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Chapter 1




Captain Corban Rhodes adjusted the grid lines surrounding his Striker’s cockpit. The Grid gave him a full 360° view of the battlefield below him. 

Aemon Legion Platoons fought street to street through the devastated landscape. Mechanized Masks ground troops assaulted the platoons, forced them to fall back, and the platoons diverted to other streets and neighborhoods trying to gain ground against the Masks.

Masks invasion ships and Legion Ravagers fought tooth and nail in the atmosphere over what was left of the city. 

Rhodes had to dodge one barrage of fusion charges after another pelting back and forth across his Striker’s bow.

Two faces hovered in The Grid in front of him. “I’m scanning The Grid for any sign of implants, but nothing’s coming up,” Fisher told him. “There are too many destroyed Masks down there. They must be disguising the implants.”

“We don’t even know if Coulter, Dietz, and Lauer are still on the planet,” Rhodes replied. “The Masks could have recaptured them, taken them on board an invasion ship, and removed them from the field.”

“Then they’ll be impossible to find,” Rio pointed out. “We wouldn’t be able to track which ship they’re on. We would just have to wait until the Masks deploy the men in battle. Then we would be able to find them and hopefully retrieve them the same way we found you.”

“That isn’t good enough,” Rhodes replied. “The three of them have already been stranded for three days. If the Masks had them, we would know by now.”

“Then how are we going to find them?” Fisher asked.

Rhodes made one last sweep of The Grid, but he didn’t see anything Fisher and Rio didn’t already tell him about.

The Grid offered a detailed layout of the city, the battle, and everyone involved in it. The Grid returned biometric information on the Legion soldiers fighting in the platoons.

The Grid also read the electronic components of the Masks’ machine bodies, their energy readings, and even some of their neural patterns.

Rhodes had seen all those readings before. They were identical to the readings he should have been seeing from Battalion 1’s implants.

He plummeted past another air battle between Ravagers and invasion ships. Both sides fired at him, but Rio flew too fast.

Rhodes sailed clear, dropped low over the city, and wove between a few ruined buildings. Their charred frames stuck up over mountains of rubble, dead bodies, and Masks blown to pieces.

Rhodes searched The Grid again and again. He never found any trace of Corporal Eddie Coulter, Sergeant Jairo Dietz, or Lieutenant Heath Lauer.

Rhodes didn’t see any sign of their Strikers, Elio, Enoch, and Baron, either.

“Lauer won’t be with the others,” Fisher pointed out. “He was miles away when we went down.”

“We don’t know when he went down,” Rio countered.

“You didn’t see what happened to Coulter and Dietz?” Rhodes asked. “They were with you when you picked me up.”

“Rio took too much damage when he got hit,” Fisher replied. “He wouldn’t have recorded anything that happened to Coulter and Dietz.”

Rhodes interfaced with the rest of the battalion. Lieutenant Dane Rhinehart, Lieutenant Ted Oakes, Corporal Rudy Fuentes, and Alyssa Thackery flew in formation around and behind Rhodes.

The other Strikers had to veer away from gunfire and around buildings. Their interface spread The Grid all the way to the edge of town, but they still didn’t find anything.

“How did you get separated from Lauer?” Rhodes asked Oakes.

“We drove the Masks as far as the edge of town,” Oakes replied. “We waited until they started loading onto their invasion ships and retreating out into the countryside. Then we pulled away to rendezvous with the Ero like you told us to. That’s when the invasion ships turned on us and hit Lauer.”

“Did you see where he went down?” 

“It was every man for himself,” Rhinehart replied. “We had to scatter. I think he got hit over there.”

Rhinehart indicated a spot at the far northwest corner of the Grid. It was nowhere near where the three men had been bombarding the Masks ground troops.

“There’s nothing there now,” Thackery pointed out. “The Masks must be hiding their signal. We would be able to see them otherwise.”

“Not necessarily,” Fisher countered. “I can think of a few other explanations for why we wouldn’t detect any sign of the three missing men.”

“What other explanations are there?” she asked. 

“For a start, all three of them might have lost power,” Fisher told her. “They could be blending in with the debris of destroyed Mask parts. The Masks would be able to conceal all three of them in completely different parts of the city.”

“They did it to me,” she pointed out.

“They did it to you in one spot. They did it to you and an invasion ship that happened to be directly above you. Then the captain flew into range and the same thing happened to him. The field continued to suppress The Grid for both of you as long as you stayed together and close enough for the Masks to maintain it. The field collapsed once you both got far enough away.”

“That’s an interesting theory, but it doesn’t help us find Coulter, Dietz, and Lauer,” Rhinehart interrupted. “How can we find them if they’re blending in with a bunch of destroyed Masks parts? The longer they stay on this planet, the more likely they are to get recaptured.”

“I have an idea,” Rhodes chimed in. “Roll back the sequence of events from when you first picked me up.”

Rhodes and the rest of the battalion had to fly around in the skies over the battlefield to keep out of the Ravagers’ way.

The Masks definitely noticed the battalion in the area. The invasion ships kept breaking away from the battle to come after the Striker group.

Rhodes and his subordinates understood by now not to engage with the invasion ships or even get close to them. 

The invasion ships could hit targets a long way off. One hit would bring down a Striker. Then the battalion would be looking for another stranded person in this wasteland.

