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      “Good evening, ladies and gentlemen. From Studio Sixty, I’m Laura Bertram.” The anchorwoman reached up to adjust her bobbed hair. The studio was awash in neon, the screen behind the anchor desk showing an animated world, slowly spinning amid a sea of twinkling stars.

      Her co-anchor ran a hand through his salt and pepper hair before smoothing his mustache. “And I’m Mike Spencer.” He turned to another camera. “The United Nations has released its plan to deal with asteroid LV-426.” His relief was plain on his face.

      Laura nodded as the camera switched back to her. “It’s a desperate plan, but with only fourteen days left before the ‘planet killer,’” she made air quotes as she said that last part, “impacts the Earth, and all other attempts having failed…Well…”

      She turned to another camera, knowing an infographic was being added to the feed. “Several UN nations, under the coordination of U.S. Space Command, will be launching the world’s remaining nuclear missiles toward the asteroid.”

      Mike picked up the story. “The missiles are scheduled to launch at midnight Eastern Standard Time. It will take nearly ten days for the weapons to reach LV-426, which is just barely enough time to destroy or divert the asteroid.”

      “If all goes well,” Laura added, “The missiles will shatter the asteroid far enough out so that any remaining large pieces will be spread apart and pass Earth with room to spare.”

      She smiled. “That’s the hope.”

      The camera turned to Mike. “In other news, the Global Climate Panel has finished its meeting and will announce what, if any, accords they came to in order to address the planet’s worsening environment.”
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        * * *

      

      “Good evening. I’m Laura Bertram.” She cleared her throat. “Flying solo tonight as my,” a cough this time, “colleague, Mike, is out sick today.”

      After taking a deep breath, the newswoman said, “It’s been eleven days since the missiles were launched at asteroid LV-426. I’m sure that for you, as for me, the wait has been…” She composed herself. “A struggle. Well, the wait is over and the news isn’t good. We’ve learned from sources inside U.S. Space Command that the missile attack against the asteroid was…” Her eyes fell to the desk. “Unsuccessful.” She paused again, taking a deep breath. “This explains why U.S. Space Command and all other authorities have been silent.”

      Finally, she looked back to the camera. “Our anonymous source tells us that more than half of the missiles missed the asteroid completely due to some type of miscalculation in the targeting. Apparently, all of the missiles were needed in order to shatter the planet killer. There are, it seems, no missiles left on Earth that can do the job.”

      She opened her mouth to continue but stopped, a shudder interrupting. After taking a deep breath and tilting her head back to look at the ceiling, she continued, “The asteroid is shattered, but not enough. We’re told that instead of the expected hundreds of smaller pieces, most of which would pass harmlessly by us or burn up in the atmosphere, LV-426 has broken into closer to a dozen or so larger pieces. Most are expected to hit Earth’s atmosphere.” She gave in, letting a low sob escape. “And few will burn up.”
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        * * *

      

      “Hello. I’m…” The man paused. His shirt was rumpled and sweat stained. “It doesn’t matter. This may very well be our last broadcast.” He busied himself moving out of the way a coffee cup that looked like it was from the previous night. “The station received an updated its list of potential Impact Zones.” He squinted past the camera. “Marcus? Put up the graphic.”

      On the screen behind him, a slowly spinning globe appeared. One at a time, red icons appeared, first in China, then progressing across the globe in a nearly straight line. The last icon appeared a few hundred miles from Mexico City, near the southern tip of the country and the Gulf of Mexico.

      “Rioting is being reported in cities around the globe centered around the projected Impact Zones.” He shuffled the papers before him absently. “We’ll stay on the air and update these projects as long as we can. The first impact is estimated to be in fifteen hours. Civilian authorities are doing their best to evacuate, but I’m hearing that Aswan and surrounding cities have completely fallen to chaos.” He looked right at the camera. “God save us all.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
PART 1


          

        

      

    

    
    

  


  
    
      
        
          CHAPTER 1

        

      

    

    
      “Stop pushing, amigo. They won’t run out of beer.” Paco Rosales looked over his shoulder at his friend and teammate, Brandon Sinclair. The streets of Denver were crowded and noisy this time of day.

      Brandon ran both hands through his light brown hair. “Yeah, but we’re not drinking it right now.” He looked to his right, to the small blonde woman with a lopsided pixie cut. “Right, Luce?” 

      Lucy scowled at her much larger associate. “Friend” was still too strong a term as far as she was concerned. The three of them were a fire team, had been since they started their third year at the academy, two years ago. She still wasn’t sure Brandon was worth her time.

      Cadets at the North American Coalition Armed Forces Academy were put into groups of three on the first day of their third year. Once their core education was complete, cadets hoping to be suit pilots were grouped into fire teams. Fire teams stayed together until they retired or enough of them died that any survivors had to be reassigned. 

      The North American Coalition Armed Forces Academy, NACAF, learned that teams of three worked best and that forcing them to bond in their final two years at the academy strengthened those bonds. 

