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Chapter 1




Captain Corban Rhodes launched himself off the ground and blasted his booster rockets to their highest speed. 

Dirt clods and scraps of grass tore away from his face and body as the wind hit him, but he concentrated all his attention on the battle unfolding in the distance.

The Masks’ city machine plodded along the ground on its rolling tread wheels. The giant spaceship never drove any faster.

The thousands of Masks marching south didn’t march any faster, either. They advanced in a steady wave over the rolling grasslands that used to be a battlefield.

Hundreds of dead Legion soldiers covered the ground down there. Their bodies hung from and got crushed under the wreckage of dozens of Dusters and Predator fighter craft shot down by the newly released Masks.

Of the whole overwhelming Legion force, only the Ravager carriers remained. Explosions burst in the skies over the planet Sarus as the Masks’ invasion ships throttled the Ravagers into retreating.

Rhodes blocked all of that out of his awareness. Only one thing mattered now. 

The city of Estra lay right in the Masks’ path with millions of defenseless civilians in the firing line.

Rhodes gained altitude flying his fastest. He had to get to the city before the Masks did.

More Ravagers descended from orbit to land platoons closer to the city. Those platoons wouldn’t be able to stop a mechanized fighting force as big as the one the Masks just released.

The Legion’s best platoons had already been on the ground fighting the Masks. That was the whole point of this campaign—to throw everything the Legion had at the enemy and hopefully stop them from slaughtering the whole population.

Everything the Legion had didn’t stop the Masks. Whatever the Legion kept in reserve would be pitiful compared to what the Legion had already lost.

None of that mattered to Rhodes. Nothing mattered but defending the city.

All thought of attacking the city machine went out of his head. He wouldn’t destroy it. He couldn’t even get near it.

His last remaining hope rested on somehow protecting Estra, but he already knew he couldn’t do that, either.

The rest of Battalion 1 caught up with him a few minutes later. How sad and pathetic the battalion looked compared to that massive tide of Masks down there.

Eight people. Rhodes had eight people including himself. No amount of weaponry, boosters, The Grid, or any of the battalion’s other modifications could make up for the Mask’s sheer numbers and colossal firepower.

Don’t think. Rhodes commanded himself not to think. He wasn’t here to think. He was here to protect those people with every ounce of his strength. 

If he got shot down, so be it. Everything that made his life worth living was already over. He had nothing to lose.

He dove for the Masks, but he couldn’t fly any faster than this. The platoons moved into formation across the Masks’ path and opened fire.

The Masks didn’t open fire on the platoons. The Masks didn’t have to do anything. The platoons destroying a few Masks here and there at the front didn’t make any difference.

The Masks didn’t need to reserve their firepower, but they still didn’t shoot. Their steady marching advance forced the soldiers to fall back almost to the gates of Estra.

Rhodes swooped over the city and banked back to the north. He raced over the soldiers’ heads and opened fire on the Masks with lasers spitting from every weapons port.

He carved a swath of destruction through their ranks, but they only climbed over their dead comrades to keep on coming. They closed every gap left by fallen Masks.

The battalion wheeled in around him. Everyone joined their lasers together in a wide, sweeping curtain of destruction.

The battalion’s combined lasers formed a wall. The Masks marched straight into it, fell over each other cut to pieces by the battalion’s lasers, and more Masks kept climbing over the fallen to meet their own deaths from the same lasers.

The mound kept growing higher and higher, but the horde of Masks never stopped or even slowed down. 

The Grid gave Rhodes a clear view of a continuous stream of Masks pouring out of the city machine. Nothing stopped them. 

They packed behind the fallen and eventually realized they could walk around the pile to keep pushing south.

Lieutenants Ted Oakes and Dane Rhinehart wheeled left to open fire on the Masks coming from there. 

Rhinehart bellowed at the oncoming enemy. “You bastards! I’ll fucking kill you!”

Rhodes, Lieutenant Heath Lauer, and Corporal Jairo Dietz turned to the right. That left a gap in the center for Masks to keep climbing over the pile of bodies.

Alyssa Thackery, Corporal Eddie Coulter, and Corporal Rudy Fuentes couldn’t hold off the Masks alone.

The whole battalion had to step back—and one step at a time, the Masks forced the battalion to retreat, too.

The process kept repeating no matter how many Masks the battalion destroyed. The battalion eventually ran into the platoons.

Even then, the Masks kept pushing….and pushing….

They widened their formation. It stretched the length of the city wall. The battalion couldn’t stop the Masks from shooting their way into town.

Once they broke past the platoons, no force in creation would stop the flood. Masks streamed around and behind the battalion to invade the city streets.

The battalion and the platoons kept unloading on the Masks. Rhodes fired one Viper missile after another into the Masks horde, but it was already too late.

Civilians ran screaming from the invading machines. Once the panic started, it cascaded through the city in another tidal wave of bodies—human bodies this time.

The people of Estra must already have heard about the destruction of Veulia farther north.

The Masks swept into town in an advancing line exactly the way they conquered every other city so far. They demolished buildings, gunned down people who stumbled across their path, and leveled everything in sight.

Men, women, and children stampeded through the streets screaming and running from the Masks’ assault. 

Unlike last time, no Ravagers waited outside of town to evacuate these people to safety. The population was completely exposed and defenseless against an overwhelming enemy force.