Fisher brought up the sequence of events on The Grid. Rhodes watched Dietz and Coulter descend in their Strikers, Aries and Baron. The two ships stood guard while Rio picked up Rhodes.

The three ships started to lift off the ground. Aries and Baron flanked Rio to give him cover. 

Then three more invasion ships swooped in and attacked the Strikers. The invasion ships’ gunfire flattened Rio to the ground and the Striker took heavy damage.

He barely managed to get away, but not before Rhodes got severely injured. The readings got scrambled. Rhodes couldn’t see much about how it all happened.

By the time Rio soared clear into the atmosphere to rendezvous with the Ravager Ero, Dietz and Coulter were gone.

The same playback showed Oakes and Rhinehart on approach to the Ravager, too. Lauer was nowhere in sight.

“This isn’t going to work,” Rhodes muttered. “Interface with the Ero, Fisher.”

“What will that tell you?” Rio asked.

“The Ravagers would have recorded everything that happened during the battle. The Ero must have seen where the three Strikers went down.”

“I sure hope you’re right,” Oakes murmured. “I hate to think of them injured and stranded—especially if they don’t have power.”

“They could be dead already,” Thackery pointed out. “We could be looking for three dead bodies.”

Rhodes didn’t dignify that with an answer. Even if Coulter, Dietz, and Lauer were dead, Rhodes had to find out one way or the other. He couldn’t just leave them behind.

Fisher brought up another replay sequence from the Ero. He was right. The Ravager had been stationed in orbit through the whole battle.

The ship recorded Dietz and Coulter flying in opposite directions to get away from the invasion ship’s gunfire. 

Rio’s crash drew the invasion ships’ attention away from Dietz and Coulter long enough for the two Strikers to get clear.

They circled the city in opposite directions. The air battle between the invasion ships and the Ravagers prevented Dietz and Coulter from gaining altitude to return to the Ero.

They met back up on the other side of town—the northern side. Oakes and Rhinehart were already gone. So was Lauer. 

Dietz and Coulter wouldn’t have seen Lauer after he went down. They wouldn’t realize they were anywhere near him.

Then another four invasion ships attacked Dietz and Coulter from the north. These must have been the same invasion ships that lifted off the Masks ground troops—the troops Oakes, Lauer, and Rhinehart worked so hard to drive out of town.

The invasion ships knocked Dietz and Coulter out of the sky, too. They and their Strikers lost power and they vanished off the Ero’s scans.

Rhodes pinpointed the exact spot where the two Strikers went down. Then he rolled back more footage of the attack against Oakes, Lauer, and Rhinehart.

“No way!” Thackery breathed. “Dietz and Coulter are less than half a mile away from Lauer!”

“I’m going down there to get them,” Rhodes announced. “The rest of you stay airborne.”

“We’ll stand guard, Captain,” Oakes told him. “We won’t let the invasion ships come after you.”

“Don’t stand guard,” Rhodes ordered. “Draw them away. They’re more interested in capturing all of you. If you stay here, you’ll only wind up getting into another fight trying to defend me. Protect yourselves. That’s more important. You can lead the invasion ships away from me while you’re at it. Open the cockpit, Rio.”

Rio sighed. “I’m getting really tired of those words.”

The cockpit popped and Rhodes launched out into the smoky atmosphere over the city. It wasn’t even a city anymore. The ongoing battle had reduced it to another wasteland of destroyed buildings, twisted ship parts, and mangled bodies.

He activated The Grid and plotted a course to the spot where Dietz and Coulter went down. Rhodes would have to find them first. Then, if he got lucky, he would be able to go after Lauer.








  
  
Chapter 2




Rhodes ignited his boosters, dove deep into the heart of the city, and dodged between buildings getting closer to the coordinates on The Grid. He still didn’t pick up any sign of Dietz or Coulter. 

The ongoing battle had pulverized this part of town to rubble, but the battle wasn’t here anymore. 

Rhodes kept a close watch on The Grid to make sure no Masks ground troops came near him. He didn’t want any Legion platoons coming near him, either. 

The invasion ships held off, too. The Strikers obeyed his orders by cycling around and around the city. They flew anywhere but over Rhodes’s position.

The invasion ships kept trying to intercept the Strikers, but the rest of the battalion flew far enough apart from each other. The Masks couldn’t pinpoint more than one of them at a time.

This left the invasion ships vulnerable to Ravager attack. Rhodes had this part of the city to himself.

He slowed on approach to the place where Dietz and Coulter went down. Trying to find them in the rubble would be nearly impossible without some electronic signal coming from their implants.

Rhodes didn’t know how losing power would affect anyone from Battalion 1. No one knew how anything would affect Battalion 1. The project was so experimental. No one could predict anything.

He landed on a mountain of debris ten feet from where Dietz and Coulter should have fallen. Rhodes looked around at a whole lot of nothing.

He stepped on broken pieces of Masks tangled up with the twisted human remains. The Grid adjusted to Rhodes’s every move and read the mounds underfoot. None of the bodies belonged to Dietz or Coulter.

Rhodes stumbled over the uneven surface. What did he really hope to find down here?

He adjusted The Grid to check for any shape that might match a Striker, but he didn’t pick up anything like that, either.

