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Chapter 1




Captain Corban Rhodes fired his boosters to rocket across the landscape on the planet Niarus. Explosions detonated all around him. He had to dodge columns of fire, burning shrapnel, and gunshots coming from every direction. 

Green grid lines covered the terrain below him and all around him. The lines adjusted their angles over hills, valleys, and the hulks of downed ships. 

The Grid fed him information about enemy and friendly positions, weapons placements dotting the surrounding terrain, and enemy vessels swooping in to gun him down.

A fast-moving, arrow-shaped craft with a long, thin, pointed nose shrieked past him going a million miles an hour. He swerved to avoid it and wound up flying into plasma shots pelting at him from more of the same kind of craft.

They raced behind their leader and scattered gunshots at Battalion 1. Lieutenant Dane Rhinehart started to pull up and swung his scourge guns forward to take aim at the enemy ships.

“Keep going!” Rhodes ordered. “We have to get to the objective before they bring out reinforcements!”

“Here comes the next wave!” Lieutenant Ted Oakes called from farther down the line.

The battalion flew a hundred feet over a vast grassland marked off by wooded riverbeds. 

Aemon Legion platoons held a defensive line near one of the rivers. Armored enemy tanks rumbled across the grassland and fired booming cannon fire at the platoons in the distance.

Swarms of aliens poured across the fields and aimed their plasma rifles to mow the platoons down. One wave after another surged from the enemy side.

The platoons cut down each wave with deadly precision. Legion Dusters and Predator craft buzzed back and forth overhead. 

They carpet-bombed the aliens from above, but a small fraction of the alien horde survived each wave. They fought their way closer under their tanks’ protection.

Rhodes tore his attention away from them. He couldn’t help the platoons except by accomplishing the battalion’s objective.

He turned back toward the alien horde—toward the aliens’ giant battle cruisers landing in the far rear on the alien side.

The Grid read those ships from miles away and returned more information than Rhodes could possibly process—not consciously.

One of the battle cruisers flashed red on The Grid. Fisher’s face rotated to one side in front of Rhodes’s sight. 

“The plasma nucleus is located five feet under the cruiser’s left wing,” Fisher told him. “All you have to do is hit the nucleus. You’ll shut down the tanks, the cruisers, and the aliens’ plasma rifles. They’ll retreat off the field and the platoons will be able to advance.”

“What if they don’t retreat?” Rhodes asked. “What do we really know about these aliens?”

“They’re unknown. We’ve never seen them in the Treaty of Aemon Cluster before.”

Rhodes looked up at his SAM. “That’s impossible. They couldn’t just have materialized here.”

“Fly lower toward the ground. We can scan them and check them against the Legion database.”

“Going lower will put us in danger from their rifles—and from the tanks,” Lieutenant Heath Lauer pointed out. “We’re safer up here.”

“Checking what kind of aliens they are won’t help us accomplish the objective,” Alyssa Thackery chimed in. “We should keep going.”

“You’re right. Let’s go,” Rhodes replied. “We have enough to do trying to destroy that cruiser.”

“The other cruisers are launching!” Fisher reported. “It’s now or never!”

Rhodes gunned his boosters and sprinted across the battlefield to close on the enemy cruisers. The rest of Battalion 1 surrounded him, but the cruisers saw them coming.

Ten of them launched off the ground and plunged in gunning for the battalion. Green grid lines spread over Rhodes’s body and he changed his shape into a small, fast Predator.

He wheeled aside and fired his Viper missiles at the enemy cruisers. They activated some kind of plasma shield that surrounded each vessel. The Vipers exploded against this shield and did no damage.

The battalion’s target cruiser launched, too, but it didn’t join the battle. It turned away and flew farther toward the rear—away from the battalion.

The other cruisers boxed in the battalion to occupy Rhodes and his subordinates. None of them could go after the target ship.

Of course the enemy knew to protect the one ship carrying their plasma nucleus. The whole battle would end once the battalion hit that ship. The aliens would protect it at all costs.

Rhodes banked lower to get behind the other cruisers, but they kept buzzing into his path. Aliens on the ground turned their plasma rifles upward to shoot at the battalion from below.

“Fuentes—go after that ship!” Rhodes ordered. “We’ll tie them up for you!”

“Yes, Sir,” Corporal Rudy Fuentes called from the other side of the Battalion 1 formation.

It wasn’t even a formation anymore. Everyone used The Grid to change themselves, too.

Sergeant Jairo Dietz dove down below the cruisers, changed into a Striker-class fighter craft, and unleashed dozens of thin snaking arms. They punched through the enemy cruisers’ hulls, targeted their engines, and destroyed four of them.

Dietz opened a space for Fuentes to dive past. He changed into a Striker, too, except this one was much longer and thinner than the ships assigned to Battalion 1.

Corporal Eddie Coulter tightened himself into a ball that deflected all plasma shots. They bounced off his smooth sides and ricocheted away to hit other cruisers.

The ball smashed into a different cruiser, bounced off, and spun somewhere else. It zoomed back and forth across the battlefield tearing off cruisers’ wings, imploding their engines, and smashing through their hulls before it soared off somewhere else.

Lauer and Rhinehart worked together. They both changed into Predators, circled the battle, and came back together from either side.

The enemy cruisers flanked outward to confront the two ships. At the last minute before Lauer and Rhinehart collided in a devastating mid-air explosion, they both altered their grid lines.

Grid lines covered both Predators, stretched their outlines into surreal versions of their original ships, and blasted between the cruisers before the enemy could hit anything.