      The three of them were surrounded by nearly a hundred other cadets all making their way out of the downtown Denver Academy complex main gates into the neighborhood surrounding the academy. Finals were over, and it was time to drink and celebrate.

      “If everyone beats us, we’ll be standing all night,” Brandon said. He gave Paco another shove and urged Lucy on with him. She rolled her eyes but picked up her pace. Brandon wasn’t wrong about having to stand, and she wasn’t interested in that. There were hundreds of bars in downtown Denver, but everyone at the academy preferred one specific bar.

      The trio elbowed its way through the crowd, making its way to the street. They were in the middle of the pack. Their last lecture was in one of the furthest buildings from the main gate.

      “Come on!” Paco motioned to an alleyway. “We can cut down here. Get to the Kaiju first.”

      Lucy eyed the alley. “I’m sure there’ll be tables left if we just go the regular way.” She could smell the alley from where they were.

      Brandon grinned. “Come on, Luce. Just step lightly and breathe through your mouth.” He headed down the alley, banging his fist on a dumpster as he passed.

      “I don’t want to taste it!” she protested, following the two men. It hadn’t rained recently, so the Denver alleys were especially ripe.

      “Where you three going?” Chad Lundgren shouted. He and his teammates were passing the alley, moving toward the next corner. As one of the tallest cadets in their class, barely making it into the suit pilot course, Chad assumed the role of class leader—and bully. In any gathering of cadets, Lundgren stood almost three inches above the rest. How he fit in a pilot’s crèche was beyond Brandon. He ignored the other man, urging his friends on.

      Paco waved to Chad. “See you at the Kaiju! Last one there buys the first round!” He sprinted down the alley. Paco was the shortest of the three friends, at a relatively diminutive five foot four. Despite his small stature, he was fast and had mastered using his low center of gravity in hand-to-hand combat.

      The Drunken Kaiju—named after a popular Japanese term for massive monsters⁠—

      among a few other bars, was a popular haunt for academy cadets. When the Kaiju filled up, cadets spilled out to the others. Brandon favored the Kaiju and convinced his team in their first year together that the Kaiju was their favorite as well. It had been their go-to watering hole ever since.

      The Kaiju was a two-story building in the middle of the block. Most of the block had been renovated over the years, but not the Kaiju. Its old red brick facade was smeared with decades’ worth of graffiti and probably worse. Rumor had it the building had been a brothel back in the day.

      By the time Brandon the others stepped inside, several groups of cadets were already seated or standing at the bar on the first floor. Paco led the team upstairs, not even trying to find a spot on the first floor. The second floor didn’t have a bar but had far more comfortable booths. Exiting the stairwell, he pointed a corner booth. “See, told you.”

      The trio sat down as Chad and his team came in, several other cadets on their heels. Paco waved. They scowled, taking seats at a table in the middle of the room. There were way fewer comfortable chairs at the center tables. The room was quickly reaching its maximum legal capacity.

      A shadow passed over the building, causing the room to fall silent. Brandon glanced out the window and whistled. “Soon enough, we’ll be up there.” He inclined his head.

      A massive NACAF air carrier was passing overhead, its powerful gravity lift engines thrumming. The vessel looked like a skyscraper lying on its side, nearly a kilometer long, bristling with weapons and antennas.

      Paco leaned over him. “The Roosevelt. Nice.”

      The NACAF Roosevelt drifted out of view behind several nearby office buildings. The sound of her passing faded as she slid out of view. Over the years, downtown Denver had grown up and out. Most buildings in the lower downtown core, as well as in surrounding districts, were between seventy and one hundred stories tall.

      At a kilometer in length, the second-generation air carrier was a masterpiece of engineering, a collaborative effort between VarTech and the surviving nations and alliances of the world. Massive thrusters at the vessel’s rear provided propulsion while grav-lift engines, a proprietary and top-secret technology of VarTech, kept the huge vessels aloft.

      Most of the technology used in the fight against megafauna was VarTech’s, and they aggressively kept it need-to-know.
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        * * *

      

      The waitress, a new girl Brandon hadn’t seen before, dropped off the next round of drinks. She looked around the room. “You three ready to get out there and bring the pain to some monsters?” Everyone in town could spot a suit pilot—cadet or otherwise. Given the space constraints, pilots trended on the shorter side and their height capped out at five-ten. Any three people of shorter stature together were almost certainly a suit fire team.

      Brandon flashed a grin, slightly messier after three rounds. “Oh, yeah. We’re gonna kick some megafauna ass!” He turned to Paco, hand in the air. His friend slapped his hand against Brandon’s. They both let fly with an improvised war cry.

      Lucy rolled her eyes, turning to the woman. “Postings are tomorrow.” She took a sip of her water.

      The other woman inclined her head. “Well, good luck tomorrow.” She turned and headed for the stairs to pick up her next tray of drinks.

      Lucy looked at her teammates. “Think we’ll get the Roosevelt?”