“How long do you want to keep looking?” Fisher asked. “We should probably go look for Lauer before the Masks get wind that we’re down here.”

Rhodes nodded. He didn’t want to admit just how hopeless this search was.

Now he saw it firsthand. Dietz and Coulter couldn’t be alive down here. No one could be.

He started to turn away when The Grid in front of him changed. A dog face appeared on the interface right next to Fisher. 

The dog didn’t have a body. The grid lines that made up the face kept shifting, stretching, and adjusting. “Captain Rhodes!” the dog exclaimed. “Thank heaven you’re here! You have to help us!”

“Murphy! Where the hell are you?” Rhodes looked around again. “I’ve been looking everywhere.”

“Zen and I have been masking our location to hide from the Masks. We’re under the debris.”

“Are Baron and Aries with you?” Rhodes asked. 

“Dietz and Coulter are hiding inside Aries. Baron is next to us. We all took damage and we couldn’t get into the atmosphere. We used The Grid to burrow under the debris so the Masks wouldn’t find us.”

“Never mind about that. Just show me where you are. We’re going to get you out of here.”

Murphy did something to The Grid and he, Dietz, Coulter, Zen, Aries, and Baron all materialized on The Grid out of nowhere. They were almost directly underneath where Rhodes was standing.

Rhodes gulped when he saw how bad the situation was. Dietz’s life signs fluctuated dangerously. Zen was malfunctioning and kept jittering in The Grid.

He tried to talk to Rhodes, but only a scratchy sound came out. Part of Coulter’s chest implant had gotten crushed. 

He was barely hanging on, but Murphy was still fully operational and functioning normally.

Neither of the Striker SAMs appeared on the interface. Neither Striker had any power at all.

Neither of them had a Striker shape anymore, either. They must have used the last of their power to alter their grid lines to get into this hiding place before they both shut down.

Rhodes scrambled over to them and used his laser to carve his way through the rubble. He signaled the location to the rest of the battalion, but he ordered everyone to stay clear. 

He melted a bunch of twisted metal fragments away and exposed Baron’s roof. Multiple fusion blasts had caved in the fuselage.

Murphy kept showing Rhodes everything under the mounds of trash covering the two Strikers and the two men. 

Rhodes went to work clearing the crap away from Aries next. Rhodes dreaded what he would find when he got the cockpit open. It was a miracle the two men survived for three days down here.

Rhodes checked their life sign readings a few more times, but he didn’t see anything that gave him any hope.

“Just hold on a little longer,” he panted. “We’ll get you out and back on board the Ero. You did great staying hidden this long.”

“It wasn’t hard,” Murphy told him. “Coulter has been delirious from the drug withdrawals and Dietz has been unconscious almost the entire time.”

Rhodes didn’t answer. He got off easy spending his withdrawal period in a conversion cycle on board the Ero. 

Dietz and Coulter must have been living a nightmare all this time—and that was saying nothing about what Murphy must have been going through.

Rhodes concentrated all his effort on clearing the debris away from Aries’s cockpit. Rhodes passed his hand across the glass and saw Dietz and Coulter for the first time.

They looked as bad in real life as they did in The Grid. Rhodes didn’t like the idea of taking them out of here. He didn’t want to move them at all, but he had to.

He modified his hand into a prying tool and wrenched open the cockpit. “Thank you so much for coming for us, Captain,” Murphy exclaimed. “I feared the worst.”

“We have to get you back to the Ero right away.” Rhodes interfaced with the rest of the battalion. “Come down here, Rio. I need you to lift off Dietz and Coulter. The rest of you stay airborne and keep the invasion ships away.”

“What about you?” Fisher asked.

“I’m going after Lauer. He could be hiding somewhere, too.”

“What do you want to do about the Aries and Baron?” Oakes asked. “You said we wouldn’t leave anyone behind. They could fall into the Masks’ hands if we leave without them.”

“That will be for the Legion brass to decide. Ravagers would have to lift the Strikers out of here. At least we know now where they are.”

Coulter uncurled himself from his hiding place. He could support his weight, but he didn’t look up to make eye contact with Rhodes. Coulter kept his head down and turned aside.

“Is he malfunctioning?” Rhodes asked Murphy.

“He’s still in withdrawals. He won’t talk to me or look at me. He’s semi-catatonic, but his brainwaves are all reading as normal. I’ve been trying to help him, but it seems like the best way to help him is to just leave him alone.”

Rhodes made the most cursory assessment of Coulter’s injuries. Rhodes wouldn’t be able to do anything to fix the damage to Coulter’s implants. Only Drs. Osborne and Trudeau could do that.

Rio’s engines howled across the landscape. The Striker looped around a few buildings in the distance before he made sure the coast was clear.

Rhodes had to support Coulter. He stumbled a few times and leaned on Rhodes. Rhodes walked Coulter a few yards away from Aries and then lowered Coulter against one of the rubble piles.

“You’re gonna be okay, Eddie,” Rhodes murmured. “We found you. We’re gonna take you back to the Ero. You’re safe now. You’re free from the Masks. Everything is going to be all right. You’ll see.”

“Thank you, Captain,” Murphy replied.

“Keep an eye on him while I get Dietz out. Come on in and pick up Coulter, Rio.”

Rhodes didn’t watch Rio descend between the mountains of debris. The Striker extended its landing gear to set down in front of Coulter.