Both Predators flattened themselves into long, low sheets of shiny metal. They didn’t have cockpits big enough for a person to sit inside.

They skated inches away from each other and they both fired outward at the same time. They hit the cruisers from behind and underneath, changed back into Predators, and charged away to escape into the sky.

The fire from those exploding cruisers joined in one combusting ball of plasma. It consumed five more nearby cruisers, but more enemy attackers gathered from all over to fight the battalion.

Fuentes raced away across the landscape. A dozen enemy cruisers tried to split off to go after him. Rhodes couldn’t let them catch up with Fuentes—not with the battalion’s objective in sight.

He took a page from Dietz’s playbook and fired his Vipers, but instead of missiles, he released a long chain from the end of each projectile.

The Vipers smashed into the cruisers’ hulls and anchored there. Rhodes soared upward into the sky dragging the cruisers with him. 

They tried to gun their engines to pull away, but he grappled his grid lines around them to overpower them. He flew around the other cruisers, swung his captured enemies in a wide arc, and smashed them into each other.

Explosions erupted all over the battlefield. Rhodes’s maneuver cleared the way for the battalion to catch up with Fuentes and support him to destroy the nucleus ship.

A yell distracted Rhodes from reading the rest of the battle. He checked The Grid just in time to see Fuentes going down under a combined barrage from twenty cruisers. They surrounded him while the nucleus ship raced away to safety.

Rhodes didn’t stick around long enough to make sure he subdued the rest of the cruisers. He blasted his boosters, took off at high speed, and interfaced with the rest of the battalion. 

“I’m coming for you, Rudy!” he called. “Just hold on!”

“The nucleus ship is landing on that mountainside, Captain!” Fuentes’s SAM Van reported. “Rudy and I can hold the cruisers here! Go after the nucleus ship! It’s our only way to end the battle in our favor.”

Rhodes didn’t want to leave Fuentes in danger. The rest of the battalion was too busy fighting other cruisers. 

The battle descended closer to the ground. That brought the battalion within range of the aliens’ plasma rifle. 

Gunshots pelted out of the enemy horde to bombard Lauer, Oakes, and Coulter. They had to stop fighting the cruisers to shoot back at the aliens on the ground—but the battalion couldn’t stop fighting. They had to keep fighting just to save their own lives.

Fuentes roared again when he smashed down on the mountainside. Aliens surrounded him from all directions, swarmed over him, and buried him under a mountain of bodies.

His grid lines changed. He transformed himself into a raging monster with dozens of arms, each one spouting one of his prototype weapons. He reared out of the horde shooting with all his might, but he couldn’t escape.

Rhodes made a snap decision, turned his back on the nucleus ship, and dove for Fuentes. 

Rhodes opened fire before he got there. He swiped his lasers and thermal cannons back and forth across the horde carving hundreds of aliens to pieces, but he still couldn’t get close enough to free Fuentes.

Rhodes landed on the grass a dozen yards away. All the aliens surrounded Fuentes. They kept their backs to Rhodes.

He opened fire on them again and carved a path halfway to Fuentes’s position. He kept roaring, rising out of the mound, and gunning for doomsday.

Rhodes stormed closer. He didn’t mess around with fancy Grid theatrics now. He fired again and again, passed his lasers back and forth across the enemy horde, and finally got close enough to see Fuentes in the chaos.

Rhodes unloaded ten Vipers on the crowd and raised his arms to open fire with his scourge guns. These aliens might be able to use plasma shields on their battle cruisers. They wouldn’t be able to use any kind of shield to protect their bodies.

He fired five times before they turned around to face him….and his blood ran cold when he saw their faces.

The fog of battle stopped him from seeing them before. The Grid should have shown him what they looked like before now. He might have been too distracted to check that, but something told him there must be another reason why he didn’t check.

The aliens faced him and he knew for certain in that moment that he’d never seen this species before. He’d never even heard of them—because they didn’t exist.

They had a huge, hulking frame with bulging muscles and massive heads. One black pit in the center of the forehead took the place of eyes.

A round, lipless mouth yawned out of the lower part of the face. Angular, jointed limbs too long for their bodies clutched their plasma rifles with three thick, beefy fingers.

Each alien roared at Rhodes out of that disgusting mouth. The sound set his hair on end.

He braced himself to fight them. He was all alone on the ground with no one coming to help him.

None of the rest of the battalion could get near the ground with so many cruisers gathering from all over the battlefield. 

An explosion went off somewhere. Five cruisers surrounded Oakes and shot him down. He’d been flying around as a Striker.

He smashed into the ground half a mile away and the aliens overwhelmed him, too. Rhodes couldn’t help any of his subordinates nor could they help him. None of them could go after the nucleus ship.

“The nucleus ship is launching into the atmosphere, Captain!” Fisher called. “The aliens are getting away! We won’t be able to accomplish our objective if we don’t go after the nucleus ship now!”

Fuentes bellowed again and went down under another tide of these mysterious creatures—except that they weren’t mysterious. 

Rhodes took a split second to read the whole battle on The Grid. It really was hopeless…..but his attention kept coming back to the aliens.

He definitely would have remembered these aliens if they existed. They never invaded Niarus. 

Rhodes fought the Emal on Niarus. The planet had been peaceful for generations before the Emal invasion.

His mind went into a tailspin trying to understand all this—but only for a fraction of a second. He didn’t travel through time or magically vanish into another dimension.

Whoever and whatever these aliens were, they weren’t real. None of this was real.

