of conflict punctuated by a stunning vista.
Xander slammed the butt of his pistol into a vending machine, cracking the glass. Carefully he prised the shattered fragments free, reaching inside and removing great armfuls of junk food. The building they had chosen was effectively a small hotel, with a kitchen and rooms, but it was never designed for this many people. It was lucky the air came from a network of pipes inside the climber, rather than being building specific.
“You might want to cut back on those, the chemical composition seems rather unhealthy,” Matthias said.
“You can sense the chemicals?”
“No, but you’re holding that one backwards, I can see the ingredients.”
“Right,” Xander said. He still had no idea what the AI was capable of. If it was inside his mind, could it access his thoughts, or control his body? “You’ve been awful quiet for the past few hours.”
“Well, I’m still settling in, so to speak. Rearranging my code onto the applicable neurons. Don’t worry, this is all free space, of a sort.”
“Of a sort?”
“Well, I wouldn’t worry about it. Nothing of value was lost.”
Xander pulled himself close to the glass, shielding his face from those around him. He had a bad habit of turning a bright shade of red when angry, and right now he was considering slamming his head against the broken vending machine in an attempt to somehow hurt the AI.
“Those are mine,” he said. “You do not touch my memories. You delete nothing.”
“How would you even know I had?” There was nothing sinister in the AI’s voice. He was simply stating a fact. “Like I said, it was something you weren’t even aware of, and don’t need. Old instincts for an organ that doesn’t exist anymore. I’m not callous, Xander, I’m not going to run roughshod over your actual personal memories.”
“I’m not sure I believe that. You made some pretty nasty suggestions when we were fighting.”
“That’s then. We’re not dissimilar. We’re both soldiers, in a way. Or at least, I think I am. I know I was made to act as a pilot to mech unit interface, I know I was installed on that Paladin. I am designed to assist with achieving victory. I was simply fulfilling my purpose.”
“That doesn’t make you a soldier. That makes you a weapon.”
“A semantic argument, I think,” Matthias said. “I wonder what the corporations who hire you think about you. I would argue that perhaps they would consider you a weapon.”
Xander didn’t know what exactly to say. It was hard to argue with the logic of it.
“You ok there, Cain? You’re talking to yourself like a crazy person.” Alexi was striding over, a bottle of water in his hand, loot from another machine. “We’re in here for a while, cabin fever setting in now might not be the best course.”
“At least we’re not as cramped as the other group, they have all the infantry.” Xander took a bottle from Alexi, unscrewing the cap. It let out a long hiss. “Fizzy water? I think I would rather go thirsty.”
“It’s not the worst thing I’ve ever drunk.”
“I can't imagine that. I've had some Svarogian vodka in my time.”
“We’re very proud of our Vodka,” Alexi said. “If you can’t use your alcohol to disinfect a wound, why even bother?” As if to prove his point Alexi tapped at his arm. A bandage had been wrapped around it, red splotching across the cloth.
“What happened there?” Xander took a swig of the water. It tasted disgusting. Whoever decided water needed to taste sharp was a monster in Xander’s eyes.
“Nothing major, a little bit of cabin spalling. Metal got stuck in the arm. I've had worse.” Alexi reached down and wrapped his knuckle on his leg. It clanged loudly. He lifted the left leg of his trousers, revealing whirling servos and bare metal beneath.
“There’s a story behind that.” Xander wasn’t phased by the leg, prosthetic replacements were common amongst mercenaries, not that civilians would know. Most mercs hid them, the stigma around wetware was bad enough, people considering riders part machine at best. Revealing the kind of rugged utilitarian prosthetics most mercenaries favoured didn’t help with that image.
“There is, one for another time though. Maybe over some good vodka.”
***
Brother Commander First looked upon the devastation. The fire and smoke were overpowering, the smell of burning metal and plastic filling the air. The enemy had carved a swath through the lines, crippling the defence of the elevator. They would need to move on soon, any of the corporations could get brave and try and take the elevator for themselves, and they lacked the manpower to hold it anymore.
There was a loud scraping of metal as a still flaming mechsuit was dragged out from the burning control centre. Most of it was a melted mess, a slab of molten metal that had once smashed into his lines in a fury. It had made a mockery of them, a predator loose amongst the flock.