      From the middle of the room, Terrence Danville, one of Chad’s teammates, scoffed. “You three? The Roosevelt? You’ll be lucky to get a groundside posting in Minnesota.” He raised his glass in mock salute.

      While there was an NACAF base in Minnesota, it was the farthest base from an Impact Zone. To the best of Brandon’s knowledge, no suits were assigned to it. North America had lucked out, as far as such things went, with regards to the asteroid impacts. The nearest Impact Zone was the southern tip of Mexico. It was also the last Impact Zone in the chain that devastated Earth’s atmosphere and surface conditions.

      Brandon raised his own hand in salute. The single finger variety. “Suck it, Terry.”

      While most of the cadets ignored Chad’s antics, Brandon let the other man get under his skin—and Chad, and his team, knew it.

      Chad came from Wyoming, which, other than dealing with massive immigration over the years, had suffered few, if any, ill effects of the impacts. Life in Wyoming was no different now than it had been before anyone had heard of LV-426.

      The Roosevelt was the flagship of the NACAF and the most desired posting there was, regardless of role. As such, the competition was fierce. Each air carrier had room for only four fire teams, twelve mechs in all.

      Chad was about to say something when a hush fell over the room. The displays mounted in each corner of the room were showing the logo for Global News One.

      Paco checked his watch, then looked at Brandon and Lucy. “Not a normal broadcast.” To reinforce what he said, BREAKING NEWS streamed across the bottom of all the screens.

      In the early days post impact, many nations not directly struck by an asteroid fragment fell into chaos; the asteroids kicked up massive dust clouds. The dust clouds ravaged global infrastructure and the environment. It was even worse for nations that suffered an impact directly. It didn’t take long for the UN to splinter. In its wake, alliances formed. Rumors and misinformation spread through unofficial news sources because many of the national news outlets were offline. Slowly, as things came together, many national and international news outlets came together to form Global News One.

      When the earliest signs of megaflora showed up, it became clear that having a well-connected worldwide news network was beneficial to everyone. Now, outside of regional outlets, GNO was the single source of most people’s news and current events.

      The screen switched from the logo to a dark-skinned man in a well-tailored salmon suit. “Good afternoon. We’re interrupting local programming with a special update.”

      Brandon looked at his friends. “What the hell?” The entire second floor had fallen quiet. Lucy waved a hand at him, making a buzzing noise. He frowned at her but said nothing more.

      The newscaster continued, “A strike force from China’s Yangtze Kiang is missing and presumed lost. Three fire teams went into the alien jungle after receiving distress calls from several nearby villages.” He turned to another camera as a stock image of a VarTech AC-01 air carrier, the precursor to newer ships like the Roosevelt, appeared over his shoulder. The first generation of air carrier used four massive turbo fans to provide lift. There was no scenario where one of those snuck up on anything. “People’s Navy Carrier Yangtze Kiang lost contact with the group of suits three hours into their recon mission. They were en route to a pair of villages just inside the Chinese’s impact plus fifteen Exclusion Zone, near the remains of Nanjing.”

      The newscaster again turned to a different camera, the images over his shoulder switching to an aerial view of what had to be China but wasn’t identified. “The ship dispatched its remaining fire team to investigate, but so far they’ve not found any sign of the first group.” The image changed to a still of a burned-out group of huts. “Both villages appear to have been wiped out.”

      The newsman was replaced with what Brandon assumed was camera footage from the carrier. A massive multistory jungle of alien plants filled the screen with slashes of bright oranges, purples, and greens. Occasionally, the massive shape of a Category 3 megafauna would rise out of the foliage to munch on a bright orange leaf or snag an elephant that had wandered too far into the alien flora.

      “The Chinese assure us that nothing unusual has been reported in the area and that this is likely a technical issue.” His look made it clear what he thought of that explanation, but he said nothing. He nodded to the camera. “Back to your regular local programming.”

      “Fucking Chinese,” Chad scoffed. “Second rate suit drivers from shit villages.”

      Brandon turned in his seat. “Shut the fuck up, Chad.” He added a sneer to the other man’s name. “Your racism is showing.”

      Lucy turned to Terrence. “Terry, your friend is making you all look bad.” She smiled her most innocent smile. “Maybe do something about that.”

      Chad stood and leveled a finger at Brandon. “Don’t worry, enclave baby. The Chinese can’t hear us.” The moment Chad found out that Brandon hailed from the walled enclave of Vail, he never missed an opportunity to use whatever derogatory nickname he could think up on the fly. Unlike Wyoming, Vail had refused any and all immigration and even gone the extra step to build a wall around most of the town. The wealthy wanted little to do with the world’s woes.

      Before Brandon could shove Paco out of the booth to meet Chad’s unspoken challenge, Paco put a hand on his arm, shaking his head. He looked at Chad and smiled. “Chad, amigo. Those pilots went through the same training as us and deserve at least that much respect. No?”