Rhodes launched back into the air. He didn’t take the time to explain to his subordinates what they had to do. Everyone knew.

The Grid looked more gut-wrenchingly terrible with every passing minute. The battalion raced between buildings, veered farther south over the fleeing mob, and headed north again to come at the Masks. 

Rhodes opened fire. He joined his lasers together with the rest of the battalion. Each of them unloaded as many Vipers as they could as fast as they could.

“What’s Plan B?” Dash murmured through the interface.

“This is Plan B,” Fisher replied. 

“This is Plan C through Z, too,” Wild growled. “This is it. We got nothing.”

“So….we just keep shooting until all these people die?” Van asked.

The noise of explosions and gunfire made it impossible for anyone in the battalion to talk, but Rhodes didn’t see that he had much choice. 

The herd of refugees ran into more people coming out of their buildings farther south. The newcomers slowed everyone down and then the fleeing mob poured out of Estra onto the vast open fields south of town.

Those people fled their homes with nothing more than the clothes on their backs. No one had food or vehicles to carry them.

Mothers and fathers carried their children in their arms. A few old people rode piggyback on their relatives just to get them out of town alive before the Masks caught up.

The Masks’ own strategy slowed them down. Nothing else could. 

They took longer to demolish all the buildings in their path. Then they searched the area to hunt down any stragglers who fell behind.

The citizenry bought themselves a widening gap between themselves and the Masks.

Then the reality set in once they got outside of town. Millions of people shoved, pushed, and staggered south to get away from the city.

Rhodes went into a mindless trance of shooting. He had absolutely nothing else to do. He only hoped to slow the Masks down a little more. 

Thackery cut her fire. She lowered her arms to her sides even as she hovered in midair with the rest of the battalion.

Rhodes glanced over to scowl at her. Why wasn’t she shooting anymore?

Then Lauer put his weapons down, too. Oakes and Dietz stopped next. Rhodes opened his mouth to order them all to keep shooting….and then he stopped. What was the point?

The minute he stopped shooting, he understood even more clearly. The battalion wasn’t making any difference at all. The Masks advanced at exactly the same speed whether the battalion shot at them or not.

“Now what do we do?” Fuentes asked.

Thackery gulped. Her voice trembled when she said the words Rhodes never let himself think until right now.

“We should turn ourselves over to the Masks,” she croaked. “We should offer to let them recapture us in exchange for them leaving all these population centers alone. It’s the only way.”

“I would do it in a heartbeat if I thought it would work,” Rhodes replied.

“Why don’t you think it will work?” she asked.

“They’ll never stop. Whatever is driving them to kill all these people, it isn’t anything rational. They won’t be able to stop. They’ll just keep driving and driving and driving. I don’t think they could stop even if they wanted to.”

“Then…..it’s just….over?” Coulter asked. “I can’t accept that.”

Rhodes spotted Ravagers descending through the clouds farther south. The ships landed in the fields. 

Officers, soldiers, and medical teams joined the growing column of refugees to help anyone who needed it, but the Ravagers couldn’t evacuate everyone. They didn’t even try.

“Let’s go see what the officers want us to do,” Rhodes suggested. “We aren’t accomplishing anything here.”

He took off flying over the city. Lauer, Dietz, and Rhinehart took longer to tear their eyes off the disaster.

The three men stayed there in the air watching the Masks systematically carve their way into Estra.

The crowds of civilians came to a standstill waiting for those in front to leave the city first. Fights broke out in the rear as more people panicked. 

The three men finally abandoned the front and caught up with Rhodes and the others. The battalion flew out to the fields and landed near one of the Ravagers. 

Rhodes found a colonel in charge of coordinating the medical teams. His nametag read, Wolanski. He was busy bandaging a baby’s head while the little one squalled in his mother’s arms. 

“Captain Corban Rhodes of Battalion 1, Sir,” Rhodes reported. “Would you happen to know who I should report to about getting further orders?”

“Don’t you have your own people to report to?” Colonel Wolanski asked over his shoulder without stopping what he was doing.

“I wasn’t sure if you wanted my battalion to support the evacuation.”

“We aren’t evacuating. We don’t have enough Ravagers. Trying to evacuate anyone would only cause a riot when everyone found out we planned to take some people and not others.”

“So…..” Rhodes glanced up and down the column. 

The civilians stumbled past him heading farther south. They didn’t stop.

The line of people disappeared behind the grassy swells. There was nothing over there to protect them from the Masks.

“We’re directing everyone farther south to Triowa, the next city in line,” Wolanski explained. “It’s the only place we can get these people any shelter.”

Rhodes opened his mouth to point out everything wrong with that plan.

Triowa already had a population of over ten million. The Masks were on their way right now as soon as they finished with Estra.

Once the Masks attacked Triowa, all those people would have to flee somewhere, too. Twenty million showing up from Estra would complicate things, to say the least—if they even made it that far.

Triowa was more than fifty miles south. All these fleeing refugees would be totally exposed to another Masks attack along the way.

As soon as the Masks left Estra, they would head for Triowa. They would find all the people they missed in Estra.

All those people would be sitting out in the open with no cover. No force in the universe would be able to stop the Masks from slaughtering all of them exactly the way the Masks planned.

Even now, people dropped out of the column and collapsed on the grass, either from exhaustion, hunger, dehydration, or from medical problems they had before they fled Estra.