“Our lotus is in shambles, brother commander,” said the man stood next to him. They appeared nearly identical, aside from slight variance in position of the wetware connections that dotted their bald heads.
“It doesn’t matter, Second, not really. We have thrown this region into disarray, as planned. The corporations have begun to fight amongst each other. Our job is done. The flames of war rage without our stoking. Besides, I grow weary of dealing with these pirates. They have no real dedication to our cause.”
“What are we to do next then?” Second said.
“We fall back from this position. We cannot hope to hold it against another assault. And one will come, the elevator is too tempting a prize.” First turned away from the flames. He was stood in an otherwise empty office, chosen simply for its vantage point over the wreckage.
“Should we raze the elevator? Destroy the lasers maybe?”
First shook his head. “No, we may be able to return later, hopefully, the corporations will wear themselves down until they are easy to deal with. For now, we meet up with the other lotuses, consolidate our strength. We have lost the gift of anonymity, no thanks to Xander Cain. The corporations are happy to fight each other, we have given them the excuse they so desperately wanted, but we will not be immune to their vengeance.”
“I will inform the men to move. Should I order the infantry to do the same?”
“No. We won’t be needing them. Issue an extermination order.”
“Yes, First. With pleasure.” Second had a grim smile across his face, a rare show of emotion. “Have we heard from any of the off-world lotuses?”
“Not yet, but they will succeed, just as we have. The entire Iron Belt will be ablaze by now. We have prepared nearly a century for this. We can’t fail. We won’t fail. This is too important.”
***
Meg was sat on the upper level of the building, her legs dangling over the edge as she looked down at the main foyer, her arms resting on the railing. She had never imagined that agreeing to a redacted operation would result in the past few days. Meg regretted it now, digitally signing that file, finger scratching across the touchscreens that lined the guildhall walls. The idea she had contributed, in some small way, to trying to ignite a war, made her feel sick. She wasn’t a stranger to fighting, no mercenary was, but it rubbed against her ethics in an almost physical way, causing Meg to shudder.
The others had assembled in the foyer below, dragging the couches closer together. They had found some frozen pizzas in the building's kitchen and had cooked several. There was plenty of food at least, once they had prised open the lock on the big walk-in freezer. There was sure to be a big bill from whatever corporation owned the elevator, if they could ever prove who had taken it. That was a truth of life in known space, the corporations would always get their money. One way or the other.
Meg watched them from above, this band of mercenaries, laughing and joking. The tank crews had gone to bed after a brief show of bravado between them and the freelancers. There weren't enough beds to go around. For most, travelling the elevator up into the stars was a pipedream, so the passenger spaces were designed for luxury, rather than volume. The lights had dimmed automatically as the clock ticked over into night on the planet below. There was a pale glow over the other freelancers, light cast from a movie they had set up playing on the monitor in the foyer.
Meg just sat on the balcony, watching. She didn’t feel like she belonged, pressed into service by some arcane guild rule. Not like these three, they had taken the job together, arriving on the planet through a wall of fire that had claimed the lives of colleagues. There was a bond there, one Meg knew she didn’t quite fit into.
“You going to sit up there moping all night? Or do you not want some pizza?” Anya was pointing upwards at Meg with the tip of her beer bottle. “I mean, if not, more for me.”
“Yeah, get down here woman. A mercenary after a battle without a beer in their hand? Somethings wrong with that picture.” Alexi let out a booming laugh. He had found several bottles in one of the kitchen coolers. It wasn’t good beer, but it was better than nothing. Alexi held one by the tip, waving it about.
“Fine,” Meg said. She had the same tone as a teenager who had been told to come down for dinner. “But that better be good pizza at least.”
“Eh, it’s alright. Not a huge fan of mushrooms,” Xander said, taking a slice. Cheese oozed from the sides, finally snapping as he pulled the slice free. “At least it’s not peppers or something.”
“Who doesn’t like peppers? They don’t really taste of much.”
“My point. You want something that adds flavour at least. Ever had moorkin on your pizza? It's this little fish that lives on Athena, weird-looking thing with just the one eye, but tastes delicious.”
“That sounds, just awful,” Meg said as she reached the bottom step. “I’m not sure I can trust the taste of a man who likes fish on his pizza.”