Rhodes bent over Aries’s cockpit. Rhodes didn’t see any external damage to Dietz’s implants or his organic tissue.

That didn’t mean anything, though. The organic side of his face looked like he was already dead. The skin had gone ashen grey and waxy around his lips.

His one organic eye hovered a third of the way open. The eyelid no longer looked like real human skin and a milky white film covered the eye. Dietz was barely breathing.

Rhodes instinctively turned to Zen for answers, but the SAM couldn’t communicate with Rhodes, either.

Dietz’s life sign readings told Rhodes only too plainly how precarious the situation was. Dietz had to get off the planet right now. He might not even survive even if he did get off the planet.

Rhodes bent all the way over to pick up Dietz, but Rhodes couldn’t reach him from up here. Rhodes changed his grid lines, stretched his arms into two long, jointed tentacles, and scooped up Dietz as gently as he could.

Dietz’s body flopped and his limbs all drooped down when Rhodes picked him up. Dietz’s head lolled back and his mouth fell open. Damn, he looked bad!

“I’m trying to interface with Zen,” Fisher announced. “I don’t think Zen is malfunctioning. Dietz’s condition is causing Zen to act like this. If we can stabilize Dietz, Zen should come back online.”

Rhodes stood up and carried Dietz over to where Coulter lay. Rio was just touching down when a boom startled Rhodes into looking up. 

He had a split second to see an invasion ship zooming straight for him. Blasts of fusion fire pounded the city below as the ship soared overhead.

Rhodes ducked and barely kept his grip on Dietz. Rhodes might have thought the invasion ship was coming after him and his friends, but it wasn’t.

A second later, a Ravager followed the invasion ship and drove it farther away. The Ravager bombarded the invasion ship with dozens of volleys. The Ravager’s gunfire pelted off the invasion ship’s hull and deflected to the ground.

Rhodes tried to cover Dietz with his body, but a second later, another invasion ship thundered into view from the western horizon. 

This one definitely slowed and circled over Rhodes’s position. The battalion’s implants attracted the Masks with an irresistible pull.

The second invasion ship fired on the mound next to Coulter. He curled into a fetal ball, turned his head away, and huddled against the rubble for protection, but it couldn’t protect him.

Rhodes sprang up. “Take Dietz and Coulter, Rio! Get them out of here!”

Rio popped his cockpit cover again. Rhodes transformed his arms again to pick up Dietz to put him into the seat.

At that moment, an almighty blast of fusion fire hit Rio from the side, smacked the Striker away, and slammed him into a different mound.

Rhodes lost sight of Rio in the confusion. Rhodes lost sight of everything in the confusion—everything except Dietz.

Rhodes wrapped his snake arms around Dietz and held on for dear life. Rhodes couldn’t lose this one man—not after everything Rhodes went through to find Dietz.

Rhodes lunged out of the way to avoid another shot of fusion fire, but it struck Rio again.

The third blast knocked the Striker even farther away from Rhodes. He couldn’t get anywhere near Rio.

Rhodes reacted without thinking, morphed his grid lines into eight flexible arms, and dropped on four of them to support himself.

He snatched Dietz and Coulter with his other four arms and took off into the city at high speed. He didn’t care about anything other than getting away from the invasion ship’s gunfire.

He did care about Rio, but Rhodes couldn’t help his Striker now. 

Rhodes interfaced with him, but Rio was already gunning his engines and launching into the atmosphere to flee from the invasion ship, too. Good. Rhodes didn’t want Rio anywhere in danger right now.

Murphy’s voice broke through Rhodes’s fog. “Find a place to hide, Captain! I can conceal us so the Masks won’t be able to detect us.”

Rhodes floundered back to his senses and adjusted his course to head west. “Lauer is out here somewhere. We have to find him.”

“I know where he is. I’ll show you, but it will be harder for you to rescue three injured men than two.”

“Don’t confuse me with details, pal,” Rhodes muttered. “Just make sure the Masks don’t recapture us.”

“There.” Murphy showed Rhodes a destroyed building a few blocks away. “Hide in there.”

Rhodes darted under the torn structure. The giant metal dome roof had partially collapsed. It formed a hollow protected on all sides by metal.

Rhodes scuttled inside and lowered Dietz and Coulter onto the floor. Dietz’s body sank onto the ground. He was barely alive at all. 

Coulter retreated against the wall, pulled his knees to his chest, and turned his face away so he wouldn’t make eye contact with Rhodes.

“It’s okay, Eddie,” Rhodes murmured. “You’re free now. You never have to go back to the Masks. The battalion will come and get us. You’re going to be okay.”

Of course Coulter didn’t answer. Rhodes didn’t expect him to.

Rhodes didn’t blame Coulter for going all fetal and catatonic. God only knew what he and Dietz had been going through these last three days.

Murphy watched Coulter with that deep understanding gaze Rhodes had come to expect from Fisher. Murphy must have been pulling out all the stops to help Coulter, but without effect.

“Are you sure we’re concealed here?” Rhodes asked. 

“Interface with the other Strikers. They can scan the surface. They’ll tell you if they can detect you. If they can’t, the Masks can’t detect us, either.”

It only took Rhodes a few seconds to interface with the rest of the battalion. Their Grids didn’t pick up any sign of Rhodes’s location.