The Ravagers didn’t have enough medical personnel to take care of everyone. Most of those people just stayed where they fell. The column kept moving past them.

Wolanski finished tucking in the bandage, straightened up, and turned around to face Rhodes. “Why don’t you check in with your own officers, Captain? They can give you orders better than I can.”

Rhodes scowled at the column and everything that wasn’t there to the south. “I don’t like leaving the column unprotected.”

“Don’t you have a way to communicate with them without leaving the column?” Wolanski asked.

“I guess so, Sir,” Rhodes muttered. 

“If you absolutely have to, you can go on board the Astridosia over there and contact your superiors through the Legion channels.” Wolanski pointed to one of the other Ravagers. 

Rhodes mumbled, “Yes, Sir.”

Wolanski walked away to help one of the other medical teams. That left Rhodes with no more answers than before. 

“Do you want me to interface with the….?” Fisher began and then changed his tone. “Oh, wait a minute. We’re receiving orders from the Ero. We’re ordered to stay on the ground and defend the column.”

Oakes rolled his eyes and gasped in exasperation. “How exactly are we supposed to do that?”

Right then, an old lady stumbled in the column. She and a younger couple had all been working hard to steer a group of ten young children forward to keep up with the column.

The line of refugees came to the crest of a swell and started down the other side. The old lady tripped on the long grass and somersaulted down the rise into the hollow below.

A bunch of the children she’d been helping screamed, broke out of the column, and raced over to her to try to help her up. The couple did the same thing.

Rhinehart stepped out of line, strode over them, and bent over to pick up the old lady. 

The children shrieked in terror and scrambled over each other to get away from him. “The Masks!!” two of them screeched. “The Masks are here!!”

Rhinehart straightened up and scowled at them. Rhodes knew him too well not to recognize that scowl. Rhinehart didn’t understand them at all. He had no idea what they were talking about.

The couple recoiled from him, grabbed the old lady, and wound up dragging her across the grass to pull her out of his reach.

Rhinehart kept frowning at them in confusion while they manhandled the old lady to her feet, rounded up their children, and pushed everyone back into the column.

All those people shot terrified glances over their shoulders at Rhinehart. He just stood there, stunned by their reaction.

The whole scene wrenched Rhodes in the guts. The battalion gave everything to protect these people…..and they thought the battalion was a bunch of Masks.

Rhodes walked over to Rhinehart and touched his elbow. “Come on, Lieutenant. Let’s go.”

Rhinehart stumbled away, too dazed to respond. He followed Rhodes back to the battalion without a word.

Colonel Wolanski appeared at Rhodes’s shoulder. “Maybe you should fall back behind the column. You can protect the refugees better from there….and it won’t cause as many problems.”

Rhodes turned away feeling sick. So this was how it was going to be—again.

He headed north down the column. He could have made it back to the northern end in a few minutes by flying there, but he didn’t.

The column offered every shade of human suffering imaginable. This could only end in another disaster—an even bigger disaster. 

As soon as the Masks finished with Estra, they would come after the column….and then Triowa…..and then Chaivis….and then the Lilithea Cluster.

Rhodes racked his brain for some way to stop the impending catastrophe. There was no way to stop it.

“Those bastards!” Lauer growled under his breath. “They deserve to die!”

Rhodes looked up. Lauer glared at the people in the column. He compressed his lips and narrowed his eyes at them in barely suppressed rage.

“We tried to help them—and they treat us as their enemies!” he snarled. “Who do they think is going to defend them if not us?”

“We should stay here,” Dietz suggested. “We should make them look at us. We should make them see us. We shouldn’t crawl off and hide like we have something to be ashamed of.”

Rhodes didn’t stop walking north. He barely listened to their conversation.

“Sir?” Oakes asked. “Should we stay here?”

“You can if you want to, but I won’t,” Rhodes replied over his shoulder. “I don’t mind moving behind the column where these people can’t see us. At least that’s one thing I can do to make them feel better.”








  
  
Chapter 2




Rhodes and his subordinates eventually got tired of walking and used their boosters to fly to the northern end of the column. 

Rhodes rose into the atmosphere and widened The Grid to see what the Masks were doing.

They were still mopping the floor back in Estra, but they still had a few more miles of city to cover before they made it to the other side.

Only a half-moon of intact buildings remained of the once majestic city. The very rear of the column made it five miles from the city limits.

The rest of the population filed away for miles into the distance.

“They’ll be out here for days before they get to Triowa,” Lauer muttered. “They could be out here for weeks, even.”

“Who the hell knows what the people of Triowa will be able to do for all these refugees once they get there,” Rhinehart agreed. “The people of Triowa won’t even be able to save themselves.

“That isn’t our decision to make,” Rhodes replied. “Just like all these other decisions everyone around here expects us to make.”

“You mean they expect you to make them,” Dietz countered. “No one is asking us to make any decisions.”

“No one is asking anyone to make any decisions because there are no decisions to make,” Rhodes replied. “There’s only one decision to make and everybody already made it.”

“Shoot the suckers,” Rhinehart snarled. “Shoot every last mother-loving one of them.”

“It’s gonna be a while before they leave Estra,” Thackery pointed out. “These people might make it as far as……”

She broke off when a crowd of Masks poured out of Estra. They left a sizable chunk of their force behind to finish off the city.

Hundreds more set off marching south—and they marched a lot faster than the column moved.