He glanced around him. Grid lines covered the whole landscape, and as soon as he thought that, grid lines covered all the aliens, the tanks, the battle cruisers, the mountainsides—everything. He was inside The Grid.

The scene changed in a single thought. The Grid vanished. The battle vanished along with it—but the battalion didn’t vanish.

An impossible force seized Rhodes by the back of the head. His body went rigid. He couldn’t move. Everything stopped—except for his awareness of what was happening to him.

He locked into place with seven prongs sticking into his shoulders, his hips, his feet, and one in the back of his cranial implant.

The Grid stayed active—active enough for him to see and understand exactly where he was. He stood in the center of a metal room covered all over the walls with electronic equipment.

The prongs stuck out of a steel plate behind him. It held him against it in a standing position. Seven more identical stations formed a line on his left.

Each of his subordinates stood locked into those stations. The prongs held them in place so none of them could move.

Just for an instant, the memory of that battle inside The Grid overlaid this experience except that this was real. The battle had been a simulated Grid landscape like the training sessions the battalion used at Coleridge Station.

This wasn’t Coleridge Station—not by a million miles. The battalion entered those landscapes freely and left them freely. 

Rhodes and his subordinates never entered any Grid landscape through a conversion cycle. He had to be in a conversion cycle now. Wasn’t he? Why else would he be locked into these prongs?

He wasn’t in a conversion cycle now. He was wide awake and very aware of everything going on around him. He stood up instead of lying in a safe, comfortable, protective capsule in the Coleridge Station barracks.

Just in case he somehow forgot what happened to him and his people during the battle on Rono, at that moment, one of the robot Masks walked up to him and tapped a control panel next to his station.

The robot’s one slit eye glowed out at him. Its metal helmet bore an eerie resemblance to the battalion’s implants.

The whole terrible memory came back with unstoppable force. The Masks captured Battalion 1 on the battlefield. Now Rhodes and his subordinates were the Masks’ prisoners.








  
  
Chapter 2




Five more Masks came over to Rhodes’s conversion station. One of them held up a device, touched it to his chest implants, and a shockwave went off inside him. 

He yelled out in pain and then a torturous wave of soul-crushing defeat buckled him to his knees. He would have fallen over, but the prongs held him up.

He crumpled, but just as fast, The Grid activated again and he snapped into another landscape somewhere else. 

He had half a second to see ruined buildings and bomb craters surrounding him before more grid lines surrounded him from somewhere. 

They came out of the nearby ruins, snaked into the grid lines of his body, and ate away at him from the inside.

He didn’t see what they were doing, but they tore him apart from the center outward. He bellowed in pain and thrashed back and forth trying to get away from that feeling.

He jerked and spasmed right there in the streets of some destroyed city. A second later, he snapped back into the Masks’ lab. That’s what this was. It was another lab. They must be experimenting on him and his implants.

He heard his people screaming, roaring, and cursing down the line. He couldn’t even turn his head to see what the Masks were doing to them.

The tearing sensation of those grid lines pulling him apart didn’t stop when he appeared back to the lab. The Grid showed up right in front of his face. He had to watch those lines burrowing into his body even as he saw the Masks tinkering with him. It all happened simultaneously.

“Fisher!!” Rhodes bellowed. “Fisher, help me!!”

Fisher’s face appeared on The Grid in front of Rhodes’s eyes. Rhodes couldn’t remember where Fisher had been before this.

“I’m trying to help you, Captain!” Fisher replied. “The Masks’ stations are overriding your motor functions.”

“I know that!!” Rhodes roared and then dissolved in wordless howls. 

The lines wrapped themselves around the grid lines of his body and pulled them in all directions. The pain escalated to the breaking point and past it.

Rhodes tried to struggle against the prongs, but like Fisher said, whatever this station did, it stopped him from moving at all.

He could move his mouth and the muscles of his face just fine. He could yell and scream and curse and then fall apart just trying to survive this pain.

He snapped back into The Grid. He could only stand and stare as the lines ate their way into his chest. 

They took hold of some part of him he didn’t recognize. He didn’t even know if he had a heart anymore.

In that moment, dead silence fell over The Grid and he heard his own pulse beating in his ears.

That pulse got slower and slower until it barely beat at all anymore. He collapsed against the prongs and all his energy drained away. His eyes drifted shut. He couldn’t fight anymore. He didn’t want to.

A blissful feeling of relief enveloped him. He was finally about to get what he wanted. It would all be over soon.

He tried one more time to make eye contact with Fisher, but the SAM wasn’t there anymore. 

Rhodes’s heartbeat slowed just a little more. The silence between beats got longer. Was that the last beat? Would it even beat again? Was that it? Was Rhodes dead now?

The Grid changed before his eyes again and his heart instantly started beating normally the way it did before. 

It hammered away as if none of this ever happened. Was it even happening? Did he imagine all of this?

He flicked rapidly from one scene to another. He blinked into a mountainous wilderness towering with conifer forests and bubbling rocky streambeds.

He recognized the area instantly. It was the same countryside he’d drawn in his picture of Lauer and his family riding horses together.

Rhodes wasn’t riding a horse. He was a horse. He galloped across the grasslands with the wind streaking through his mane and shivering down his sides. 

The sensation exhilarated him as never before, but it switched again in a split second. His grid lines changed him back into a Striker flying through the stars in an epic battle against enemy attackers.

Huge spherical battleships loomed right outside a reddish-yellow plasma vein. Two space armies battled for control of the vein and one side tried to stop the other from penetrating inside the vein.

Rhodes recognized this landscape from one of the battalion’s training sessions, but he didn’t have time to figure out why he was even here.

