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      TALL BOYS

      Every galactic empire has a star system where peace won’t stick. These wartorn, dystopian nightmares produce unlikely heroes. Some of them drive mechs. Some get friendly with artificial intelligence, aliens, and the thrill of putting everything on the line for friends and allies.

      Mechanized Combat Rigs have another name: Tall Boys.

      The men and women who operate them don’t know how to quit.

      

      Salvager (A Tall Boys Novella)

      

      Boots Down (Tall Boys, Book 1)

      

      Crossing Power (Tall Boys, Book 2)

      

      Short Time (Tall Boys, Book 3)

      

      Lost Colony (Tall Boys, Book 4)

      

      Alien Salvager (A Tall Boys Novella)

      

      Down Below (Tall Boys, Book 5)

      

      Island Metal (Tall Boys, Book 6) (Pre-order price)

      

      The Tall Boys ebooks can be purchased through many fine retailers or directly through my website store. Thanks!

      

      Coming in 2026 — Galactic Son, an all-new epic military science fiction series by Scott Moon.

      

      Galactic Son

      

      You can go home again, but only if you survive.

      

      Mark Nova was conscripted into the Lagomere Phalanx as a young child and has earned the right to return home. Few survive the endless galactic wars long enough to receive the honor.

      Now he must face the reality of a neglected planet ruined by the continual exploitation of its resources and the subjugation of its population. During his odyssey back to Earth, he learns of the Oracle, the one person who can end the conflict.

      But is he looking for a human, or an alien with a stake in Earth's welfare?

      He’s determined to find out, even if Serjant Trivalon Sevist of the Third Lagomere Dominion Guard is determined to prove his freedom is a scam and drag him back to the Lagomere Phalanx.

      Fans of Armor, Starship Troopers, and Enemy Mine will love Galactic Son. Dive into this breathtaking sci-fi adventure by best-selling author Scott Moon today!
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      Hard choices, easy life. Yeah, right.

      

      When a platoon of mechanized combat rigs learns their sergeant’s brother is MIA, they go into a city wracked with centuries of war to find him.

      

      By the end of the fight, they will learn of a massive government coverup by the highest officers in the expeditionary fleet, an alien invasion, new portal technology, and an AI uprising that may or may not be benevolent.

      

      All they must do to put things right is save humanity.
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      “Stay back, Jam,” she said.

      My life was about to get complicated.

      Sergeant Amy Stomper of the Capian First Expeditionary Fleet, or C-FEF, faced the mouth of an urban canyon. Not much glass was left in the windows of the skyscrapers. There was a twinkle here and there, like a miracle on the fiftieth floor of this building or that. Sunlight sparkled on the highest points of Yorp, a city that had hosted thousands of battles and would never be the same.

      Stomper’s mechanized combat rig was parked twenty meters behind her. That was where I stood to watch the best boss I’d ever worked for brood on how far we wanted to take this. A fool could see she was wrestling with a decision. I told myself she knew what she was doing and that I was following her orders.

      But I wasn’t. Not really. She’d directed me to stay behind her rig, maintain cover, and not get my stupid face shot because it provoked snipers. My reputation was sticky with consequences for actions that could never be undone. Our enemies didn’t like me.

      The thought made me smile—that and the pleasant aroma of the cigar I wasn’t supposed to be savoring.

      I leaned against her six-ton war machine, nursed the chopped down stogie, and felt better. Diligently marching toward cancer and bad breath were things I did well. And piss people off. My talents definitely trended in that direction.

      Sergeant Amy Stomper was right about my propensity to draw fire. The way I saw it, that was all the more reason for me to be me. Drawing fire—that was a big part of my job.

      There was no way in hell I would expose her, or anyone in Titanium Platoon IV, to the wrath of long-range cowards. Reckless indifference to living or dying had gotten me this far. When there were marksmen out there who could take down your friends from fifteen hundred meters, it was only right to smoke and joke and draw them into the open.