“Personally, I find the cheese strange,” Alexi said. “It’s not the done thing on Svarog. Cheese isn’t really a thing there, cows take up too much space in the tunnels.”
“He’s right,” Anya added. “We just have the tomato sauce. Maybe some meat if you’re lucky.”
“What kind of meat?” Meg said.
“It’s best not to ask.”
***
The station high above the planet was as much an engineering marvel as the tether to which it was attached. It mirrored the shape of the climber, two great disks affixed together, though it was much larger. The interior of the station was hollow, the climber rising inside it, seals forming on the underside to keep the air that would be pumped into the chamber within the station. When the climber was due to leave again, the air would be pumped out, the station essentially a giant airlock.
Around the outside of each disc was a series of berths, large bays owned by various corporations. These likewise were sealed, though each had a door that could open to space beyond, allowing ships to pass in and out. It was here passengers and cargo would be offloaded, embarking on the vessels that would ferry them to their final locations. Some would head within the system, towards outposts and mining stations, whilst others would travel to where incoming jump ships would arrive, attaching onto the massive vessels like limpets as they leapt on to their next destinations.
For now, no ships passed in and out, sealed inside their berths by an AI who had thought that little bit ahead. With each ship, people were frantically trying to unseal airlocks, the automated arms within each berth affixing everything they could to entryways. Cargo containers, sheets of metal, even parts of other ships, had been welded to the outside, the arms operating beyond their original design.
When the climber finally arrived, after nearly five days of journeying, the crews were still trying to cut themselves free. They hadn’t even started on the doors to the berths themselves.
***
Xander felt strange. He hated zero gravity, it made everything awkward. Most ships and stations had spinning sections to replicate gravity, though he understood how it would be useful for loading and offloading cargo. His suit was drifting slowly through the air, gliding above the structures spread across the climber. It was almost comical, the massive armoured suits looked like parade balloons as they floated. Infantry hung to their sides, riding the machines like insects. Anya was in front, the loader in her hands. The heavy machine had been picked up like a child’s toy. It was moving faster now than it ever had.
Xander watched as they approached the berth. Heliustech had been painted across it, and the paint looked fresh, unworn like the names on the others. A new acquisition it seemed. Xander pushed off the ceiling with his fingers, letting his mechsuit land before the doorway. Something felt different about his Defender. It was moving faster, reacting in a way it never had.
“Matthias, are you doing something to this mech?”
“Oh, well, in a way. I did increase the efficiency of your wetware, remember? You’ll probably notice faster reaction times. I can interface with the suit if you would like, work some of the functions,” Matthias said.
“No, not right now.” Xander switched on his radio, the mental command passing through his neural link faster than it ever had. “Let’s get this door open, and see what we’re working with.”




Chapter Twenty-Nine
The ship was impressive, filling almost the entire bay with its massive bulk. It was much larger than Xander had expected. It looked brand new, the paint still shining under the lights of the berth. The ship looked like a hollow cylinder squeezed between two smaller boxes, the central section mounted to a shaft that connected the boxes by long arms. Once out into space, the arms would spin, providing some semblance of gravity to the people inside. Mounted to the front and rear sections were projectors for powerful anti-ship lasers, whilst studded across the hull were nodules that allowed the jump drive to warp reality around it. Across its side was a name, painted in building high letters. Sunchaser.
Xander had assumed it would be something smaller, a typical cargo hauler would have barely enough space for the mechs and loader. This vessel would have plenty and then some, the forward and rear sections each hosting doors to cargo holds individually large enough to hold twice their current number. He certainly hadn't expected it to be jump drive equipped. The engines were expensive, almost impossibly so, the jump ship routes still dominating space travel due to cost alone. Ships with their own drives were almost always warships, the vast expense of the engines somewhat protected by thick armour and bristling guns.
“This certainly is a surprise,” Alexi said. He and Anya were carrying the loader between them, each grasping a side with one hand. “I was thinking maybe it would be a rust bucket hauler, something full of ore and dirt.”
“Honestly, me too,” Sergei said over the radio. He had reclaimed his position in the cabin of the loader like a captain boarding his ship. “I knew Heliustech had bought a new ship to carry the relics, but I didn't know they had bought something like this. It cost them enough to buy the mining ships that found the lost tech, and one of those exploded. Where did they get the money for this? Why did they lie to me about needing to meet a jump ship?”