“Stay in touch with us, Sir,” Rhinehart told him. “We can’t help you if we can’t see you.”

“Don’t help me. Keep out of the way. The best way you can help me is by keeping yourselves safe.”

“We’ll have to come down eventually to pick you up,” Thackery pointed out.

“We won’t do that until it’s safe.” Rhodes checked The Grid. “Show me where Lauer is, Murphy.”

Murphy brought up what he said was Lauer’s location on The Grid. Of course Rhodes didn’t see a damn thing over there.

“This is not the way to run an operation,” he muttered to himself.

“I wish I could be more help, Captain, but I assure you he is there.”

“You mean he was there. He might have gone down there, but if he’s concealing himself somehow, he could be anywhere. He could have moved.”

“You’re right, of course, Captain. I wish I could go with you to help you find him.”

“Stay here.” Rhodes checked himself. Murphy couldn’t go anywhere. “Keep an eye on Dietz and Coulter for me. If anything goes wrong, call in the Strikers to lift you off—but don’t do it unless it’s an absolute emergency.”

“Isn’t Dietz’s condition emergency enough?” Fisher asked. 

“His condition will be a hell of a lot worse if the Strikers get shot down.” Rhodes stood up. “I’m going to get Lauer. Stay here.”

Rhodes cast one last fleeting glance at his subordinates and the surroundings. Nothing had changed in the last five minutes.

He ducked out of their hiding place and set off at a fast walk across the devastated landscape. He had to get as far away from Dietz and Coulter as possible before someone spotted him.








  
  
Chapter 3




Rhodes closed in on the place where Murphy said Lauer went down. Rhodes revolved The Grid back and forth in front of his own eyes. Lauer wasn’t on The Grid at all. How the hell was he concealing himself? 

He might be dead, but Rhodes didn’t think so. Heath Lauer was just too damn tough. He was by far the toughest man in all of Battalion 1. If Dietz and Coulter stayed alive out here, Lauer must have done the same thing.

Rhodes found himself sweeping his gaze across the piles of wreckage and mutilated bodies. He wouldn’t have been able to recognize Lauer among them even if he’d been there.

Rhodes got to the spot Murphy indicated. It turned out to be a relatively flat spot with a bare stretch of pavement fifteen feet wide between a demolished building on one side and another mountain of dead Masks on the other.

Rhodes paced down the pile of Mask parts. It would have been the perfect place for someone in Battalion 1 to hide. The Masks’ components would hide Lauer’s implants.

The pile contained plenty of dead Legion soldiers, too. Their organic limbs would work just as well to hide Lauer’s organic skin. Was he here?

Rhodes got to the end of the pile. He almost turned away when he spotted Elio half-buried under the mounds of stuff.

Rhodes went over to the ship and touched its sides. Nothing happened. The Striker was completely without power.

“Can you interface with Elio?” Rhodes asked Fisher.

“I’m trying. He isn’t responding.”

“There must be a way. We can’t just abandon him here. Maybe he shut himself down to hide from the Masks.”

Rhodes stepped onto the wing and modified his hand again to pry the cockpit cover open.

He wedged it under the rim and wrenched. At that moment, a powerful electric burst erupted from the ship’s fuselage. 

The charge hit Rhodes hard and smacked him off. He went flying and crashed into the building. 

Rhodes shook the stars out of his head and started to pick himself up when Elio appeared on the interface. He had a shaggy, almost spider-like appearance with multiple eyes, jointed, fanged mandibles, and spiky bristles surrounding his cheeks.

“Captain Rhodes! I am so sorry!” Elio husked. “I had no idea it was you.”

“Are you….are you okay, Elio?” Rhodes stammered. “We were trying to find Lauer.”

“He told me to shut down all power so the Masks wouldn’t find me. I am so sorry, Captain! Are you hurt? I feel terrible. I thought the Masks were trying to capture me.”

“Don’t worry about it, man. You did the right thing. Where is Lauer now? He isn’t showing up on The Grid.”

“I’m sorry, Captain. I can’t tell you that. He told me to land here and shut down power. Then he took off running into the battle. That was the last time I saw him. I’ve been shut down ever since.”

Rhodes inched toward the Striker. “Are you damaged in any way, Elio? Are you perfectly functional? Oakes and Rhinehart said you got hit by an invasion ship.”

“I did, but I landed on my own. Lauer told me to pretend to be more damaged than I was.”

“Good idea,” Rhodes murmured.

“I’m only worried that the Masks will be able to find me, now that I’m powered up.”

“You’re right. I want you to launch and rejoin the rest of the battalion. They’re in the atmosphere. Rio and the others will look out for you. I’ll stay here and find Lauer.”

“How will you find him if he doesn’t show up on The Grid?”

“Who the hell knows?” Rhodes growled. “He could be anywhere. I just don’t want you in any more danger. Your signal will bring the Masks running. Launch now, Elio. I’m really glad I found you.”

“Of course, Captain. Thank you for coming back for me. I wish I could do something to help you find Lauer.”

“You can. Keep yourself safe and stand ready to come and pick him up as soon as I find him. Once I do that, the other Strikers will lift off Dietz and Coulter. Then we can all go home.”

“What’s wrong with Dietz and Coulter?” Elio asked.