      So many rooftops. Even more glassless windows. Construction cranes. The occasional dirigible. The rifle ghosts could lose themselves in the void for all I cared.

      My boss, stoic and professional, as talented as she was loyal, was out in the open, feeling the air on her face, well ahead of the last point of cover, staring into the maze as though her intense concentration could see all the way through the city to find her brother.

      “This is a no-smoking zone,” her mechanized combat rig, Wolf, spoke firmly, just loud enough for me to hear through my tinnitus.

      “Zip it, you AI bucket of bolts.” Elijah might have scolded me, but he wasn’t here. Elijah Adler never would be, so my chance of being a better human was pretty much finished. He’d kept the entire platoon righteous before we really learned to fear snipers. My old friend had maintained a quiet kindness toward AIs. I’d given him so much grief about that. None of the jokes seemed as funny now.

      Damn it, Elijah.

      “Verbal abuse of C-FEF personnel and their tools is also prohibited.”

      “You are a tool.” I heaved myself off Stomper’s MCR and stood straight—not to hide, but to show a little professionalism while the sergeant did her thing. Since I was well known for going the extra mile, I hung my hand down near my leg when not puffing. You’re welcome, universe.

      Laughing at myself was important. Somehow, it felt like a way to honor those who had gone before me. Overthinking the idea never led anywhere good, so I didn’t indulge much. “Feeling good, looking good, ready to kick ass.” I laughed as the words came out.

      “You are a juvenile in a man’s body.” Wolf wasn’t done with me. “I have made a note in your robust performance file. Consider this a warning before I issue another warning.”

      “Give my operator a break, Wolf,” Benji, the artificial intelligence that helped run my rig, said.

      “You are as undisciplined as he is. Your programming should serve you—and him—better,” Wolf said. “But have it your way.”

      Stomper looked back, held my gaze, then stared into the forward sensors of her MCR AI, Wolf 1, or just Wolf, we called it because the old unit logos had never been removed. The rigs didn’t have a chain of command like we did. Wolf couldn’t tell Benji what to do. At first, they hadn’t been allowed to talk in a manner we could witness, but Stomper removed that restriction.

      Most of the platoon liked the change, or had come to grips with the AI personalities and their emphasis on following rules.

      I shut up and smoked in peace without the constant, lighthearted harassment of her rig’s AI.

      How did she do that, silence it with a look?

      Ten meters behind me, the rest of the platoon’s battered machines, including mine, were parked in a diamond shape facing outward per regulations. Their pilots sipped coffee and stretched their backs behind energy screens linking tons of metal.

      There were four mechanized combat rig operators in C-FEF Titanium Platoon IV, plus the sergeant. We spent more time than the average rig crews outside of our tall boys because she’d taught us to operate our MCRs remotely, which meant removing most of the AI limitations. Command hated the practice because it was against regulations and was illegal according to the provisions of most treaties. No one wanted self-aware war machines wandering around guns-a-blazing.

      Like that had ever happened.

      Stomper did what she wanted in the field. Her bosses liked results and censured her in private, sometimes in her file, but only as a written reprimand to cover their asses—never a court-martial. We liked Stomper because she didn’t do stupid shit that got people killed.

      Still, taking off, or even altering, the AI governors on MCRs was a big no-no. Much of their computing power was used for the obvious stuff: target acquisition and confirmation, heat management, and communications relays—things that aided in our operating far from support. These were the tools that allowed us to consistently kick the living daylights out of Republic of Vaux VI (ROV6) and United People of Vaux (UPV) forces.

      The most autonomous function our rigs were authorized to perform was to return to base with unconscious or dead operators, but that was all. Had there been a few creative soldiers who sent the machines home with other types of loads—critical information or supplies the base needed or children in want of rescue—while the operators fought on the ground in light body armor and small arms like dumbasses?

      Sure. I knew for a fact that three kids, ages four, six, and nine, could be sent to safety if the operator was willing to face certain death outside of his machine and a court-martial if he survived.

      Another story.

      Not worth telling.