“Well, that doesn't matter now. It's good luck for us, we don't need to wait on a jump ship coming into the system to pick us up. Which is good news, those pirates locked in the other berths aren't going to be sealed up forever. Getting out of this system before they come looking for us seems like a great idea,” Xander said. He began to walk towards the ship. The cargo doors on the front and rear were situated at the bottom, the ship sitting flat to the floor of the berth with its hull directly. Getting inside was simply a case of stepping up into the hold. “Can we get the doors open?”
“I think so,” Sergei said. “Give me a second.” There was a noise audible over the still open line, a sort of clattering like someone was digging about in a kitchen drawer. “Right, I have an employee access code, transmitting it now.”
A light flashed green on the hull, nearly imperceptible against the ship's bulk. The cargo doors slid open, bright light from within pouring out into the birth. It looked like a yawning portal, a glowing chasm into some other dimension.
“Looks like it worked,” Xander said.
“Glad to hear it,” Sandhu said. “What’s the plan now? We were going to head to where our own ship is docked, but it’s not as flashy as this one…”
“You want a ride, right? Rather than wait around for the jump ship?”
“If it doesn’t fuck you up at all.”
“It’s no problem, I’m not entirely sure where we go from here. Or how we go from here, honestly. My ship experience is pretty basic. I don’t know about the rest of you, but this looks beyond my skill level.”
“We've got you there,” said a voice on the radio. It was Mikal. Despite his aggressive method of doing it, he had delivered on his promise. He and his pirates had spent the best part of a week holed up in various buildings on the climber. It hadn't seemed worth restraining him anymore, and attitudes to the pirate had cooled in that short time. Everyone still thought he was an arsehole, just one who held to his word. “Me and the lads, well, we're a bit fucked ain't we. Our own ship is locked up, and I can't imagine the other crews, or Black Rose, are going to be best mates with us now."
“He’s got a point,” Anya said.
“We’ll crew this beauty, get her up and flying. It’ll be a right pleasure an all, this is a nice bit of work.”
“Fine,” Xander said. “Let’s just get everyone aboard and get the hell out of here. This has been the road trip from hell. I’ll be glad when we’re out of here, and nothing else can go wrong.”
***
Xander watched the data upload flow in from the buoy. A ship had passed through, depositing an updated file, fresh news and financial information spreading through known space like a virus. Xander had his hands in his head, fingers in his hair, despair across his face. He had known it was a close-run thing, but the orbital strike had cost him everything. He had a handful of credits to his name.
What was worse, was the business news. The headline sat on the screen before him, the light from the glass throbbing almost angrily. “Heliustech collapses, as audit unveils massive unreported debts." Everything about this job had been a nightmare from the start. In hindsight, it was obvious. The brand-new jump capable ship, the underbid mission, the inability to provide more support. The corporation had been on its last legs. According to the article, they had shuttered the same day Xander and his comrades had set out on their journey. It had all been for nothing. No-one would get paid, all the death and destruction done in Heliustech's name had been pointless.
“Fuck,” Xander said, not for the first time.
“Yeah, fuck,” Anya said. She was stood behind Xander, reading the article over his shoulder. They were in the ship's bridge, a massive chamber covered with consoles. Mikal was sat in the captain's chair, directing his pirates as they drove the ship onwards across space, getting enough distance between them and the planet to jump away. Even with the pirates working, there was still plenty of free stations, the ship designed for a much larger crew.
“So, you’ve seen the news then?” Tamara had strolled over, her tablet in her arms. The same news article was visible on the device. “I think maybe this is a good time to talk about my idea.”
“Your idea?” Xander said.
“Yeah, I’ve already spoken about it to Sergei, as well as Mitch and Trevor. We had a feeling something like this might happen. You tend to get a nose for these things, working news.”
“Nice of you to warn us.”
“Would it have made a difference?”
Xander swivelled his chair around. “No, I suppose not. What’s this idea then?”
“Probably best to gather everyone.” Tamara swiped across her tablet. A floorplan for the Sunchaser appeared, downloaded from the ship's database. “There's a meeting room here.” Tamara touched the screen, the room highlighting in blue.