      Chad made a face, running a hand through his thick black mane. “Whatever.” He turned to his team. “We’ll never see these losers again after tomorrow. Probably end up in secondhand suits guarding Vail or some other nothing job.”

      “Pendejo,” Paco muttered under his breath.

      Brandon’s cheeks were blazing. “I hate that fucking guy.” Chad’s team had spent the last two years tormenting Brandon and his team every opportunity they got. To be fair, they tormented almost every other fire team at the academy, feeling themselves the pinnacle of academy achievement. They focused on Brandon and the others more because they knew it bothered him.

      From another booth, Becca Dunbar, an engineering cadet, asked loud enough to be heard, “Wonder what really happened? Three fire teams…That’s a lot of suits to lose in one go.”

      “And a lot of firepower. What can take out nine mechs?” someone asked from one of the tables in the center of the room.

      “Without being seen?” someone else added.

      Lucy turned her glare from Chad and his team to Becca. “Looked like they were well into the Exclusion Zone. Maybe just got overwhelmed?”

      “Wonder why they went into the Exclusion?” Paco said.

      “Guessing we’ll never know,” Brandon replied.

      The world had rallied to fight the slow invasion of the megaflora and fauna, but many countries and alliances still kept each other at arm’s length.
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        * * *

      

      “Now entering Denver airspace, Captain,” the helmsman announced from one of the forward stations of the NACS Saratoga’s bridge.

      Captain Thomas Bartell turned from the station he was leaning over, watching a junior officer show him the latest border data they’d recently received from Command. “Thank you, ensign.” Looking to his executive officer, he said, “Link, has Denver Base sent over the resupply schedule?”

      Commander Lincoln—Link—Willis smiled. He held up a tablet. “Your ears burning, sir? Just came in a few minutes ago. Almost done reviewing.” He held up a tablet. “Looks pretty good. We should be in port for only two weeks.”

      Bartell nodded. “Excellent. We’re due down south on the fifteenth. Might be cutting it close, but that’s fine, the Detroit can linger a day or two if needed.”

      The ship’s XO nodded his agreement. “We have the send off party for Bravo night after next.” He knew the captain hadn’t forgotten, but it never hurt to be sure.

      NACAF was the unified military force born from America and Canada’s disparate services. Every time one of its fire teams rotated off an air carrier, there was a party. Surviving a tour was not that rare, but rare enough.

      Suits were the front-line force against the ever-encroaching megaflora and the much worse megafauna. Giant alien plants and animals the likes of which humanity had never seen, they were born of the fragments of the asteroid LV-426 and spread around the globe.

      Bartell grinned, thinking about the last rotation party. “Haven’t forgotten. Be nice to not have the party in the hangar. I reserved the rooftop of the officer’s club.”

      Willis’ eyes went wide. “You go, sir.”

      Denver was home to not just the academy but a regional military base just to the west of the city in what used to be an air force base.

      The captain accepted the tablet from his XO. Looking it over, he said, “Good timing. Denver’s graduating class gets their assignments tomorrow. We’ll have a new Bravo Team when we head out.”

      “We’re gonna need suits for them,” Link said.

      The captain nodded, rubbing his chin. “Yeah…” He tapped his chin a few times before looking at the tablet in his other hand. He swiped on the screen a few times, tapping here and there. “Looks like we can pick up three new,” he looked at his XO, “to us, suits.” He shrugged. “Better than nothing.”

      “Don’t forget Charlie Team. Doc says they’ll be down two for a while; Peterson and Mduba are going to have to be transferred off-ship if they have any hope of making a full recovery.”

      Bartell grunted. “Let’s keep Charlie Two aboard. She can work with the newbies as a training officer.”

      Willis nodded. “Sounds good. I mean, she’ll hate that, but you know…” He grinned. His captain nodded. Fire teams lived and died together. Charlie One and Three had been heavily damaged just outside Mazatlán. A trio of Category 3 monsters ambushed Charlie Team. Bravo had deployed to back them up.

      The Saratoga had been on her way back from what remained of Northern Mexico and the now abandoned city of La Paz on the Baja peninsula. The cities and towns of the peninsula had been thought safe; most megafauna didn’t seem to like water, so the narrow Gulf of California been a natural border. That was until a Category 2 waded out of the water and laid waste to most of La Paz and several surrounding towns before the Saratoga arrived to kill the creature.

      Everything about the operation was going by the numbers until four Category 3 megafauna followed their friend out of the Gulf, catching Charlie Team and the Saratoga by surprise.

      The Category 3s rushed Charlie Team, damaging Charlie One immediately and putting the mech out of the fight, her pilot’s crèche ripped open. Bravo, the standby team, dropped.

      Before Bravo hit the ground, two of the new monsters leaped onto Bravo Three, pulling the suit off its deployment line and driving her to the ground. The suit never even fired a shot; the two creatures ripped it to pieces.