“I don’t have time to explain it right now. Get out of here. That’s an order.”

“Of course, Captain.”

Elio fired up his engines. Rhodes stepped out of the way and watched the Striker shake off the rubble. Then Elio lifted off and launched into the atmosphere.

Rhodes watched him out of sight. The other Strikers swooped over to surround Elio and then they all vanished into the distance. That was one person rescued, at least. Now Rhodes had to deal with the other three.

He turned around to check the surroundings again even though he knew he wouldn’t find anything. Whatever Lauer used to conceal himself worked too well.

That was the moment Rhodes noticed Masks ground troops moving through the city. They’d always been there fighting the Legion platoons in other parts of the battlefield.

Now they headed this way, but they didn’t come toward Rhodes.

“They’re on course to intercept Dietz and Coulter,” Fisher pointed out.

“Like hell they will,” Rhodes muttered and took off for Dietz’s and Coulter’s hiding place. “Murphy! The Masks are coming your way!”

“What am I supposed to do about it?” Murphy asked. “The interface is still showing that we’re concealed. The Masks could be going after something else, though I can’t detect any……”

He broke off when a single human life sign blipped onto The Grid. It appeared five blocks north of Dietz’s and Coulter’s hiding place. Then the signal vanished as quickly as it appeared.

“Lauer!” Rhodes whispered. “What the hell is he doing?”

“It looks like he’s trying to lure the Masks away from Dietz and Coulter,” Fisher pointed out.

“It isn’t working. They’re still heading straight for them.” Rhodes fired his boosters and launched into the air. He just barely made it back to the hiding place before the Masks showed up.

They definitely must have detected the two men hiding there. The Masks raised their rifles to aim at the caved-in dome. They didn’t pay any attention to Rhodes until he flew right into their path. 

He unloaded his lasers on them and released a dozen Viper missiles from the ports on his back to take out as many Masks as he could. Vipers and lasers seemed to do the most damage to their outer metal housing.

He hacked his way into their ranks, blocked them from getting near the hiding place, and battled the Masks away.

He would have liked to find some way to make them forget that they ever knew any members of Battalion 1 were hiding here, but that was no longer possible.

Dozens of Masks assembled from all over. They crowded in behind the forwardmost ground troops. More Masks pushed forward no matter how many Rhodes killed.

He took down fifty of them. His Vipers kept exploding in the back ranks, but he couldn’t stem the tide.

The Grid showed him more ground troops coming this way. It also showed him Legion platoons heading in the same direction to assault the Masks in this little bottleneck.

He tried to drive the Masks a little farther away, but they were the ones who forced him to retreat closer to the dome. He bumped into it. He couldn’t retreat any further than this.

Without warning, a punch of fusion rifle fire struck him in the chest and thumped him against the dome even harder. 

The Masks took advantage of that moment when he stopped firing. They surged forward to finish him off.

They would finish off Dietz and Coulter, too—if the Masks didn’t throw all three of them back into captivity. Rhodes couldn’t stand that.

He was just making up his mind to finish off himself, Dietz, and Coulter rather than become the Masks’ prisoners again.

He brought his weapon around to aim at the Masks one last time, but at that moment, another spray of laser shots belched into the Masks’ horde from the side.

Rhodes caught one glimpse of Lauer storming into view. At the same instant, four Strikers dropped out of the sky, peppered the ground troops with more laser fire, and drew the Masks away from Rhodes.

He couldn’t wait any longer. He dove into the hiding place, used the grid lines to change himself into a Striker, and sprouted multiple arms to pick up Dietz and Coulter.

He put the two men in his cockpit, blasted his engines, and skimmed out from under the dome on the other side—away from the battle. 

Lauer bombarded the Masks with laser fire, but he fought them alone now. Rhodes couldn’t live with himself if he left anyone behind, especially not the man who just saved Rhodes, Dietz, and Coulter.

Rhodes hurtled out of the dome and started climbing, but he doubled back right away and tilted his nose toward the ground. He fired his engines again—except that these weren’t Striker engines.

They were his normal boosters. They weren’t designed to carry the weight of three men—much less four.

Rhodes pushed that thought away. He didn’t let himself think about the problems. He had to save Lauer as much as Rhodes had to save Dietz and Coulter.

Rhodes let gravity pull him toward the ground, picked up speed, and streaked past the battle, but Rhodes didn’t fly low enough to get anywhere the Masks.

He extended another long, snaking arm, grabbed Lauer off the ground, and flew off with him before the Masks knew what was happening.

Their gunfire followed Lauer away, but it was too late. Rhodes took off flying for the rear of the battle—back toward the Legion position. He couldn’t gain altitude until he cleared away from the Ravagers and invasion ships.

He raced past the platoons moving in to engage with the Masks. Without warning, one of the soldiers raised his Jackhammer and fired directly into Rhodes’s underside.

That one shot gave permission for all the other soldiers to fire at Rhodes, too. A dozen fusion blasts smashed through his housing and he lost his grip on Lauer.

“CAPTAIN!!” Lauer bellowed, but he was already wheeling off into the clear blue sky miles over the city.

Rhodes lost awareness of where he was. He concentrated all his mental power on keeping his shape as a Striker. He had to protect Dietz and Coulter at all costs, but Rhodes couldn’t even right himself.