“Here they come!” Rhodes called. “Attack them now! We have to stop them here!”

He plunged into the attack again and opened fire on the Masks. These shootouts always played out the same way. 

The Masks fired their fusion rifles at the battalion, but Rhodes and his people kept whizzing back and forth across the Masks’ formation.

The battalion’s lasers laid the Masks down faster than they could shoot. The Masks didn’t send out an overwhelming force this time—not yet. That would come later.

Rhodes rose a little higher. This vantage point gave him a good angle to kill countless Masks. 

Their bodies piled at the front and they clogged in behind the same way. Rhodes and his people flew over the destroyed Masks and cut down those trying to break through.

Staying airborne also gave the battalion a perfect angle to stop the Masks from walking around the bodies to continue their journey.

The battalion separated the same way as before. Rhodes, Rhinehart, Coulter, and Lauer cut to the right. The more Masks they killed, the more the four men created another wall of fallen bodies.

This one curved backward while Fuentes, Thackery, and Oakes did the same thing on the left side.

The two sides penned in the Masks more effectively than Rhodes ever dared to hope. They kept trying to climb over and walk around the curved pile.

They only succeeded in adding to their own barricade. They couldn’t get through.

Rhodes’ heart soared and Coulter laughed. “Hey! This is actually working!”

Rhodes didn’t want to believe it. He expanded The Grid of Estra to see if more Masks would come out and assault the battalion, but the other Masks were all too busy for that.

Just when he thought the battalion might actually win this one, engines thundered out of the atmosphere.

Rhodes’s throat went dry when fourteen invasion ships dropped out of nowhere right on top of the column.

“Fall back!” he roared. “Protect the column!”

The battalion wheeled away, but not fast enough. The invasion ships bombarded the column with vicious firepower. Explosions blasted bodies into the air all over the field.

Only the column’s sheer size and length prevented a total slaughter. Civilians screamed and scattered, which actually wound up saving more lives than any fighting force ever could.

Dozens of Ravagers that had been supporting the column launched off the ground to engage the invasion ships, but the air battle wound up putting the civilians in even more danger.

“Spread out!” Rhodes bellowed. “Cover as much of the column as you can! Use your grid lines the way we did before! Cover the civilians!”

Rhodes dove for the nearest cluster of fleeing refugees. They shrieked even louder when they saw him plummeting straight for them.

That didn’t matter anymore. They could be as scared of him as they wanted to be as long as they were still alive to be scared of something.

He aimed for a mob of three hundred refugees. They all broke away from the column and ran west in a swarm. None of them thought about anything other than getting away from the invasion ships.

Hardly anyone ran south and no one ran north.

These three hundred split off at a right angle to the column’s original route. All those men, women, and children took off as fast as they could run across the fields.

The invasion ships didn’t let them get very far before a dozen fusion blasts erupted from the closest invasion ship.

The shots detonated in the center of the mob just as Rhodes got near enough to defend them. 

The group was nowhere near enough to the invasion ship for him to shoot back at it—as if he could do anything by himself to fight that ship.

He widened his grid lines as far as they would go. A second wicked blast of fusion fire smashed into the group, vaporized dozens of people, and another dozen screamed when they saw Rhodes falling right on top of them.

He clenched his teeth, stretched his grid lines to their farthest point, and landed all their ends on the grass. He wasn’t a person anymore. He created a field to deflect those shots.

They plastered all over The Grid and threatened to blow him apart, but at least the people under his field were safe.

They cowered on the grass, held onto each other, and screamed themselves hoarse while concussion after concussion hammered his Grid.

He shut his eyes and dug deep. He couldn’t help everyone, but he could help these people. A hundred people of all ages got caught under his field. 

Mothers hugged their children and even clamped their hands over their children’s ears to protect them from the noise. No one dared to look up for more than an instant before they ducked for cover again.

The constant, punishing boom of fusion blasts on Rhodes’s field eventually wore through to his physical body. The Grid couldn’t protect him from everything.

He winced and then groaned in pain as the bombardment stretched on and on for what felt like hours.

Keeping his eyes shut left him with no choice but to look at The Grid. The battle turned against the Legion in a matter of minutes, but the Ravagers put up a better defense than Rhodes hoped.

The invasion ships focused their gunfire on what was left of the column. The air battle migrated farther south to keep up with the remaining refugees. The column and all the other people in it got farther and farther away from Rhodes’s position.

Rhodes stayed where he was for a minute trying to decide if and when it would be safe to let these people out.

Before he could make up his mind to change his grid lines back to their original configuration, the Masks ground troops that had been marching on the column from the north finally caught up with him.

They surrounded him in droves, fired their rifles into his Grid, and even climbed on top of him. They shot down into the field from above trying to get to the people inside.

They screeched louder than ever seeing the Masks so close, but he had enough to worry about apart from their distress.

“The Masks’ gunfire is damaging your systems, Captain,” Fisher informed him. “You can’t hold them off much longer.”

Rhodes didn’t answer. He couldn’t. He kept his mouth shut and did his best to block out the incessant punch of gunshots striking The Grid.

He didn’t understand any of this, but The Grid must not protect him from physical damage. He should have realized that. It couldn’t have worked out any other way, but he wouldn’t have done anything differently either way.

He felt his lines starting to weaken, but he just had to hold on. The battle of invasion ships against the Ravagers drifted farther south.