      The remaining four suits fought like hell to buy the people of La Paz time to escape, but in the end, the two remaining Bravo suits were destroyed, their pilots dead. Charlie Three’s pilot, Carol Mduba, was barely conscious, her suit half submerged in the ocean.

      By the time the Saratoga was crossing into Arizona, word was already spreading through the NACAF that the entire peninsula would have to be evacuated. Hundreds of thousands of people were about to be in need of a new place to live. It wasn’t until after the battle that clean up teams realized the entire gulf was choked with a mutation of the all too familiar vines that always signaled the coming of the monsters. The vines seemed to be impervious to saltwater now, and one of the dead kaiju had what looked like rudimentary gills. If the oceans didn’t stop them, the spread of the alien life could go in any direction.

      It was always the same. The vines crept forward, choking off plant life and providing the environment needed for the megafauna to look for new territory. Slow terraforming, the science types called it. Creatures ranging from ten feet in height to nearly sixty came out of the jungles and established nests, burrows, and whatever else alien monsters slept in. They devoured every native plant and animal in their path, then repeated the process, creeping ever outward from the five Impact Zones around the world.

      From the front of the bridge, the operations watch stander said, “Sir, we’re passing over Denver now.”

      Off to the right and ahead of the ship, NACAF Base Denver was visible. A two-kilometer-tall mushroom-shaped structure that served as the command center, cargo area, and docking facility for the air carriers can came through. Four evenly spaced indentations served as docking ports, allowing four of the massive ships to visit at one time.

      “Looks like Roosevelt is in town,” Willis said, nodding to the tower and the air carrier snugged into one of the docking ports.

      Bartell smiled. “Denver’s gonna be busy the next few days.”

      “And nights,” Willis agreed.
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        * * *

      

      The Kaiju was the first stop of the night, but once the cadets realized two air carriers were in town, they quickly migrated to spots the crews of those ships were known to frequent.

      For Brandon and the team, that meant a booth with a few engineering cadets at a nightclub a few blocks away. The Dusty Rose wasn’t exactly top shelf as clubs went, but the owner was a former suit pilot, so NACAF officers drank for half off any time they were in town. Pilot hopefuls paid full price.

      “Look! I think those’re Roosevelt pilots!” Paco shouted, nudging Brandon repeatedly.

      “Dude, you’re gonna give me a bruise,” he said, then added, “Yeah, you’re right, though.” Once pilots were assigned a carrier, they were issued a leather bomber jacket like pilots in the wet navies wore. Patches for each posting were added to the right arm. The two women and one man all had four patches, the most recent being the Roosevelt.

      Paco pushed Brandon until he got out of the booth. “I’m going to go say hi.”

      “Fanboy,” Lucy said before raising her glass to take a sip of something bright blue. She turned to the two other cadets that joined them when they left the Kaiju. “So, you two excited about tomorrow? Any thoughts on where you’ll end up?”

      The tall brunette smiled. “Hoping for the Saratoga.” She nodded to her friend. “Bernadette’s angling for a spot at the R&D shop in San Diego.”

      Bernadette nodded, both hands on her pint glass. “They’re doing some really cool stuff with suit-to-pilot interfaces.”

      Brandon turned. “What’s to improve? With the suit and the brain cap, they move like we do.”

      Bernadette nodded her agreement. The pilot’s suit and helmet, called a brain cap because of the thousands of tiny electrodes that read the pilot’s brain waves, allowed a suit to operate like an extension of the pilot’s body. While the pilot was securely ensconced in the crèche, the multiton mech around them responded to their every thought and muscle twitch. “Sure, but there’s a 0.0021 second delay. What if that was gone?” She cocked her head as she took a sip of her beer.

      Brandon scrunched his brow. “Uh, I guess that’d be good?”

      Lucy rolled her eyes. “How’re they going to do that?”

      The other woman set her beer down. “Apparently VarTech is working on some next gen superconductive filament. Supposed to be as close to instantaneous data transfer as we’re likely to get.”

      Paco interrupted them, pushing Brandon up against the first engineering cadet. “Scoot. Vamos.”

      Brandon smiled at the woman. “Sorry. I don’t think we got your name.” He blushed.

      She grinned. “Rashida.” The song playing loudly over the dance floor changed. “Come on, pilot.” She leaned forward to look at Paco. “Back out you go.”

      “Ay, caramba,” Paco groaned, making way so the pair could slide out. Sitting back down, he eyed Lucy, then Bernadette. “So, wanna know what they’re like?”

      “Who?” the two women said as one.

      Paco frowned. “Roosevelt’s Alpha Team!” he said.

      The two women rolled their eyes. Bernadette nudged Lucy, nodding to the dance floor. Lucy nodded vigorously.

      Paco watched the two of them go. He reached for his glass when a meaty paw landed on his shoulder.

      “Hey, amigo. Mind clearing this booth?”

      Paco turned, looking up, and up, and up some more into pale blue eyes set against dark skin. A man in a sport coat and jeans looked down on him. Not NACAF. “Sorry… amigo. My friends are coming back, just on the dance floor.” He nodded toward the gyrating bodies on the floor.