      Definitely not the reason I was here today.

      I’d developed a persistent habit of helping salvagers and other locals out of tough spots. They were civilians, after all, and who else were we here for? Something told me I better not involve them in our current misadventure.

      As the most senior member of Titanium Platoon IV, I had status. Not even Sergeant Stomper had been in the unit as long as me. Once, for half a tour, I’d done her job. The rank hadn’t stuck, of course, because I had a mouth that wouldn’t quit and a soft spot for kids and puppies and whatever.

      This one time, I’d been smoking a rare Guran 50 we’d found boxed up in the middle of a collapsed building and drinking a can of beer when a colonel assaulted me with rules and outrage. I’d handed him one of the thick, perfectly rolled cigars and a brew. His tirade sputtered into a weak ultimatum as he stared at sin incarnate.

      Cans were super unique on Vaux VI as well. I’d managed to cool it until beads of water condensed on the aluminum surface. We weren’t all barbarians down here on the planet, no matter what the fleet officers thought.

      Lighting his Guran had been a tense moment, but it shut him up. The results were mixed. He left me alone for the rest of the day, but C-FEF investigators seized all of my contraband the next morning.

      They’d also assigned Stomper to get us under control. I could have told them all they had to do was bring Elijah back from the dead and get Raquel released from the asylum. That would make the universe right again. I’d be good.

      The cigar tasted like hell now, so I let the ember smolder with my thoughts of long ago and far away. I shouldn’t have been surprised. UPV tobacco was substandard, and that was being generous. This thing was barely worth putting in my pocket humidor.

      Stomper and the rest of T4 were my people now. I would die before letting them down. That promise was money in the bank.

      “Stop looking back at the platoon. They’re fine,” Stomper said via helmet mic. The woman had a great voice and the perfect tone of a leader who was in charge, not an asshole, and confident of her decision to search for Titanium I. Long before her promotion and noncommissioned officer training, I’d known she would be a leader. She had the bearing of a confident NCO and the loyalty of a platoon mate.

      Was it a slight conflict of interest that her brother, Corporal Andrew Stomper, had been running T1 when it went MIA?

      None of us gave a box of greasy ball bearings. At least, that’s what we told each other when fist-bumping and slamming the last of our coffee before climbing into battered MCRs over the last three days. There was something reassuring about the compact nuclear power plants coming alive and a range of weapons coming online. Even better was the camaraderie of fellow lost souls ready to march through hell on a dare—or a suicide mission to rescue friends. They were basically the same thing on Vaux VI.

      “How do you know I was looking back?”

      “Because you’re a huge pain in my ass with too much time dirt-side, and your loyalties are in the right place. I need you to take a look at this—without your MCR filters.”

      A week ago, I would have chuckled and complied. Now, after three days of searching a contested zone without orders, I just complied. “On my way, Mon Capitaine.”

      Stomper had this thing about seeing the terrain with her own eyes. She wasn’t wrong, though there was no way I’d admit naked vision was more satisfying than the technologically enhanced way we lived most of our lives. We could absorb the view with perfect clarity, plus magnification and other enhanced optics from inside our bipedal war machines. We could drop all the grid lines and enhancements and set the range to zero magnification. That would make the camera view functionally identical to what natural eyeballs could do. But mysticism came with seeing things raw, and killers like me needed a touch of it to remain relatively sane.

      Too few people from the Capian Alliance of Terran Systems had toured the blasted-apart cities and scorched fields of the planets we seized from the Guran Federation fifty years ago. Five decades was a long time to kick their asses. Mostly, that was what we did. Once in a while, they turned the tables on us. At present they were barely on the sensor boards. Control of Vaux VI was the goal, for the C-FEF and two local factions that had gone astray and forgotten who won the planet from the GF in the first place.

      The breeze on my face and the smell of war infiltrating my nostrils changed me as I sauntered forward, carefully putting out the shitty cigar as I went. Stowing the stumpy thing in my body armor was a comfortable habit.