Just when he didn’t think he could stand the assault a second longer, the Masks climbed down off his field, fired a few more shots trying to hit the refugees, and then marched off south to catch up with the rest of the column.

Rhodes stayed where he was for a long time with his eyes shut. He didn’t seem to be able to tear his eyes off The Grid. 

More Masks left Estra, but they didn’t stop to bother him. They kept right on walking past him.

The Masks ground troops assaulted the column from the north. That made the refugees flee faster to the south.

They kept putting more and more distance between Rhodes and the people underneath him. Now what was he supposed to do with them?

He stayed there for hours until Fisher informed him, “There are no more Masks in Estra, Captain. You can stand down now. Don’t ask me what we’re going to do about the damage to your implants.”

Rhodes tried to alter his grid lines, but he couldn’t move. “Um…..something’s wrong, Fisher.”

“Your exterior housing has been damaged. Just a moment. I think I can help you.”

Rhodes felt himself going rigid. The pain of both bombardments became overwhelming.

Just then, Fisher used his own grid lines to take hold of Rhodes’s lines. It was the same process the Masks used to control the battalion but in reverse.

Fisher wrenched Rhodes’s lines out of position. They came unstuck from where he’d fixed them to the ground.

The minute they released, they collapsed back into their default shape.

He toppled onto the grass amongst the refugees. They screamed again and a dozen of them had to scramble out of the way so he didn’t crush them.

He groaned and rolled onto his side. 

“I think the damage is superficial enough for your grid lines to repair the damage,” Fisher told him. “Lie still for a minute. I think I can speed up the process.”

Rhodes couldn’t have moved if he tried. He writhed on the grass snarling in pain.

Fisher twined his own lines into Rhodes’s and knitted up the damage to Rhodes’s chest implant on his back between his shoulder blades.

Rhodes buckled where he was breathing hard and trying to pull himself together. He kept searching The Grid.

“The city machine……it’s entering Estra……”

“It won’t get here before morning at this rate. The ground troops are a bigger problem. We won’t be able to rejoin the column and we can’t interface with the rest of the battalion. We’ll have to stay here. We’re far enough away. Maybe the city machine will leave us alone.”

“What is it?” a little boy asked from not far away. 

Rhodes became aware of some of the refugees standing around staring at him.

“Who is he talking to?” a man asked.

“Maybe he’s connected to the other Masks,” an old woman suggested.

“He isn’t a Mask,” a younger woman countered. “Look at him. He’s partially human. He has a human face and some of his body is human. He isn’t a Mask.”

“He’s more machine than human,” the same man pointed out.

Rhodes dragged himself upright, but he had to hold himself up with his arm. Fisher spread his grid lines all over Rhodes’s body repairing all the damage. 

Thank goodness it wasn’t more serious or Rhodes would have been in trouble—almost as much trouble as these people.

“Whoa!” the boy whispered. “Did you see that? It repaired itself! It fixed all that damage.”

“Stop calling him, ‘it’,” the younger woman told him. “He’s a man. You can see that for yourself.”

“He saved all our lives,” a different man reminded everyone. “We should be thanking him instead of standing here talking about him like some inanimate object.”

Rhodes dragged his head up and looked around at the group. Ten people surrounded him all gaping at him.

The rest of the refugees shrank away from him, clutched each other, and shivered at the sight of him.

The second man stepped forward and held out his hand to Rhodes. “Thank you for saving us. We’re eternally grateful. I’m Vanus Herata. I was a mechanical engineer in Estra. Is there anything we can do to help you? Do you need medical attention—or any mechanical repair?” He glanced around. “I don’t know where we would get it…..and the Ravager crews probably aren’t qualified to take care of you….”

“I don’t need medical attention,” Rhodes husked. “Just give me a minute. The bombardment….It just hurts. I’ll be okay….in a minute.”

Vanus kept standing there with his hand out. “At least let me help you up. It’s the least I can do.”

Rhodes had to gather his strength before he managed to take his arm off the ground. He clasped Vanus’s hand and pulled to get to his feet. 

Rhodes forgot for a second that he wasn’t a normal man. He almost knocked Vanus over. He staggered before Rhodes remembered and let go of his hand.

“Thank you just the same. I’m okay.” Rhodes pushed himself up, took a deep breath, and looked around.

The Grid looked as bad from here as it ever had before. All the Masks that left Estra now assaulted the column from behind exactly the way Rhodes predicted.

“At least the rest of the battalion is there,” Rhodes muttered to Fisher.

“Who are you talking to?” the boy asked again.

“I have an internal communications interface with the rest of my crew,” Rhodes explained. “We can talk to each other when we’re separated.”

“Can you tell where the column is?” Vanus asked.

“They’re a few miles south of here, but the Masks are assaulting the column from the north. The Masks are between us and the column. We won’t be able to rejoin the column—not before the sun goes down.”

Rhodes surveyed Estra one more time. “Keep an eye on the city machine,” he told Fisher. “Let me know if you see it coming any faster—and tell me when it leaves Estra.” Rhodes glanced westward. “We might have to go farther west to get out of its path.”

“Even that might not take us out of danger completely,” Fisher pointed out. “If the city machine is this intent on wiping every single human being, it will send out another force of Masks to intercept us.”