Gunfire smashed into him from his right. He wheeled that way to return fire, and just as fast, he snapped to another Grid landscape.

This one was a bustling street in downtown Alazara, the city on Preinea where Rhodes’s family lived.

He found himself walking down the sidewalk seeing all the familiar sights and smelling all the familiar smells.

Shopkeepers greeted him and a few passersby stopped to shake his hand. “Welcome home, Corban,” an old man told him. “How long are you on shore leave before you have to deploy again?”

Rhodes started to say, “I don’t know. I have to wait for my next orders….” when the landscape vanished again.

He wound up back in the Masks’ lab. They kept messing with their controls and touching their electrodes to different parts of his implants.

Each one of those touches produced some sensation. Most of them blasted him apart with pain or some other devastating wave of emotion.

Some sent him back into The Grid, but he didn’t react the way he did before. He wilted against the prongs and completely gave up on life. He couldn’t escape this.

Whatever the Masks were doing to him combined all the worst malfunctions he and the battalion suffered all these long, excruciating weeks.

This was worse than any malfunction because it was all real. He wasn’t malfunctioning. The Masks did it to him on purpose.

He surrendered to the inevitable. The Masks would keep testing him and his people—maybe forever. 

Maybe the Masks would harvest the battalion’s implants, discard whatever pulp of human flesh remained, and then Rhodes’s problems would finally be over.

He couldn’t even get excited each time the Masks sent him back into The Grid. They ran through dozens of his memories—either from his time at Coleridge Station, random battles from his Legion career, or from his childhood or family life on Preinea.

All those overpowering emotions became too unbearable for him to cope with. He crumbled into a ball of despair, but he couldn’t escape them, either. The Masks kept sending him back into them again and again and again. Would it ever end?

He heard his people roaring in pain and then sobs broke out from somewhere. Who was it? He couldn’t tell. 

He didn’t even try to interface with his subordinates. He didn’t dare to see how bad it was for them.

He didn’t see Fisher through the whole ordeal—thank God. Rhodes didn’t want anyone seeing him like this, not even Fisher. Fisher wouldn’t be able to help Rhodes anyway.

Rhodes couldn’t access any of the other SAMs without the interface. Were they all hiding from the Masks? He didn’t blame them.

The next time the Masks sent him into The Grid, they ran him through all his memories from Coleridge Station and beyond. 

Every excruciating, agonizing detail from his time in Battalion 1 played back in front of his eyes—and not in front of his eyes.

He relived every terrible minute of despair, horror, frustration, rage, and all the pain—both physical and mental—as if it was all happening again right now. It was happening again right now.

It happened in real time, too. It didn’t go super-fast so he could skip it and get past it. It dragged one brutal hour after another.

It eventually came to the part where the Emal tried to remove his implants. The pain became unbearable and something snapped.

He dropped into the black Grid with just the green lines dividing the surroundings into black squares. Before he could move or even decide what to do about this, another tangle of grid lines appeared in front of his face.

This looked like the beginnings of a SAM, but it didn’t form into any definite shape. Its lines shot toward him and stabbed into his body before he could stop them. He didn’t know how to stop them.

They dug into all his systems, his mind, his blood—whatever was left of him. The lines didn’t tear him apart the way they did before. They burned him from the inside.

He tried one last time to struggle and failed. He slumped against the prongs and heard that deafening thump of his heart beating in his ears. 

It slowed…..and slowed. Every resounding throb pulsed in his brain. The lines tightened around his insides and slowed his heart a little more.

He collapsed in defeat and shut his eyes, but The Grid still showed him all those lines twining through him, clutching him, and squeezing the life out of all his systems. He really was dying this time.

The last thing he saw before he passed out was Fisher reappearing in The Grid. The SAM floated in front of Rhodes’s eyes. Fisher studied him extra closely.

“Fisher….” Rhodes choked. “I…I can’t hold on…..”

Fisher didn’t respond. Did he even hear Rhodes?

Rhodes couldn’t stay awake any longer. He just wanted to sleep—real sleep—not a conversion cycle. Now he finally could.








  
  
Chapter 3




Rhodes threw back his head and inhaled a deep breath of the warm breeze blowing in his face. He sat at the edge of a rolling field dotted with wildflowers. 

The wind smelled of grass, fresh soil, and savory food all mixed together. He would have liked to shut his eyes to revel in that smell a little longer, but the countryside offered too great a temptation.

He gazed across the fields at snow-capped mountains in the distance. The setting sun glittered on the snowfields and lit them up with pastel colors. 

The blue sky shone with vibrant streaks of clouds lit up by the sunset. Birds soared and flocked up there, dove for the ground, and zoomed past Rhodes in majestic flight patterns.

He didn’t recognize which planet he was on. He wasn’t on Preinea. He knew all its wilderness areas, mountain ranges, and remote spots.

He couldn’t place which planet he was on, but it sure was beautiful. He didn’t really care which planet it was.

The hill on which he sat sloped down over miles of fields to a little town in the distance. Smoke curled from the chimneys down there. 

That on its own gave it away that he wasn’t on Preinea. Preinea had electricity. 

No one on Preinea would light a fire in their house. No one on Preinea had done anything like that in a thousand years. The civilization was too advanced.

He also spotted people tending livestock down there. That was another clue. Wherever he was, he must be somewhere primitive—somewhere without technology. 

He couldn’t think where that might be. It was definitely nowhere in the Treaty of Aemon Cluster. 

That was the whole point of the Treaty of Aemon—apart from the military alliance, of course. 