***
“This is…a good idea, I think,” Xander said. He leant back in the chair, letting the cushion take his weight. It felt good, the meeting room was incredibly plush, no expense spared on it. That was a recurring theme throughout the ship, the expensive jump ship seemingly came with luxuries as standard.
“She has a point,” Matthias said. Xander ignored him, the AI seemed to dip in and out, switching between total silence and constant chatter.
“I like it,” Meg said. She was also leaning back in the chair, her hands behind her head.
“Agreed,” Alexi added. He was smiling wide, the idea clearly pleased him.
Anya just nodded.
“Well, that seals it then. It'll have to be a joint venture. Our contracts have a limit we can claim on defaulted debt. It'll take the three of us to claim everything. And I want Meg to be an equal owner as well. It feels fair.”
“No disagreement here,” Anya said. “She fought as hard as all of us for this.” The rest of the table nodded in agreement.
“Well, seems like everything is agreed then. I’ll draw up the paperwork,” Tamara said.
“What’s in this for you?” Meg leant forwards suddenly, her chair rocking.
“I can’t go back to Hades News Network now, that would mean going back into an active war.”
“There’s war everywhere, we’ve all seen the reports by now.” Meg reached forward, picking up a glass of water. Tamara had taken the time to lay them out, setting up the meeting room as she was used to. It was far more formal than any of the mercenaries had expected. “Seems Black Rose really wasn’t lying. They’ve stoked war across the Iron Belt, appearing on a dozen different planets.”
“The Iron War,” Xander said. “That’s what the news is calling it.”
“Well, Iron War or not, being with you lot seems safer than not. Besides, I can bring a little something extra. Good PR, no-one else uses it. I think we can use footage to make webcasts, they put our name out there, and make us money. A unique business model.” Tamara grinned from ear to ear. It didn’t suit her. “Sergei and I run the numbers, the business side, all the promotion and contracting. You lot do the real hard stuff. We fight the corporate battles, you do the real ones.”
“I do hate doing all the contract paperwork,” Alexi said waggling his finger.
“Fine,” Xander said. He stood up, it felt like the right thing to do. “If we’re going to do this, we need a name. We’ve got everything else if we submit the debt claims through the guild. A ship, mechsuits, and whatever liquid cash we can sell that lost tech for. We just need to name ourselves.”
“Paladins,” Matthias said. “You should be the Paladins.”
“Paladins,” Xander said. He didn’t disagree with the AI. The Paladin mech had been destroyed, but it had gone down in a blaze of glory, ultimately saving everyone. It deserved to be remembered. “It’s what that lost tech suit was called.”
“How the hell do you know that?” Anya said, her eyebrow arched.
“It was in the bottom of the HUD,” Xander lied. “We owe that thing.”
The rest of the assembled mercenaries nodded. Personifying suits was a long tradition, and they wouldn’t be the first to take their name from one.
“Seems we’re in agreement. The Paladins. Welcome to a brand-new mercenary company, I guess. No more freelancing.”
***
There was a hiss as the tube slid open, revealing the figure within. They were unclothed, though they didn’t care, modesty not present in their mind. Connections shot free from the ports on their head, the cables retracting back into the tube as they stepped out from within.
The person was male, average height with oddly pale skin. They were totally bald, not a single hair anywhere on their bodies. They simply marched forward, presenting themselves to a woman holding a tablet.
She was clothed, wearing a simple all-black jumpsuit. Her long auburn hair was tied into a bun, and silver-framed spectacles rested on her nose.
“Everything seems in order,” she said, inspecting the nude man. “Take a right, join the intake queue to receive your supplies.”
The man nodded, before leaving through the doorway, striding past a row of identical tubes.
“Bring in the next,” the woman shouted.
A door slid open behind her, two more near-identical bald men appearing through it, though these were clothed in black jumpsuits identical to the woman with the tablet. Woven upon the chest of the jumpsuits was an embroidered image of a rose. The men were dragging a third person with them, their arms locked through theirs. This third person was thrashing about, trying to break free of his captors’ grip.
The prisoner lacked any clothes, their head shaved to the scalp. Blood trickled from their skull, the wetware implants still fresh. He struggled as he was pulled forward, but felt weak, the anaesthetic still not fully worn off. He was bundled into the tube, clamps locking around his wrists and feet.