“We’ll just have to take our chances.” He turned to the people around him. They watched him carry on a conversation with someone they couldn’t see. “We’ll spend the night here. Maybe something will happen and we’ll be able to rejoin the column.”

“What if we can’t?” the old lady asked. 

“Then I’ll interface with the Ravagers to come and pick us up.”

“Shouldn’t they have done that by now?” Vanus asked. “Why isn’t the Legion trying to evacuate us? We’re sitting ducks down here.”

Rhodes didn’t tell him that the Legion no longer had the ships or other resources to evacuate anyone.

Fifty million people sat right in the Masks’ path. A hundred refugees wouldn’t make any difference if the Masks really, really wanted to kill everyone—which it sure looked like they did.

Rhodes didn’t tell Vanus that. Instead, Rhodes just said, “I don’t make the decisions. Try to settle down on the grass here. I know it isn’t the most comfortable situation, but we’ll just have to make the best of it.”

“What if the Masks come back?” the boy asked.

“Then I’ll do my best to protect you. Now the sun is going down. If any of you have any blankets or warm clothes, you might want to get them out and use them now.”








  
  
Chapter 3




Rhodes made a circuit of the refugees’ camp. It wasn’t even a camp. He told them to use any blankets or warm clothes, but he saw after a few laps around the group that none of them had anything. 

Mothers and fathers took the clothes off their own backs to wrap around their children. That was the best anyone could do.

Rhodes gathered handfuls of grass from the hills and used his thermal cannon to ignite the grass bundles. He did this all over the camp. The refugees had to work in shifts to gather enough grass to keep the fires going.

Rhodes made his way back to the east side of the camp—the side closest to where the invasion ships first attacked the column.

“The city machine is halfway through Estra, Captain,” Fisher reported. “There is a chance it could draw level with us before morning—or it could send out more Masks before then.”

“We can’t do anything about that now. Just keep an eye on it and let me know if it does anything dangerous.” Rhodes turned his attention back to the column itself.

“The Masks seem to have backed off,” Fisher pointed out. “I wonder why they don’t attack in force and finish off the column for good.”

“It still won’t be safe for us to try to get back to the column tonight. We’ll have to recheck the situation in the morning. Fuentes has taken damage to his right leg. The others are all unhurt.”

“I’m receiving a message from Colonel Wolanski, Captain.”

“Wolanski! Why is he contacting me?”

“He’s on board the Ravager Astridosia. He’s in communication with the Ero. The Legion wants to land your conversion stations with the column so the Ero doesn’t have to stick around just to support the battalion.”

Rhodes snorted. “We wouldn’t want that, would we?”

“The Legion is converting your capsules to upright stations for ease of transport. Drs. Osborne and Trudeau are coming down to act as the battalion’s medical and repair support staff.”

“That’s a small mercy. At least the Legion doesn’t plan to leave us out here without any support at all.”

“The Ero plans to land your stations and the two doctors near the front of the column….”

“That means I won’t be able to use my station until I find a way to rejoin the column.”

“Precisely,” Fisher replied. “Setting aside that little challenge, the stations are mounted on a mobile carrier. They’ll travel with the column as long as you’re ordered to defend the refugees.”

Rhodes sat down on one of the swells. “I guess I can look forward to that—as soon as I find a way to rejoin the column.”

“You could fly there alone, go through a conversion cycle…..”

“And leave these people undefended,” Rhodes finished. “I wouldn’t do that.”

“Skipping conversion cycles for too long would degrade your systems. Eventually, you wouldn’t be able to defend them at all. It would be better for you to go through a conversion cycle and then come back to them refreshed.”

“I’m not there yet, pal. I’ll consider it when I do get there.” Rhodes glanced over at the refugees around the fires. They kept the fires going by themselves. They didn’t need any more help from him.

“You held up amazingly well defending them against that bombardment,” Fisher remarked. “I’m impressed.”

“I’m all they have. They would all be dead now if I gave in one minute sooner.”

“I admire you,” Fisher murmured. “I don’t know if I could do what you do. In fact, I know I couldn’t. I don’t have the emotional capacity to sacrifice myself for anyone the way you do.”

“I don’t know what to say, Fisher. I wish I could contradict and say you’re wrong….”

“I’m not wrong. Who would know my emotional capacity better than I would?”

“You sacrificed yourself more than once to help me when we were the Masks’ prisoners,” Rhodes pointed out. “Does that count?”

Fisher remained silent, and before either of them could say anything else, the woman from earlier came over to Rhodes. The young boy came with her. He couldn’t have been more than nine.

She sat down on the grass in front of Rhodes and burst into a huge smile when their eyes met. “A few people over there had some food. I thought you might be hungry. You’ve been out here alone for hours walking around guarding us.” She unwrapped a piece of paper and held it out to him. “Take it. We want you to have it.”

“Thank you, but I don’t eat,” Rhodes replied. “You should have it. Give it to the boy.”

“He’s already eaten.” She looked at the boy. He gazed up at her with big, pleading, puppy-dog eyes. “Fine. Here.” She handed it to him and turned back to Rhodes. “How come you don’t eat?”

He shrugged it away. He found it difficult to look at her, especially considering the way she was looking at him. “I guess that’s just the way it worked out. I don’t have internal organs. We have equipment that gives nutrients and removes toxins from our organic tissue. That’s all I know.”