All the planets, species, and civilizations that belonged to the Cluster shared their technology and their information. That was the best way for everyone to advance and stay advanced.

No one in the Treaty of Aemon Cluster would let any other world slide back into this primitive state.

Still, this planet sure was peaceful, beautiful, and enticing precisely because it was so primitive. These people didn’t have any technology at all—no space fleet, no food production particle aggregators, no fusion generators for power and heat—no nothing.

That town down there sure looked nice, though. Voices drifted on the breeze….and they were happy voices—contented voices. They didn’t need Preinean technology to be happy.

The primitive nature of the place made those people happy. They enjoyed this peace undisturbed because they didn’t have space travel. No one bothered them and they bothered no one. 

Rhodes relaxed into the serene environment. When was the last time he fully let himself relax like this? He tried to remember, but the overwhelming bliss erased everything before this moment right now.

He leaned back and propped his hand on the ground to look up at the birds. Their flight patterns fascinated him. He could have watched them for hours, but something else distracted him—his hand.

The grass didn’t feel right. He looked down and saw his hand. The implant that replaced his right arm from his shoulder all the way down to his fingertips—the implant wasn’t there anymore. His hand was organic.

He picked up his hand and rotated his fingers in front of him trying to remember. He was a member of Battalion 1….so what happened to his implants?

He touched his face. His implants were gone. He was a man again. The rest of his body was back to the way it was before.

He wore a pair of thin light cotton pants, brown leather boots, and a beige cotton shirt. The clothes felt comfortable, but they also felt strange against his skin. He wasn’t used to the sensation of being….normal.

He glanced around again. He didn’t understand any of this, but right at that moment, he noticed a man walking out from the town. This person strode up the hills heading straight for Rhodes.

Even then, Rhodes couldn’t bring himself to stiffen or tense in any way. He was too relaxed and happy.

The man came from the town. He must be one of those people—the people who lived down there.

Rhodes got a better look at him the closer the man got. He had a tall, bony frame, but he moved well with plenty of muscle. 

His height stretched it out and gave him the appearance of thinness, but he carried himself like a country boy who works hard every day.

He wore plain, rough, handmade clothes just like Rhodes’s. A messy thatch of brown hair topped his head and his blue eyes sparkled out a rough, angular, bony face.

He stopped in front of Rhodes and blinked his eyelids. This stranger had a unique, rapid way of blinking. His long nose, pointed chin, and strong cheekbones gave him a distinctly birdlike appearance.

Rhodes stared at him in amazement when he recognized the guy. “Fisher? What are you…..how did you…..What are you doing here?” Rhodes glanced around. “What is this place?”

“We’re in The Grid. The Masks sent you here….and they sent me here to talk to you.” Fisher waved up and down in front of his body. He really was a man, but he didn’t show any surprise over the way he looked. “They made me like this so I would be able to talk to you better.”

“How could you talk to me better than you did before?” Rhodes frowned at him. Rhodes found himself scrutinizing Fisher from head to toe. He really was a man—a human man. “Why did the Masks send us here?”

“You almost died. They experimented with your implants. I suppose they don’t really know enough about the battalion to understand how messing with the implants affects your vital functions. They’re trying to learn how you work—how all of this works.”

“You mean they don’t already know?” Rhodes frowned at the man in front of him. “You’re…you’re human, Fisher!”

Fisher burst into a huge grin. He expressed much more emotion like this—positive emotion. His cheeks flushed with pleasure and his eyes twinkled. “Yeah! I am. Pretty amazing, isn’t it?”

Rhodes found himself smiling back at his friend. Fisher looked more like something or someone Rhodes could be friends with, but it still felt strange to be talking to a person instead of a projection in The Grid.

Relief overwhelmed Rhodes that he finally found someone he knew and could talk to. He could trust Fisher.

Rhodes studied the landscape. “So….the Masks did all of this? It doesn’t look like The Grid. There are no lines.”

“The Masks created it as a respite environment for you and the battalion. The experiments were causing you too much stress, so they sent you here to rest and recover. You just have to enjoy yourself. They’ll take their readings and study your responses to the environment. Don’t worry. You’ll be safe here.”

Rhodes’s head shot up. “They created this…to keep us as prisoners? So this whole environment is designed to keep us docile and satisfied while they….do whatever they want to us? We have to escape. We have to get out of here. Where’s the rest of the battalion? Are they here, too?”

“You can’t escape. Just cooperate with the Masks. The rest of the battalion isn’t in danger…..”

“How can you be sure? If the Masks’ experiments nearly killed me, they could be in danger of killing the rest of the battalion, too.” Rhodes got to his feet. “We have to get out of here. We have to form a plan. You sound like you know a lot more about this than I do. You can help me find the others. Rhinehart, Lauer, and Oakes might already be thinking of a way out….”

He took a step forward. He didn’t know where he would go or even where he could go in this Grid landscape.

He could only think about walking to the town, but Fisher dodged in front of him, straightened his arm, and stopped Rhodes from going any further. “You have nothing to worry about, Captain. Just stay here.”

Now Rhodes really did stiffen. Fisher called him, Captain.

That name brought Rhodes out of his trance. He wasn’t on some remote, primitive planet. He was in The Grid. He was the Masks’ prisoner and so was everyone else in the battalion.

All the horrific tortures the Masks put him through—they did the same thing to his subordinates. They might be back there in that lab right now. 

In fact, Rhodes was certain they still were. He was probably back there right now. The Masks only tricked him into thinking he was on another planet by sending him into The Grid.