      “What don’t you see?” Stomper asked.

      “Incoming fire. People. Anything of value.” The buildings lacked power or walls without gaping holes. Rubble had spilled into the streets wherever structures came down. Technically, we’d been in Yorp for a while and only just reached the inner ring where the average building stood twenty stories and sometimes dominated an entire city block. There had been rules about setting aside land for parks and other green spaces when the place was founded, and those efforts could be seen here and there.

      Most of the city was on gently rolling hills, but there was a sector of the metropolis known as the heights. On three sides, it was accessible by climbing boulevards and narrower but still functional streets that passed through gaps in the walls so thick they barely seemed to be what they were. To the west of the city were farms that had been reclaimed by wilderness. East was the bay and the ocean beyond it.

      “Everyone is hiding,” Stomper agreed as she marched crisply back to her mech with me in tow. “The smoke we saw on the way in is dissipating, but the fact of its existence means we’re only a little late to the grand event.”

      “Chen, Malik, Sheila,” I barked into my comms.

      All three of them tossed their coffee and climbed into their MCRs. Corporals Chen Lin, Malik Carter, and Sheila Davis were the best crew I’d worked with since Elijah, Raquel, Stomper, and me had caroused our way to legendary status.

      Power cores whined as each rig dropped their linked standby shields. Weapons came online. I didn’t see the icons popping up in my unit’s HUD because I hadn’t mounted.

      Every operator was a corporal or higher. The table of organization and equipment stated each mechanized combat rig platoon should have a lieutenant as the commanding officer, and that the rest of the unit should be corporal or above, with a preference for sergeants of broad experience and exceptional performance reviews.

      That was from about three wars ago.

      Corporals got things done. So did sergeants. Officers were fragile on the ground for some reason and just couldn’t stay alive. Or that was how it seemed.

      “We will search and clear when feasible, but I want to get to Bridge 49 before nightfall,” Stomper said. “Intel is that the radio and laser comm towers there are operational.”

      “You’re going to report in?” I asked.

      She climbed into her rig and closed it.

      I turned as Benji was just coming to a stop with the chest hatch open.

      I crawled inside. “Thanks.”

      My MCR had been the second in the platoon to have the AI restrictions scrubbed. That had been well before a UPV marksman ended Elijah as he was closing his rig’s hatch. Benji hadn’t spoken much since that day. We’d scuttled Elijah’s mech and hurried to catch up with the rest of the column. The United People of Vaux couldn’t be allowed to get their hands on our mechs.

      Tough day, and the first of many.

      Sometimes I wondered if Stomper pulled us from our machines so often to desensitize us. We’d been in companies where no one was allowed into the open air. That felt comforting for the first few hours. A week inside sealed cockpits had exposed disadvantages to most of us sane people.

      I freaking loved my MCR. The protection, the mobility, the firepower—it was all good on the ground. But Stomper knew what we needed, and sometimes that was to face our fears.

      Mechanized combat rigs weren’t silent, but they didn’t sound like a tank or airship either. Inside, they were as comfortable as the operator could make them. I turned on some music, keeping the volume down.

      Corporals Chen, Carter, and Davis chatted but stayed below the threshold that would bring Stomper’s official attention—which normally meant an order for radio silence. I liked hearing them chat. How else could I get a feel for unit mood and morale?

      We were doing all right. This mission hadn’t been easy. It wouldn’t get simpler either, and might land us in trouble with the brass. But no one had died or been seriously injured. We hadn’t needed to fight much. Our rations were only half gone, and we’d acquired some nice provisions, including my cigars, the day before yesterday.

      If there hadn’t been a battle on the other side of Yorp, and Corporal Andrew Stomper hadn’t fallen off comms with his entire platoon, we’d still be conducting a relatively easy patrol near the coast.

      I just wished I knew what was burning inside the city and who caused it.

      “Jam, put Sheila on point and back her up. She’s got the best eyes,” Stomper said as we headed up a wide boulevard with undamaged trees and weed-choked grass down the center.