He started to fall only to get caught by Lauer. Lauer extended two long, whip arms from his sides to catch Rhodes.

Lauer had to change his plans when more invasion ships broke away from the battle to intercept him.

He swiveled his lasers toward the invasion ships, opened fire, and modified his legs to catch Rhodes instead.

Rhodes stayed in the form of a Striker. His brain finally cleared enough for him to straighten himself out, but he couldn’t fly away with Dietz and Coulter—not with the invasion ships moving in.

Lauer lowered Rhodes back down to the ground—to a different part of the city. Lauer set the Striker on the pavement.

“This is no good, Captain,” he muttered. “Everyone knows where we are now.”

“I don’t dare put Dietz and Coulter down again,” Rhodes panted. “I might have to take off with them again. 

Lauer interfaced with him and they surveyed The Grid for any way out of here. The rest of the battalion joined them in the interface.

“To hell with this,” Rhinehart snarled. “Just launch and beat it back to the Ero. We’ll defend you. It beats the hell out of farting around on this rotten planet.”

“The invasion ships are keeping us grounded,” Rhodes replied. “They know we’re here. They’re doing everything to stop us from leaving.”

“That last hit didn’t come from any invasion ship,” Lauer muttered. “The Legion platoons fired on you—the ungrateful bastards.”

“Allow me to make a suggestion, Captain,” Wild interjected.

“Please,” Rhodes replied. “Help me out.”

“You’re using the shape of a Striker now. You could use Aries’s and Baron’s strategy, use your grid lines to dig under these mountains or scrap metal, and conceal your whereabouts. Then, when you get to a part of the city where the Masks aren’t looking for you, you can launch and make it into orbit before the invasion ships catch up with you.”

“What an excellent idea,” Murphy exclaimed.

“I’m no slouch,” Wild mumbled back. 

“All right. We’ll do it,” Rhodes replied. “Lauer, I want you to head off in a different direction from me. Get clear and take off into the atmosphere. Get above the battle and rendezvous with the Ero.”

“Are you stupid?” Lauer countered. “You think I’d run off and save myself while you’re down here with two of our injured comrades? To hell with that. If you want me to go off in a different direction, at least let me take one of the men with me. Then we’ll be equally loaded.”

“Fine. Be that way. Use your grid lines to make yourself into a Striker. You can take Dietz.”








  
  
Chapter 4




Lauer transformed himself into a Striker and Rhodes transferred Dietz to the cockpit. They accomplished the operation just in time before the Masks started to converge on their location again. 

“Go!” Rhodes ordered. “Get out of here! As soon as we make it past the air battle, the rest of you get out of the atmosphere and rendezvous with the Ero, too. Don’t stick around.”

He didn’t wait for anyone to reply. He used his grid lines to flatten himself into a burrowing line moving under the mountains of bodies and rubble.

Murphy took control of Coulter’s grid lines and morphed Coulter to match Rhodes’s shape. Lauer and Wild manipulated Dietz’s grid lines and squashed him to fit inside Lauer’s cockpit.

Rhodes lost sight of them snaking through the landscape. The piles of Masks parts concealed them.

The Grid didn’t work as well from in here, but Rhodes didn’t care so much about that. He dug into the mounds and found a concealed spot where he could still read the battle outside.

The Masks ground troops and Legion platoons kept shifting from one part of town to another. They never stayed in one place for long.

Rhodes checked the air battle. It was moving off, too. It left a clear area of sky between the city and the Legion fleet in orbit around the planet. The Ero was up there.

Rhodes was just about to make his move when Fisher broke in on his thoughts. “We have a problem, Captain.”

“Another one? What is it now?”

“Listen.” 

Fisher did something else to The Grid. Rhodes had never seen anyone do anything like this. He didn’t know it was possible until Fisher did it.

He widened The Grid so Rhodes could see the whole battlefield landscape. Then Fisher zeroed The Grid to one city block. It was on the other side of the firefight Rhodes and his men just left behind.

The Masks ground troops and Legion platoons kept trading gunfire—but not all the Legion soldiers fought with the platoons.

A squad of twenty soldiers had broken away from the rest to follow Rhodes and Lauer. 

This one squad tracked Rhodes and Lauer to the place Lauer set Rhodes down—the place where Rhodes and Lauer just separated.

The Grid added audio to the visual reading of the soldiers’ movements. “I swear they just came this way,” a lieutenant told his men.

“You’re dreaming, Scofield,” another returned. “You’ll never find them. They can hide anywhere.”

“They betrayed the Legion,” Scofield fired back. “They attacked the platoons and killed hundreds of soldiers on Rono and again on Keonus. We have to find them and eliminate them.”

“You better be careful what you wish for,” a third man added. “The brass wants these guys back alive. They never said anything about hunting them down and killing them.”

“The brass doesn’t know what they’re doing—and you’re a damn coward, Malloy,” Scofield spat. “We lost a lot of good men in those battles. Do you want to be the one responsible for it happening again?”

“We wouldn’t be,” Malloy pointed out. “The brass is making that decision.”

“Why don’t you go back home and suck your thumb, then.” Scofield turned to the first man. “Did you find anything over there, Hollister?”

Hollister passed a device back and forth across the ground. “I’m picking up disturbances in the underlayer over here. It’s leading in this direction.”