      The big guy nodded. “But my friends and I are here now.” He had two other men and three women with him. He grinned and made a shooing motion at Paco.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          CHAPTER 2

        

      

    

    
      The big local cocked his head, waiting for Paco to move. “Come on, little fella. Move along.”

      “Perdóname,” Paco said.

      “You heard me, little guy. Do you not speak English?”

      Paco smiled and reached up, placing his hand on the other man’s. He reached the man’s wrist and gave a twist, forcing the much larger man to his knees.

      The three women took a step back as the big man’s two friends took steps forward, both their faces showing a mix of shock and rage.

      Paco eased out of the booth, hand still locked on the other man’s wrist. “Sir, I tried being—” he released the man’s wrist, ducking as the man’s other hand came out of nowhere for a right hook. Paco took a step back.

      On the dance floor, Brandon looked up at Rashida’s smiling face, then glanced past her to spot what Paco was up to. His face fell. “Excuse me.” He rushed off the dance floor. He saw Paco barely dodge a right hook, only to take a jab from one of his opponent’s friends. Swearing under his breath, Brandon broke into a run.

      Paco grunted but turned with the blow, coming around to drive an elbow into the man who’d sucker punched his side. All three men had at least a foot on him. He continued his spin, coming around again to sweep the man’s legs out from under him. Before he could turn to the man who’d started it all, Brandon flew through the air to tackle the instigator.

      Paco grinned as Brandon rode the much bigger man to the ground, raining blows on his face and neck as he did so. By the time the pair hit the ground, the instigator was unconscious.

      Paco turned to the two friends. The women that had been with them were nowhere in sight. “Surely you don’t need your asses kicked to learn the lesson, right? Amigos?” He smiled the smile he often gave his abuelita when she caught him stealing cookies.

      The two men looked at Paco, then their friend at Brandon’s feet. They moved off, scooping their friend under his arms to drag him away.

      Paco turned to Brandon. “I had that.”

      “Sure, you did, pal.” He turned, looking for Rashida on the dance floor. She spied him and waved him back onto the floor. He waved to Paco as he headed back into the dancing crowd.

      Paco shook his head and slid back into the booth.
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        * * *

      

      In the days post impact, it became clear to most of the nations of the world that another system was needed—of government, of military, of everything. The UN was in disarray; member nations far from Impact Zones felt that those directly impacted should take care of themselves. Those directly affected were in desperate need or had collapsed into anarchy completely.

      The first few years were mostly recovery. The shock waves from the impacts wiped out everything in a hundred-kilometer radius. After that, ash clouds from each impact clogged the skies for years. Several countries ceased to exist, with little to no fanfare.

      Once things settled enough for the world to catch its breath, fences went up around the Impact Zones and rebuilding started.

      Then the megaflora appeared. At first, it was nothing more than an odd colored plant here and there. Many assumed they were terrestrial plants, mutated by the various exotic energies the asteroid fragments brought with them. They were wrong.

      Then those same odd colored plants grew to one hundred feet in height, sporting palmlike fronds with razor-sharp edges. Some had vines, thicker than a man’s thigh, that crept in all directions, choking off the native plants.

      The megafauna appeared shortly after that. At first it was just the occasional odd looking creature wandering out of the new alien jungles that were spreading from the Impact Zones. Then it was violent and hyperaggressive monsters that stood two, three, four stories tall and devoured any terrestrial creature they encountered. The hyperaggressive monsters threw the entire food chain into chaos, turning apex predators into prey for the first time.

      By then, it was too late. The local governments nearest the Impact Zones were already stressed to breaking. The UN was a ghost of its former self. Without the UN, many nations decided that smaller, local alliances made more sense. Some formed out of necessity, others out of fear their members would be weak on their own.

      With those alliances came new militaries and even new commercial ventures: the North American Coalition, South American Alliance, African Union, and so on.

      VarTech rose quickly as the preeminent technology firm of the post-LV-426 world. They weren’t the first company to capitalize on discoveries from the alien plants and animals. They were the most aggressive at mergers and acquisitions. It was VarTech’s weapons division that helped humanity finally push back the aggressively invasive alien plant life.

      Suits. The forty-foot-tall mechanized warriors were inventions of VarTech. Air carriers…VarTech. VarTech helped humanity turn the tide against the slow but unstoppable creep of megaflora across the globe. In some instances, humanity was even pushing the invasive alien plant and animal life back.

      How exactly some of their technology worked was a closely held secret. The military flew the carriers and piloted the suits, but VarTech and VarTech only kept them operational.
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        * * *

      

      “Wake up.”

      Brandon rolled over, mumbling things about Paco’s family and upbringing. Sunlight was streaming through the narrow window near the ceiling, the shaft of light striking his face, eliciting more grumbling.