“How did you get like this?” the boy asked. “Did the scientists grow you in a lab or something? Did they put your body parts together in a factory?”

“Be quiet, Avi,” the woman interrupted. “That’s none of your business.” She turned back to Rhodes. “Please excuse him. You don’t have to answer that.”

“It’s okay. He’s a kid and kids need to ask a million questions.” Rhodes turned back to Avi. “My son Palmer would not stop asking questions from the minute he woke up in the morning until he went to bed at night. You couldn’t shut that kid up to save his own life.”

Avi froze with food bulging in the side of his cheek. “You have kids? Seriously?”

“I have three of them back on Preinea. I wasn’t always like this.”

Avi gulped with difficulty. “How did you get like this, then?”

“You don’t have to answer that,” the woman interrupted again.

Rhodes couldn’t decide which of them he wanted to look at. He hadn’t had a conversation like this with anyone since….he couldn’t even remember when.

He never talked about his family or his former life with anyone in the battalion, not even Fisher.

Rhodes never talked about it with his men in the Legion, either. None of them talked about their families. 

“Did you fall into a vat of radioactive waste?” Avi asked. “Did aliens implant their DNA into you to make this stuff grow on you? Is it alive and taking over your whole body?”

Rhodes laughed in spite of himself. “It was nothing as cool as that. I got shot on the battlefield fighting the Emal. A Duster crashed on top of me and would have killed me. The Legion sent me to a lab where they replaced my damaged limbs and organs with these implants. That’s as interesting as it gets.”

“It is cool!” Avi exclaimed. “You’re the coolest thing I’ve ever seen.”

“He isn’t a thing,” the woman told him again and made a face at Rhodes. “I’m really sorry.”

Avi started to say, “Sorry….um…..”

“Rhodes,” Rhodes finished. “Captain Rhodes. Corban Rhodes. That’s my name.” He allowed himself to turn to the woman. “What’s your name?”

She smiled and her cheeks colored. “Yira.” She held out her hand. “Yira Kosna. This is my son, Avi, of course.”

Rhodes glanced down at her hand. He made a few strategic mental calculations before he shook it. He made sure to use the right amount of pressure so he didn’t crush it or break it.

She smiled even more broadly when she let go. She looked away and pretended to be checking on her son.

Rhodes studied her more closely. She wasn’t exactly pretty. Her straight, light-brown hair was nothing to write home about.

She had a pale, careworn quality that made Rhodes think she’d probably had a hard life, but her vivacious nature radiated through her bright brown eyes. 

She smiled easily, especially when she looked at her son. Rhodes found himself wishing she would look at him like that—and she did.

She kept blushing and smiling when she did look at him. She looked away too often.

Sitting here talking to these two brought up so many buried feelings and memories. This conversation made him feel far more human than anything else that had happened to him.

It made him feel more human even than most of the things that happened to him before he got taken into Battalion 1. 

He couldn’t remember feeling this way around anyone except his own family.

He didn’t even feel this way around his own family—not most of the time. He did feel it sometimes, but not always. He never realized then that it could be any other way.

Now he knew what those connections and conversations were really worth. 

He would have given absolutely anything—including his own life—to go back and feel that way again—even just for a few minutes.

He felt that way a thousand times after he lost them. That was the real tragedy. He didn’t find out what they were worth until it was too late.

He felt that way when he found out about the Masks living in Stonebridge. This was what they were missing—this feeling of connecting to and actually caring about people—the feeling that they might actually care about him as much as he cared about them.

Yira noticed him watching her and looked away again. “Anyway, we’ll leave you alone. I’m sure you have better things to do than talk to us.”

“I don’t!” he blurted out. “You don’t have to go. Stick around….if you want to.”

Avi jumped right in. “Those other people that go with you—did they get injured and almost killed fighting the Emal, too?”

“Most of them. Some of them got sent to the lab for other reasons, but most of them were soldiers like me. What about you?” Rhodes glanced at Yira. “What did you do in Estra?” He almost asked if she was married to someone in the column, but he didn’t ask that.

“I worked in a hospital—in the emergency social services unit,” she replied. “I spent all day dealing with people who’d just lost loved ones in the hospital and either couldn’t cope or didn’t have the resources to take care of themselves afterward.” She tried to make a face, but it turned into more of a wince. “I guess this column is where I really belong.”

“Wow,” Rhodes remarked. “That sounds hard.”

“Not as hard as this.”

“I went to school in Estra,” Avi interjected.

“I certainly hope so,” Rhodes replied. “I would be worried if you didn’t. So what’s your favorite subject in school?”

“Sports.” The boy stuck out his tongue. “I hate sitting at a desk.”

“You would get along really well with Palmer. That kid couldn’t sit still for anything.”

“What other kids do you have?” 

“I have another son—a younger one—and a daughter. They all like sports, too. That’s all they ever do—when they aren’t in school.”

“Are they here?” Avi asked.

“Of course they aren’t here,” Yira interrupted. “He said they were on Preinea.”

“Oh. Right. Sorry,” Avi mumbled.

“That’s okay,” Rhodes replied.

“So…do they come to visit you?” the boy asked. 

Rhodes hesitated and Yira jumped cut in again. “You don’t have to answer all his questions. It really is none of his business.”

Rhodes took a second to decide how to answer. His past wasn’t technically a secret—at least, no one at Coleridge Station ever said it was.