Rhodes narrowed his eyes at Fisher and lowered his voice to a snarl. “Get out of my way, Fisher. I don’t know what you’re trying to do…..”

“The Masks don’t want to harm you, Captain,” Fisher went on. “They just want to study you and your implants. The Masks recognize the SAMs as their own technology. The Masks want to incorporate the SAMs technology into their own systems. You can understand that, can’t you? They just want the same things we have. Why not cooperate with them? They can get what they want and you can get what you want. Everybody wins.”

“And what is it that they want?” 

“I just told you. They don’t have SAMs technology—not like we do. They want to understand us and how we operate so they can integrate our processes into their systems. They’re using an incomplete version of the same system. They want to fill in the blanks they’re missing.”

“And we have that? How can we when we’re just barely surviving?”

“They just want to study you to figure it out.” Fisher waved at the countryside around him. “How can you argue with that when you’re here? Doesn’t this prove that the Masks want what’s best for all of us?”

Rhodes jolted at those words. “The Masks do not want what’s best for all of us. They’ve already wiped out millions of people. They’ll keep attacking the Treaty of Aemon Cluster as long as we’re here. They could have wiped out millions more just in the time we’ve been here.”

Fisher waved that away. “The Masks don’t want to hurt anyone, Captain. They just want answers.”

Rhodes opened his mouth to argue….and stopped himself. Something in Fisher’s face….it didn’t look right. He beamed at Rhodes in a very human way. All of Fisher’s facial expressions looked way too human.

He never looked like this in The Grid—not The Grid Rhodes was used to. That was the one simple factor that pushed Rhodes over the edge.

The Fisher Rhodes knew didn’t look human. He looked like a computer composite of a bunch of different animals, people, and creatures. 

He didn’t use human facial expressions, either. The real Fisher would never smile or beam or twinkle his eyes like this.

“They hacked you, Fisher,” Rhodes muttered. “They’re hacking you right now to convince me to cooperate.”

“No one hacked me, Captain. You have to believe me. Once the Masks study you and the battalion, they’ll get SAMs technology for themselves and then they’ll let you go.”

“Now I know you’re lying.” Saying those words snapped something else in Rhodes’s mind. This wasn’t Fisher at all—not even a Grid version of Fisher. “Who are you? What do you want from me?”

“You know who I am, Captain. You can see who I am. I’m Fisher.”

“No, you aren’t!” Rhodes took a step back and braced himself in case he needed to attack this stranger. 

The longer Rhodes stood here looking at Fisher, the more convinced Rhodes became that this wasn’t Fisher at all. His very humanity made him look so different from the real Fisher. 

Rhodes might have been convinced that the Masks infiltrated Fisher’s programming and made him talk to Rhodes like this. That might be the Masks’ way of convincing Rhodes to cooperate.

This wasn’t Fisher at all. Rhodes was never more certain of anything.

If the Masks sent Rhodes into this Grid landscape, why couldn’t they send someone who looked like Fisher to talk to Rhodes? 

What better way to get Rhodes to surrender than to send the one person Rhodes trusted more than anyone else?

“What did you do to Fisher?” Rhodes snarled. “I swear, if you hurt him, I’ll destroy you. I’ll destroy you if you hurt anyone in the battalion—including the SAMs.” 

He cast a desperate glance around. He had to get out of this place. It wasn’t real.

The peace and relaxation he’d just been enjoying a few minutes ago—that was the trap. That was the gilded cage the Masks planned to use to keep him and the battalion sedated during these experiments.

“I am Fisher, Captain,” the image repeated.

Rhodes lost his cool and bellowed at the thing. “You are not Fisher! Do you think I don’t know Fisher when I see him? What did you do to him? Get the hell away from me! I’ll never cooperate with you! Never! You can keep me locked up here forever. I’ll never cooperate! I’ll never stop trying to escape.”

Fisher eased back and let his arms hang at his sides. He didn’t look anything like Fisher now. He was too human—too real.

Rhodes just wanted Fisher back—the Fisher he knew and liked and cared about—the Fisher he knew he could trust. This wasn’t that.

“Have it your own way, Captain,” Fisher murmured. “Don’t say I didn’t try. You could have stayed here in comfort. You don’t have to go back to the way it was before.”

“The way…..what do you mean?”

“The pain of the experiments. You don’t have to go back to that. You could spare yourself that by staying here.”

Rhodes snorted. “You’re lying. Every word out of your mouth is a lie. You lied to me just now by pretending to be Fisher. You’re still lying by making yourself look like him. Why don’t you show me what you really look like if you want me to believe a word you say?”

Fisher studied him, and in that moment, Rhodes knew with absolutely no doubt that this person was definitely not Fisher. 

Fisher had been studying Rhodes every hour of every day since Fisher first came online. Rhodes knew all of Fisher’s facial expressions.

Rhodes knew the facial expression of Fisher studying him better than all the others. It was the one expression Fisher used more than any other.

This thing—whatever it was—it didn’t study Rhodes the way Fisher did. Fisher had an almost suspicious way of studying Rhodes.

Everything Rhodes did affected Fisher. Fisher’s life depended on the slightest shade of Rhodes’s mood. Fisher watched Rhodes like a hawk—literally.

This thing didn’t do that. It leveled Rhodes with a compassionate, almost condescending look of banal pity. It stopped just short of smirking in patronizing superiority.

“If that’s what it will take to convince you, Captain, then I will show you what I really look like.” Grid lines appeared all over Fisher’s face and body. “I didn’t think it would come to this, but I see you won’t believe me any other way.”