      “Sheila, you heard the woman. Malik, rear guard and mind our left flank when you can see it. Chen, right flank and cross coverage to the left. Plenty of visibility right now, but don’t get lazy,” I said.

      Sheila had the best eyes because her sensors proved more reliable and she paid attention to them. We teased her that she would wake up from a hard sleep and tell the on-duty guards what they missed—and be right nine times out of ten.

      Each icon in my HUD flashed as we moved out. I was floating left to physically cover that zone. Stomper maneuvered too near the point position. A little more, and I would have to say something on our one-to-one channel.

      Gotta take care of your boss, even when they wouldn’t like it.

      Bits of ash floating down on landscaped flower gardens and well-trimmed trees gave the scene a surreal quality. Where there was grass, it was a perfect green mat with dandelions just starting to invade. The asphalt was new, maybe less than two months old. The white and yellow lines stood out bright against the urban canvas that was the arterial roadways of Yorp. There had been a renovation effort here.

      Total waste of time.

      Steel and concrete and glass loomed above us for twenty to fifty stories now. There were older buildings from the colonization period of Vaux. These had been erected quickly and built to last. Concrete reinforced by sturdy metal beams. Over the years, most had obtained classic facades of planets we had left long ago. Wandering through the city could be disorienting. We strove to patrol with a purpose for that reason.

      “Sarge, can you come up or send Jam?” Sheila’s voice held a tone I didn’t recognize.

      “You have the platoon,” Stomper said, and everyone knew she meant me. Our HUD alerts confirmed this, which was how we’d grown word-lazy.

      “Mind my pointer,” I said, earning chuckles from Chen and Malik as they moved forward and in, tightening the perimeter we were holding while at the same time edging near enough Stomper and Sheila Davis to act as a quick reaction force should they run into trouble.

      I gazed across the apex of the curving boulevard and saw them. They had a C-FEF officer between their rigs, and I couldn’t tell if he was afraid or angry.

      Time dragged out for minutes that felt like the entire length of the campaign. My skin tingled and my vision unfocused while still seeing everything. It was the opposite of tunnel vision, and wasn’t something that happened often.

      Stomper stepped her MCR away from the stranger but remained facing him. She hailed me on our one-to-one. “I’m sending an audio file from Sheila’s rig. Tell me what you think.”

      I waited for a recording that turned out to be the voice of their new friend. He sounded like a fleet guy if that made any kind of sense.

      “Boots down. I repeat, boots down.”

      I played it three times, then beeped Stomper.

      “Well?”

      “Well, what?” I didn’t like the message, but couldn’t say why.

      “He’s on a covert op,” Stomper said.

      “How do you figure?” I knew she was right, and the no-bullshit version of myself had understood immediately.

      She didn’t bother to answer because we knew each other. The sergeant was the best platoon leader I’d worked for. We shared a connection.

      “He’s injured and refusing medivac, which is good for us.” Stomper moved past Sheila and the C-FEF officer to study the next section of the city we would need to traverse.

      “He have a name?” I asked.

      The information popped up on the lower right side of my screen: Commander Reginald Dates, Special Advisor to Admiral Boal Markson IV. That last part wasn’t supposed to show. I knew because it was yellow on a dark gray background. That meant Sheila teased it out of his comms gear. People forgot that everything had a computer in it, and digital tags were hard to remove—assuming a person knew they were there. Most didn’t.

      Stomper didn’t speak the name because she didn’t need to.

      Our lives just got a lot more complicated.
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      I ordered everyone, including Sheila, into a defensive perimeter. Sergeant Stomper stood with the fleet officer, and I didn’t know if they were arguing or chatting about mutual acquaintances. Her rig blocked my view of Commander Reginald Dates.

      All I could see were his feet—which were planted slightly wider than shoulder width. One foot pointed to his right like he was ready to run. He could be afraid of Stomper’s center gun, scared to move, nervous she would vaporize him from shoulders to waist.