“My family doesn’t come to visit me,’” he finally murmured. “They think I’m dead. The Legion told them I was dead when they took me into the battalion. None of us can go home again. My family doesn’t know where I am or what happened to me. I wouldn’t want them to know. They’re better off thinking I’m dead.”

Yira winced. “I am so sorry! He shouldn’t have asked.”

Avi turned white. “You mean….you can never see your kids again….or your wife….like—ever?!”

“Avi!” Yira whispered. “Leave him alone. You can see this is hard enough for him.”

Rhodes didn’t contradict her, but he didn’t exactly mind them both acting so shocked. At least someone else realized how bad it was. 

Avi’s questions and both of their reactions somehow humanized Rhodes even more—more than he ever thought possible. He saw himself from their perspective. He really was human if they could understand him like this.

They were total strangers and yet they both got it instantly. He didn’t have to explain. Of course losing his family would be hard for him. How could it be otherwise for anyone human?

That was the other crushing tragedy about the Masks. They didn’t feel a thing when one of their number got destroyed or melted or cut apart by lasers.

They just replaced each other in the Stonebridge landscape. If the father got killed, some other Mask took his place. The new person looked, talked, and behaved exactly like the old one.

Yira struggled to control her features. “Is there anything we can do? I don’t know why I even ask that. Of course there isn’t, but if there is anything….I mean, you’re the one out here doing everything for us. I don’t know what to say. Your story….”

“Don’t worry about it,” Rhodes replied. “I didn’t tell you so you would feel sorry for me. I don’t need you to do anything for me.”

She flinched again. “It’s one of the worst stories I’ve ever heard….and all your comrades went through the same thing, didn’t they?” Her cheek spasmed. “I didn’t think the Legion could be so cruel as to put someone through that—or several people.”

Rhodes didn’t tell her about all the people who died going through the Battalion 1 project.

He wouldn’t have believed the Legion would be capable of something like this, either. He wouldn’t have believed it if he hadn’t seen it with his own eyes and gone through it himself.

Avi saved the situation by changing the subject. “So where do you live when you aren’t here? Do you have a base somewhere?”

“The original lab where we went through the project is on a secret Legion base in the Dalea system.” Rhodes pretended to frown. “Maybe I shouldn’t have told you that.”

Avi laughed. “You just did.”

“Anyway, we’ve been on a Ravager since we went into combat. Now we’re here. I don’t know how long we’ll be here.”

“What do you do at the base when you aren’t in combat?”

Rhodes found himself smiling at the boy’s endless questions. “Me? I like to draw in my free time.”

“No way!” Avi exclaimed. “That is so cool!”

Rhodes felt the organic side of his face burning. He never knew he could still react that way. “It’s pretty cool. One of my people liked to carve figures out of wood. We do whatever we feel like to pass the time. Sometimes we play card games or dice games or gamble.”

“You don’t play sports?” Avi rolled his eyes to heaven. “That sounds so boring.”

Rhodes laughed. It felt strange to laugh. “Not those kinds of sports. Sometimes we play other kinds of games.”

“Like what?”

“We have training sessions in The Grid….”

“What’s that?”

“It’s complicated. We go into a simulated landscape and run obstacle courses against pretend enemies to accomplish an objective. It’s kind of like sports but with weapons and targets and stuff like that.”

Avi brightened up. “That’s cool! I want to join the Legion when I grow up.”

“No, you don’t,” Yira interrupted and made another face at Rhodes.

“You can’t stop me,” Avi fired back.

“You wanna bet?” Yira told him.

“You might be able to stop me now, but you won’t be able to stop me forever.” Avi turned back to Rhodes. “I will join the Legion. You’ll see.”

“I’m sure you would be great,” Rhodes replied.

“Okay, I think that’s the end of that conversation.” Yira stood up and pulled Avi away by the shoulders. “Good night, Captain. Thank you for everything you’re doing for us. It was very nice to meet you and talk to you and everything. I guess we’ll see you tomorrow. Come on, Avi. It’s getting late. You need to go to sleep.”

He started to resist. “I don’t want to leave yet….” 

His mother pulled him away. They passed one of the fires and disappeared into the dark.

Rhodes watched them go struggling with a confused tide of emotion. He leaned back against the hill behind him and stared up at the stars.

How many years had it been since he did this? How many years had it been since he lay on his back in the grass in an open field and stared up at the stars like a normal person?

Everything about tonight felt so different from the world he’d been living in with Battalion 1. This was what it felt like to be human.

Fisher broke in on his thoughts. “Your system is exhibiting a stress response from not going through a conversion cycle.”

“I’m sure I’ll make it through one night,” Rhodes replied. “I went longer than this on Drion.”

“That conversation caused you to exhibit a stress response.”

“This isn’t a stress response,” Rhodes replied.

“What is it, then? Your brainwave patterns are outside the normal range.”

Rhodes burst out laughing. He couldn’t stop himself.

“What’s wrong, Captain?” Fisher asked. “Are you malfunctioning?”

“I’m not malfunctioning, pal. I’m happy.”

Fisher frowned. “Happy? Why?”

Rhodes looked away. “You wouldn’t understand.”

“I know I don’t understand. That’s why I’m asking.”

Rhodes couldn’t stop laughing. This feeling bubbled out of him. Would it ever stop? Maybe he would keep being happy from now on. That would be wonderful.