The soldiers followed Rhodes’s trail. Whatever device Hollister was using definitely showed the soldiers which direction Rhodes went. 

“Great,” Rhodes muttered under his breath. “So they want revenge for what we did.”

“There’s more, Captain. Look.”

Fisher adjusted The Grid again. The soldiers were so busy tracking Rhodes that they didn’t see another group of Masks ground troops moving on the squad. The soldiers’ device didn’t show them that.

“It seems a simple enough solution to let the Masks kill those men,” Murphy pointed out. “They won’t cause us any more problems.”

“Letting the Masks kill those men will confirm to any survivors that we’re working for the Masks.” Rhodes checked on Coulter again. “I guess I can’t put him down here.”

“What are you going to do?” Fisher asked.

“I’m going to save those soldiers. I don’t have a choice. I can’t let the Masks wipe them out—not without doing something about it.”

“I might be able to modify The Grid to create a protected place for Coulter down here,” Murphy suggested.

Rio, Zion, and Enoch broke in on the interface. “Let us come down and pick up Coulter, Captain,” Rio suggested. “Don’t put him in any more danger than he already is.”

“It’s too risky,” Rhodes replied. “Stay out of danger.”

“All of this is too risky,” Fisher pointed out. “You can’t save everyone—especially not people who are trying to kill you.”

Rhodes didn’t listen. He waited until the soldiers got closer to his position. The Masks circled the squad. The squad remained oblivious to the danger until the soldiers located Rhodes hiding right there under the rubble mounds.

“He’s here!” Hollister called to his friends. “He’s right here!”

“Stand by to open fire as soon as he tries to escape,” Scofield ordered. “You saw the way our Jackhammers brought him down earlier. We can bring him down again if we all hit him at once.”

The soldiers gathered around Rhodes’s hiding place. They trained their Jackhammers on the debris over Rhodes’s head. “This is a terrible idea,” Fisher muttered.

Rhodes made another instant decision. He could burst out of here, transform himself back into a Striker, blast into the sky, and get into orbit before the soldiers had a chance to land a single shot on him.

The soldiers would fall to the Masks if he did that. The Masks might even attack the soldiers first. That would give Rhodes a perfect cover to take Coulter off the planet.

Lauer and Dietz were already out in orbit heading for the Ero. Rhodes didn’t have to worry about them anymore.

Rhodes just could not bring himself to be directly responsible for any more Legion deaths. These soldiers had a right to hate him. He did kill Legion soldiers—a lot of them.

He always knew those men had friends and families somewhere. He didn’t blame any of them for hating him.

Throwing himself in front of a gun wouldn’t bring those soldiers back, but he couldn’t run away and leave even more Legion soldiers to die. That was asking too much.

He gathered his grid lines to make his move, but he waited until the very last minute. He had to make this count.

“He isn’t coming out,” Malloy remarked.

“I can see he isn’t coming out, genius!” Scofield snapped. “Fire on my order. We’ll blast the son of a bitch out. We won’t wait for him to launch.”

“Are you sure about this?” Hollister asked. “These guys have more weaponry than a whole platoon put together.”

“Just do what I tell you,” Scofield ordered. “He’s one guy. He can’t defeat all of us shooting at the same time.”

The other soldiers exchanged glances behind Scofield’s back. At least the rest of the squad wasn’t as hysterically vengeful as Scofield.

Plenty of other Legion soldiers were bound to be, though. They wouldn’t forget what the battalion did in Masks custody. The battalion was bound to come to a reckoning.

Scofield opened his mouth and inhaled. “Fire!” he ordered.

The moment he said that word, the Masks ground troops pivoted out of a side street and opened fire on the soldiers.

Rhodes shot out of the pile with all his might—right into the path of the Masks’ fire. Their rifles smashed into his housing just as hard here as they did outside Dietz’s and Coulter’s hiding place.

Rhodes spread his grid lines as wide as he could to take the assault. He blocked the Masks’ gunfire from hitting the soldiers, but the impact knocked him off his feet.

He felt himself losing control of The Grid. He couldn’t hold onto Coulter anymore.

The soldiers spun around to defend themselves, but Rhodes protected them from the Masks. The soldiers aimed their Jackhammers at his back, but they didn’t fire.

They stared in shock as he lurched and staggered under the barrage. The Masks fired dozens of times before they realized they were hitting a member of the battalion instead of Legion soldiers.

The force of the Masks’ rifle fire knocked Coulter away. Rhodes’s grid lines reverted back to their default state and he turned back into a man, but at least he could use his weapons now.

He raised both arms and opened fire with everything he had. He still wouldn’t have been able to defend himself against so many Masks, but miraculously, Coulter snapped out of his stupor right at that moment.

He stumbled away from Rhodes, caught his balance, and then he spun around and opened fire with his lasers, too. 

He fired five Vipers into the Masks. Those explosions startled Rhodes back to his senses. 

He fired his Vipers, too, held out one arm to his side, and yelled to the soldiers behind him. “Get back! Fall back to the platoon! Fall back!”

Scofield stared at him in stupid shock. Hollister and Malloy recovered first. 

They grabbed Scofield by his arms and towed him into another street heading south. 

Rhodes swung his lasers forward. Coulter sidestepped closer to Rhodes and they both herded the soldiers out of danger until the Masks retreated in a different direction.