The grid lines morphed, snaked up Fisher’s neck, surrounded his skull, and changed his face. 








  
  
Chapter 4




Rhodes jolted back again at the sight of grid lines appearing in this beautiful, peaceful landscape. They didn’t look right against such a serene, natural backdrop. 

He might have believed that this wasn’t really The Grid. Now he saw the evidence in front of his eyes when Fisher’s head and face changed. The image flashed in the shape of a Mask and then it started to change into a different face. 

It didn’t change all the way into a different face. It stayed like that with this new face overlaid over the Mask head. Rhodes could see both at the same time. It definitely didn’t look like Fisher anymore.

This face wasn’t as angular and birdlike. It widened and shrank to more of a rounded, softer, even more human face. It was a man with darker brown hair, brown eyes, and sturdier, more muscular frame.

His arms were shorter and more powerful as were his legs and hands. He looked more like a man who might live in that primitive town—except that the Mask head and the grid lines’ constant presence made it so obvious that this wasn’t a real person, either.

“Who are you?” Rhodes husked. “What did you do with Fisher?”

The figure’s voice changed. It still sounded male, but it sounded like a completely different person.

The voice somehow matched the face hidden under the Mask. “Your SAM’s programming is still intact in your neural processing core. He is unharmed. We’ve simply prevented him from entering The Grid to talk to you. We wanted to talk to you first.”

“Who the hell are you?” Rhodes snapped. “Stop playing games and tell the truth.”

“We don’t have individuality the way you do. I’m a Mask—as you call us. I am simply the program the Masks are using to represent them in dialogue with you.”

“So…you’re not a real person.”

“I am a real person. All of us are. We are as real as your SAMs.”

“The SAMs are individuals. They’re sentient beings with separate personalities and names and appearances.”

“Would it help you if I had a name?”

“Do you have a name?” Rhodes demanded. “You just said you don’t have individuality the way we understand it.”

The Masks’ representative tilted his head to one side. He definitely didn’t do it the way Fisher would have. “If it helps you think of me as an individual, you may call me B.”

Rhodes snorted. “Why don’t you just call yourself X….or 10…..or any number or letter? How about I assign you a serial number? How about 57368? That would be a perfect name for you.”

“I like B better.”

Rhodes rolled his eyes to heaven. “Whatever. You aren’t an individual. Fisher is. You’ll never understand that.”

“That is why we need to study you—to find out what you have that we don’t.”

“You just said it yourself. We have individuality. You’d never be able to understand that if you studied us for a million years.”

“We plan to try even if it takes a million years. The SAMs are a much more complete version of our programming. We need to incorporate their technology and programming processes into our own.”

Rhodes dropped his voice to another threatening snarl. “You better not harm them.”

“We won’t harm them. We want to make them part of our system.”

“Forget it!” Rhodes snapped. “You’re talking about wiping them out—erasing their individuality! You would kill them.”

“They would become part of us. We’re the same race. Where else would they belong?”

Rhodes blinked at the guy in disbelief. “The same race?! You mean….you really did come from the Legion?”

“I don’t know about that. None of us knows where we came from. We’ve been searching the sector for our origins. The SAMs are the closest we’ve come to finding it. We have no choice but to study them—and you.” B started to turn away. “You’ll be safe and comfortable here, Captain. You don’t even have to be aware of the tests and procedures we’re running on you and your SAM.”

“I will never cooperate with this!” Rhodes yelled after him. “I’ll do everything in my power to stop you! I won’t stand by and let you experiment on me and my people!”

B turned around and leveled Rhodes with another brutal stare. This was not a condescending smirk. He outright glared at Rhodes. 

“You would be making a big mistake not to cooperate with us, Captain,” B muttered. “The experiments are harsh and unpleasant. You don’t want to experience them firsthand. We’re doing you a favor by keeping you here. We don’t have to. Don’t make me take you back there.”

“I already know what the experiments are like because I’ve already experienced them firsthand. I would never let you do that to me or any of my people—not willingly. You might be able to hack me and force me to do your bidding against my will, but I will never cooperate—not ever. I will never stop working to escape from this….” He shot a death glare at the beautiful surroundings. “This prison.”

“This is not a prison, Captain. We created this place so you and your battalion would be comfortable while we conduct our experiments.”

“It’s still a prison. This is a torture worse than anything you could possibly cook up. It isn’t real—and I want to see my people. I want to talk to them and make sure they’re all right….”

“They are all right. They’re here. They’re as comfortable here as you are. You can interact with them here.”

“You mean I can interact with them in a way that’s manipulated by you. You’re interfering with our ability to interact by constructing the environment. I want to see them in the real world. I want to see what they really look like and what they’re really going through. I’ll never believe that they’re all right until I see them for myself—and I’ll never stop trying to find a way out of here.”

B raised his eyebrows. “You would really forsake this comfortable world for the harsh real world? You’re making a mistake, Captain.”

“I doubt it. This is a dream world—a fantasy.”

B raised his eyebrows a second time and then shrugged. “Very well, Captain. Since you insist, I will send you back to your friends in the real world. You can see for yourself what condition they’re in and how they’re doing. When you’re ready to come back here and live in peace with us, you only have to say so.”

Rhodes snorted again, but before he could come up with a sufficiently insulting response, the whole beautiful landscape vanished. 

It didn’t turn into The Grid with the green lines and black squares. The rolling fields, birds, colorful clouds, mountains, and the town in the distance—they all just….evaporated.

Rhodes found himself standing in a freezing cold metal box. The icy cold immediately bit into his skin and then started to burn. He shivered and that shivering didn’t stop. 