The two other men reached up, pulling cables down and connecting them into the wetware ports hammered into the prisoner’s skull. Happy with their work, they stepped back, the tube sealing shut, muffling the pained screams of the person within.
“Thank you, gentlemen,” the woman said, tapping at her tablet. “Starting processing. We’ll need a lot more of you before we’re done.”
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The Void Beyond- Sample Prologue
A wail rang out, the piercing tone of metal being torn away, shredded by malefic talons. Mor’keth cowered behind his station, his hands clasping the sides of his head, his thin auburn fur sneaking through his thick fingers. He shook, rocking back and forth, tears streaming from his eyes, trickling around his stubby snout.
The noise stopped, the snarling creature vanishing from the camera before him, trailing off beyond Mor’keth’s limited view. He peered over the console, summoning all his bravery to do so. The bulkhead he had slammed behind himself had a cluster of thin gashes dug into it, the results of the nightmare thing pursuing him struggling to get in. He let out a long sigh of relief. The door had held, for the time being at least.
He stood up, puffing out his chest in a false display of bravado. There was no-one else in the command centre. No-one else alive at least. Mor’keth was trying his best not to look at them, to avoid his gaze settling on the mangled limbs or self-inflicted gunshot wounds. His impromptu sign of courage was for himself. Salve for a wounded spirit.
He placed one foot on the small step, pulling himself around behind the lectern that held his console in a swinging motion. Gravity was lower than he had expected. The engines must be losing power, he thought. It was too late to do anything about that now, and far beyond Mor’keth’s knowledge anyway.
He pressed one palm to the console’s touchscreen, and it sprang to life. At least this is still working. Mor’keth’s hand danced across the screen, checking status indicators and loading protocols. Satisfied, he pressed the transmit button.
“This is Junior Communications Engineer Keth, third born for the Mor family. Currently in command of Her Radiant Grace. As far as I’m aware I am the sole survivor of the crew. We have failed in our mission. There is no safe worlds out here, no colonies to settle. There is only death and horror. We were fools, we should have listened to the Speakers. They warned us not to leave our solar system, to fly beyond the grace of the Eternal Mother. They were right.”
His hands pressed another set of icons, a small loading bar appearing beneath the oscillating wave of his recording message.
“Alert!” screamed an automated voice. “Reactor shielding failed on deck seven. Commencing radiation spillage procedure. Bulkheads closing.”
“Out here, in the void, beyond Her light, there is only blackness. Not just the blackness of space, but of being. As I talk something stalks our ship, the blood of my crew dripping from its talons. I…don't know where we are. Our ship is far off course. I pray by Her light that this message returns home, somehow.” Mor’Keth rubbed the sides of his head. He knew, deep down, that it could take centuries to reach home. "Look, I know that maybe, by the time this reaches you, it will be too late. Another ship launched, another crew lost. I just hope that maybe, by some miracle this stops someone, anyone, coming out here. The dead do not sleep easy in the void beyond Her light. I have included recordings of everything. Please, no matter how unbelievable it may seem, understand, that this is the truth."
Mor’Keth pressed the icon to send the message, and immediately authorised the transmission. The long flowing script of his people flared onto the screen, informing him of its successful sending.
***
The handgun felt heavy, its large handle and trigger designed for use with a vacuum suit meant it was much larger than the one Mor’Keth had trained with. He barely carried his normal sidearm these days, or at least, he didn’t before the nightmare he had endured. Some of the other crew had taken to carrying their guns openly again after the first sightings. They had been the first to shoot themselves.
He bounced forward with each step, the gravity had dropped significantly. The engines were well on their way to failing totally. The vacuum suit Mor’Keth had scavenged from its locker was too tight, rubbing awkwardly as he moved. It didn’t matter, the discomfort was a small price to breathe should he stumble into a breached area.
The ship rocked again, metal groaning from deep inside, as if it were feeling a deep throbbing pain. That was the fourth impact Mor’Keth had been able to keep track of. Something was pelting the ship from outside, slamming against the hull. He, like the rest of his crew, had set off into space excited to experience everything they could, the first faster than light explorers of their people. Now he simply didn’t want to know. Curiosity had killed them, a lesson Mor’Keth had taken to heart.