      The other man shook him again. “Get up, cabrón. It’s assignment day.” More mumbling from Brandon. Paco rolled his eyes. The two had been roommates since entering the NACAF academy. Brandon was a lot of things; morning person wasn’t one of them. Especially after a night of drinking.

      Paco could only imagine what life was like in Vail, but it obviously didn’t involve getting up early, unlike the farm communities south of the border where Paco grew up. The wealthy enclaves were a mystery to most; those in rarely left, and they rarely let outsiders in.

      Paco jumped up onto Brandon’s bed, straddling his friend. Then he started jumping up and down.

      Brandon sat bolt upright, shoving at his friend. “I’m gonna puke!” he groaned through clenched teeth. Paco jumped off the bed as Brandon scrambled from the bed, barely making it to the small restroom in time.

      “Postings go up in thirty!” Paco shouted over the sound of retching. Something unintelligible was shouted back. “I’m not waiting for you. Lucy is meeting us in twenty at the quad.”

      Brandon leaned out of the small head. “I hate you.”

      “Love you, too, amigo. I’ll be downstairs.”

      The academy dorm building was split down the middle at the elevator lobby. Men on one side, women the other. Since the NACAF was quasi-military, funded and partially run by VarTech, the rules weren’t quite as strict as in the older militaries, but comingling was still not encouraged.

      Brandon took a quick, cold shower, popped a few generic headache pills and headed out after Paco. Most of the building was empty, the cadets all in the quad waiting for assignments.

      Lucy’s floor was three below Brandon and Paco’s. The door slid open, letting her in. Brandon smiled. “Hey, Luce. Paco said you were meeting us in the lobby.”

      She looked him up and down. “You look like shit.” Before he could answer, she continued. “Pilar was having a…a moment. She needed a little pep talk.”

      He shrugged. “At least I match how I feel. She okay?”

      She shook her head. “Well enough. She thinks she’s gonna get assigned to one of the bases in Oregon.”

      “At least it’s pretty there.”

      She turned to look at him, shaking her head.

      The lift doors slid apart. Paco was waiting for them in the lobby. He waved to them, holding the exterior door open. “Come on!”

      When the old militaries found themselves unequal to the task of fighting what amounted to alien plants and animals, the various coalitions in partnership with VarTech formed new military organizations. With VarTech as a guiding force, each coalition and alliance’s military looked and operated in a similar fashion. Each was separate but interchangeable.

      The NACAF Denver Academy rotunda had a view to the west of the Rocky Mountains and the high rises of Denver to the east. The academy occupied what was once an amusement park and sporting arena complex. The arena was still there, serving as a training complex for suit pilots. Further south and west, the spire of NACAF Base Denver resembled a termite colony surrounded by fliers of all shapes and sizes. The two massive air carriers, Roosevelt and Saratoga, occupied the two topmost docking ports.

      Massive screens mounted to the sides of the various academy buildings were showing a rotating NACAF logo and countdown timer; five minutes and thirty-four seconds until assignments were displayed.

      The NACAF had a fleet of eight air carriers, which each carried four three-unit fire teams. The competition for those spots was fierce. Cadets that weren’t selected as suit pilots served aboard the carriers in other capacities or at the ground bases that bordered the Exclusion Zone.

      Lucy pointed at the towering screen nearest them. The NACAF logo was gone.

      Speakers mounted above each screen played the tone that every cadet knew all too well, the happy little ditty that signified the beginning of class.

      “Here we go,” Brandon said.

      Lucy shushed him.

      The screen went black.

      “NACAF Academy Denver cadets. Please stand by for postings,” a voice boomed over the rotunda from hidden speakers.

      Paco looked up and toward the nearby air carriers, their powerful grav-motors thrumming away. “I hope we get the Roosevelt.” Their team, nicknamed the Vultures, was neck and neck with Chad’s Tigers for the top ranking of their class. It was anyone’s guess where the two teams would end up.

      Chad, Terrence, and Marcus sidled up to them. Nodding, Chad said, “Losers.”

      Brandon returned the nod. “Shit heads.”

      The screens around the common area came to life. Each graduating team was listed on the left by their team nickname.

      The Tigers were listed first.

      Chad turned to Brandon and winked as the assignments began to appear on the right side of the screen.
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        * * *

      

      “The Saratoga isn’t so bad,” Lucy offered.

      The three of them were standing at the base of the NACAF Denver tower. Directly overhead, the two mighty air carriers hovered, and smaller ships were coming and going, bringing supplies and personnel to and from the massive warships.

      Brandon scoffed. “Sure, but it’s not the Roosevelt, which is what I…we deserve.” How was he supposed to be noticed and promoted, if not on the fleet’s flagship? He had to make his parents proud. A loud sigh escaped his lips. He’d just have to show the Saratoga’s field ops commander how good he was.

      Other than his team’s not getting the top billing, the rest of the assignments went as expected. Chad and his team got the Roosevelt; another team two rungs below them got a slot on the Armstrong. Two other teams were assigned the forward base in Chihuahua, Mexico. Everyone else went to bases around the southern NAC border as support teams. A few lower ranked cadets ended up at bases to the north.