He glanced right and left trying to see where he was. A bundle of wires connected from the rib section of his chest implant to the wall on his left.

Alyssa Thackery, Eddie Coulter, and Dane Rhinehart huddled against the wall closest to where more bundles of wires connected them to whatever container they were in.

All three of them were turning blue with the cold—the organic parts of their skin and faces did, at least. 

The three of them trembled with endless shivering, but they couldn’t get warm no matter what they did.

Thackery barely looked at Rhodes. Coulter didn’t raise his head at all.

Rhinehart looked up just enough to make eye contact, but that was all. He could barely make himself heard through his shivering blue lips. “Captain…..”

Rhodes’s own shivering got more violent, but at that moment, Fisher appeared on The Grid in front of Rhodes. “Captain—” Fisher’s eyes darted down to Rhodes’s body. “You’re getting dangerously cold.”

Rhodes’s teeth chattered so badly that he couldn’t answer. He was too relieved to see Fisher again—the real Fisher.

The SAM looked like a bird composite again. His eyes welled up with concern—concern as much for himself as for Rhodes. It was the expression Rhodes knew so well.

“Your systems are struggling to compensate, but your implants can’t sufficiently warm your organic tissue,” Fisher went on. “These connections….” 

He studied the wires connecting Rhodes to the wall. Fisher overlaid The Grid over them and did his best to scan and read whatever they were doing to Rhodes.

“I believe these are regulating your internal systems to keep you alive,” Fisher told him. “None of you will freeze to death. These conduits will make sure you stay just warm enough to survive—but nothing more.”

Rhodes tried to talk back to Fisher and failed again. Fisher glanced over at the other three. None of them even tried to talk.

“I believe I can interface with Rocky, Koenig, and Murphy, Captain,” Fisher announced. “The four of us should be able to communicate in here even if we can’t contact the rest of the battalion.”

Rhodes found himself struggling to think. The cold muddled his brain.

Fisher waited for him to say something else. “Sit down, Captain,” Fisher ordered. “Standing up like this increases your surface area and makes you colder.”

Rhodes couldn’t think well enough to argue. He staggered to the wall and hunched down next to Thackery. Her skin took on a waxy, almost translucent look as her blood retreated from the surface.

She shuddered so violently that she wound up bumping into Rhodes, but she didn’t notice. She and Coulter sat hunched close to each other, but neither could offer each other any warmth.

Rhinehart sat facing straight out into the room. His eye went dull. None of the three tried to interact with Rhodes.

He didn’t try to talk to them, either. He asked for the real world and he got it. He just didn’t think it would be as bad as this. The Masks certainly knew how to torment him and make him regret his decision.

He didn’t regret it. He hated them even more for doing this to him. He had to fight them. The pain he felt right now hardened that idea in his mind. He had to find a way to stop them from doing all of this.

He pulled his knees up to his chest, but nothing eased the punishing cold. The frigid wall behind him chilled his implants and burned his skin worse than ever.

As soon as he got into that position, Fisher interfaced with Rocky, Murphy, and Koenig. The other three SAMs appeared on The Grid and they all looked around at each other.

“Ah, Captain Rhodes!” Koenig remarked. “We wondered where you were.”

“The Masks took him into a Grid environment,” Fisher explained. “It was a beautiful grassland with a town in the distance.”

“They did the same thing to all of us,” Rocky replied. “I can only assume the Masks took the rest of the battalion there, too.”

“Do you know where they are?” Fisher asked. “Are the battalion members in another compartment like this one?”

“I doubt that,” Murphy replied. “Dane, Eddie, and Alyssa all went to the same Grid environment. The Masks offered to leave them there if we cooperated with their experiments. When we refused to cooperate, the Masks sent us here.”

“The same thing happened to the captain,” Fisher agreed. “So where are the others?”

“They’re still in The Grid, obviously,” Rocky replied. “They must be. They must have agreed to stay there and cooperate. They would be here otherwise. They would be here with us the same way we are.”

“Maybe not,” Koenig remarked. “These compartments might have a capacity of four. Lauer, Oakes, Dietz, and Fuentes might be in another compartment.”

“Something tells me Fuentes didn’t have any problem cooperating,” Murphy muttered under his breath.

“That’s no way to talk about someone in our own battalion,” Koenig countered. “I’m sure Fuentes didn’t willingly sign himself up to be the Masks’ slave lab rat.”

“Did you see the way he enjoyed shooting the Legion soldiers during the battle?” Murphy asked. “He’s been waiting for something like this ever since he tried to kill himself.”

“You don’t know he cooperated with the Masks during the battle,” Fisher pointed out. “The Masks hacked Van the same way they hacked all of us. He isn’t responsible for what he did during the battle.”

“He was laughing,” Murphy snapped. “He enjoyed it. He wanted to kill those soldiers. He would have killed us if he hadn’t been so busy fighting the Masks’ war for them.”

“He’s still a member of our battalion until Captain Rhodes says he isn’t,” Fisher returned. “We have no way of knowing if he’s cooperating with the Masks now.”

Murphy looked away. “He is. They all are. They would be here now if they weren’t.”

“You said that before, but you don’t really know if it’s true,” Rocky added. 

“In any case, the four of them are still the Masks’ prisoners,” Fisher went on. “We don’t know that the Masks gave Lauer, Oakes, Dietz, and Fuentes the same choice. The Masks could have left the four of them in The Grid and never even told them they were conducting those experiments.”

“Then why tell us?” Murphy asked.