***
Mor’Keth’s fingers squeezed through the small gap, wrapping around the edge of the door. He pulled, grunting as he forced the doorway open. He swallowed, sending vomit back down to where it had originated as he looked at the bloodbath beyond. Corpses floated through the corridor, the gravity finally giving out. Blood pooled in the air from gashes, entrails coiling through the air like thrashing snakes.
He closed his eyes, took a deep breath and gripped both sides of the door frame. He pulled, launching himself with as much force as he could muster. As Mor’Keth flew bodies bounced off his arms, raised up to screen his visor from the loose globules of gore. He grunted again as he struck the doorway at the other end, slamming against its metal. He took a moment to gather his senses and then flicked open the cover to the override.
A red light flashed back at him, a warning over the release switch. Mor’Keth knew the symbol, it had been drummed into his head at every step of his training. Danger, Vacuum beyond. Mor’keth placed his boots on the floor of the corridor, rotating himself slightly to do so, his preconceived notion of up pointless in the zero-g, but comforting none the less. He looked down at the icon in his helmets monitor, sensors within tracking the movements of his eyes. He stared at it for a second, long enough for the simple computer within the helmet to register the click. He had the sudden sensation of being pulled downwards, the magnets in his boots switching on, adhering to the metal floor.
Happy he was secure, Mor’Keth pressed the release. The door slid open, easily, the motors still working, unlike the corridor's entrance. He could feel the air rushing past him, disappearing through whatever breach lay beyond. 
Something struck Mor’Keth from behind with a heavy thud. He crouched instinctively, cowering with his hands over his head as the corpse flew past. It was followed swiftly by the others, limbs and entrails colliding with his shaking body.
The barrage over, he stood up, stretching his battered body. Mor’Keth was sure it would bruise later. He turned, just to check nothing else was flying in his direction. It was then he saw it.
***
At the end of the corridor, beyond the doors he had prised open, everything was black. Not just the simple black of the failing lights, but something more. An overwhelming all-encompassing black, a hole in the universe, absorbing all light it touched.
Hanging out of that infernal negative space was a pair of large hands, talons sprouting from each. They were a dark cold grey, ridges rolling along its knuckles like hydraulic pistons powering its deadly machinery. They began to crawl forward, gripping into the metal floor like a baker kneading dough. The cloud of blackness seemed to come with it, edging slowly towards Mor’Keth.
He raised his weapon and fired, light flashing from the end, shell casings silently ejecting from the side, floating slowly away with an odd sort of formality. He fired again, and again, emptying the magazine. The shadow slowed but did not stop, advancing towards him, hands lashing out from within.
Mor’Keth tried instinctively to run, jerking awkwardly as his foot refused to move. He cursed, leaning back on his heel to release the magnetic lock, before swinging his leg around again, the magnet automatically reengaging. He did the same with the other foot, coming about in a strange clockwork motion. He had been drilled, over and over in long boring sessions, using the boots until they felt natural. Now, terror was pushing that training deep down, oppressively crushing it.
“Light screw this,” Mor’Keth whispered to himself, his eyes flicking to the boot icon, disengaging the magnets. He gripped the door frame and pulled, plunging himself into the chamber beyond.
***
Mor’Keth floated there, motionless in the centre of the room. He had brought himself to a stop with a handhold mounted on the ceiling. That creature, that eternal nightmarish black was dragging itself into the room, clambering through the doorway. Mor’Keth didn’t care.
He had found himself in one of the ships shuttle bays. The doors had been torn off, revealing space outside. He stared out at the image beyond. Knowing there and then it was hopeless.
Through the gap in the hull, he could see a graveyard, thousands of dead ships, shards of metal collected together in a think band around the planet before him. Her Radiant Grace’s arrival had sent a ripple through the ring. Each slam against the hull, the gash before him, all were evidence of collisions with the other space-borne corpses.
The planet itself was bizarre. The surface was a dark green, almost black. Much brighter green clouds roiled on the surface, massive storms swirling around each other. It looked almost like an eye, staring directly into Mor’Keth’s soul. This planet, this place, it was despair personified, a nightmare world. He could feel it, looking at him. His people had legends, bogeymen to frighten children. They were nothing compared to the vision before him. It was anguish, fear. It was an eternal blemish on the universe. 
Mor’Keth sat there, staring back at the eye, and let the creature take him.
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