      “You ever wonder how they work?” Paco asked, interrupting Brandon’s pouting over their assignment. “The air carriers, I mean.” He pointed up at the two ships. The low thrum of their grav-lift motors had become nothing more than background noise.

      Lucy led the trio into the reception hall at the base of the tower. “Sure. Who hasn’t? I hear even most of the engineers on the ships don’t know exactly how the grav-motors work.” She squinted up at the two ships. “Still incredible.”

      Brandon made a low noise. “VarTech and their secrets.”

      “How does that even work? I mean, the NACAF run the ships, right?” Paco asked. “What happens if something goes wrong?”

      People could feel the thrum of the two ships’ grav-motors on the ground, nearly three-quarters of a kilometer away.

      Lucy shrugged. “Guess we’ll find out.”

      A NACAF trooper standing near an electronic signboard with NACS-03 SARATOGA emblazoned across the screen greeted the trio as they approached. “Orders?”

      Lucy stepped forward before Brandon could fish his NACAF-issued tablet out of his thigh pocket. “Pilot, first class, Lucy Jones, reporting in.”

      Paco and Brandon offered their devices as well. The trooper took each device, scanning it with the terminal built into the lectern he was standing next to. After a series of beeps, he handed each unit back to its owner. “Welcome to the Saratoga.” He stepped aside. “Lift is through there. The quartermaster is set up and will give you your uniform and gear before you go up.”

      Paco was beaming. “Maravilloso.”

      Brandon gave him a gentle shove. Lucy was already halfway to the thick hatch that led to the smaller secured waiting and reception space and the lift that ran directly to the docking level the Saratoga was moored to.

      Each docking arm had its own dedicated lobby and lift, allowing crew to bypass the office and administrative levels, getting quickly to and from street level.

      The quartermaster was set up with a table and shelves lined with shipboard uniforms, boots, hats, and more. He handed each of them three sets of basic duty uniforms, a pair of boots, a hat, and a ruggedized wrist computer called a comm. It worked like their tablets but was much more powerful and was directly connected to the NACAF secure data network.

      They’d receive their skintight one-piece jumpsuit affectionately referred to as “second skin” from the field ops commander aboard the ship. Someone at the academy would have already uploaded their measurements and brain scans.

      After getting their gear, the trio filed into the waiting lift, a pair of crewmen joining them. One of the crewers turned to the group. “New pilots, huh? Excited?”

      Brandon grinned. “Yes, and yes. Ready to show the coalition what we’ve got.” The two crewmen exchanged a knowing look. Brandon’s cheeks burned, realizing they’d heard it all before from every new group of suit pilots that had come aboard in the past.

      The silence was getting awkward. Paco broke it with, “What do you two do?”

      The one who spoke earlier said, “Weapons department. Gunnery mates.”

      The lift slowed, nearing the docking level.

      The other added, “We keep the lower guns in order.”

      The doors slid open, revealing a small vestibule with a single desk. Beyond it was a long, enclosed gangway with the hull of the Saratoga visible at the end.

      The two crewmen exited first, offering their comms to the man at the desk for scanning. The guard smiled, waving them through. He turned to the three new pilots standing awkwardly just outside the lift doors. He motioned them forward. “Come on, newbies. She don’t bite.”

      Lucy drew herself up and pushed past the two men. “Pilot, first class, Lucy Jones, reporting.” She held out her tablet. Their comms wouldn’t work until activated aboard ship.

      The officer scanned each of their tablets, then said, “Welcome aboard the NACS Saratoga. Make sure you high five the hull when you pass through.”

      Paco had started forward, then stopped. “I’m sorry. What?”

      Brandon looked the man over. “What’re you talking about?”

      The guard shrugged. “Tradition. Every new crewmember does it. It’s what keeps us in the air.”

      “Wouldn’t that be advanced technology that very few people understand?” Lucy quipped.

      The man shrugged. “That and the love of every person who serves aboard her.” He gave a mock high five to himself, both hands clapping over his head. “Go on.”

      The three new crew members walked across the gangway to the waiting air carrier. Reaching the thick exterior hatch, Brandon paused and looked back at the guard, who nodded, making a go on motion. Extending one arm, he leaped up to slap his palm on the hatch’s top.

      Back in the vestibule, the lift doors parted and Commander Willis stepped off, seeing the three young people straining to jump and smack their hands on the top of the hatch. He watched one man make two attempts before successfully slapping reaching the top. The woman did not even try jumping, making the men boost her up.

      Willis turned to the man at the desk. “Lieutenant Xi, did you⁠—?”

      “Yes, sir,” the guard answered, a grin splitting his face from ear to ear.

      Willis sighed. “Just high fives?”

      The other man clucked. “The last group, bunch of wrench turners. Got them to kiss the forward side of the hatch.”

      Willis groaned, holding out his comm for scanning.
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