      Located in the MCR’s torso below the operator’s cockpit, the rail guns were only as long as the front-to-back diameter of the rig. This limited the power and range, not that we noticed the lack of either. It was usually enough.

      CG pellets were small but delivered an obscene amount of kinetic force. The real damage at such close range, and against a man in light body armor, would be the superheated air dragged after the projectiles.

      Shockwaves killed. Made a mess too. There was nothing like having a wound canal the size of a fist through your body. Stomper could easily put three or four into him before he could flinch. Add that up, and what you got was a formerly alive person.

      “We good?” Sheila asked, and I knew she was watching Stomper. Everyone in T4 was worried about this encounter. Officers, in general, caused problems dirt-side. An unannounced visitor with rank might as well have been black magic.

      “Watch your zones,” I said to her and the rest of the platoon, then moved closer to Stomper and Commander Dates. Nothing made me less happy than realizing she was snapping at him, demanding answers, and yes, her CG ports were open.

      “The perimeter is set, Sergeant,” I said.

      She pivoted slightly. It was hard to tell where an MCR operator was looking because they could be using cameras to observe multiple zones. I’d been in the field long enough to interpret slight changes in a rig’s posture, and I also had Stomper’s number.

      Her attention had definitely shifted to me and my closed center gun ports. Neither of us needed them active with the perimeter secured by the rest of the platoon. It only took a fraction of a second for them to pop open anyway.

      “Very good, Lance Corporal,” she said without added emphasis. The woman wasn’t the type to smash her subordinates with her rank unless they started acting like idiots and deserved corrective language. “Ready your LG. Cover the main boulevard.”

      “Right away, Sergeant.”

      The fleet officer heard every word because we were using both internal and external comms. His attention went back and forth between us.

      Neither tall nor short, my optics measured him at one point seven-seven-eight meters. Dark, neat hair, fresh combat fatigues, and boots that hadn’t been broken in—this guy was definitely not built for action in the field, though he probably had the training.

      He swallowed when the heavy gun on my back simultaneously unfolded and slung itself onto my left shoulder mount, thus moving my smaller missile box to the vault on my back.

      I carried the long gun for our platoon for a reason. Most of the time it stayed on the rear of my rig, folded in half and locked down tight. Even then, its bulk was noticeable. My MCR’s beefed-up frame and power plant felt the weight, especially when moving up an incline. Best not to use it unless ordered to as part of a larger operation.

      “Relax, Commander,” I said, then sidestepped nearer his position. This allowed me to follow orders while also doing the right thing. “Standard operating procedure.”

      Sergeant Stomper needed a moment, and she needed me to talk to this fly in our ointment. An MCR nod was invisible to people like Commander Reginald Dates, but I saw it and measured the step back she took.

      “That’s good,” Dates said uncertainly.

      I laughed like a good-natured meathead who was too fond of guns and breaking things because that was probably how he saw me. “This thing just feels good to whip out.”

      He laughed and almost looked like he was blushing. “I don’t know much about your TO&E, to be honest.” Concealed confidence flickered in his eyes. “Except that you don’t follow half and make up the other. My duties generally keep me on a starship.”

      We were going to get to that, but not right away.

      “Generally.” He grew nervous and retreated into his faux personality, the version that let grunts like me and the rest of T4 think him an incompetent fool who should have stayed behind a desk.

      I looked up the central boulevard, a movement that swung the longer rail gun over his head, forcing him to consider my destructive power before I returned my attention to the man.

      “Move into this alley. Better cover. I’ll block the entrance with my rig. Wouldn’t want a sniper to see you.”

      He looked left and right, then at the tall buildings all around us as he complied. I had his attention. This wasn’t an exercise. This was him wearing light body armor behind enemy lines with a random MCR platoon as his only protection.

      I was certain he hadn’t planned for our arrival.

      “There won’t be many firing lanes for three-kilometer shots here.” I gestured toward my long gun. “This can punch through most non-hardened buildings—commercial or civilian—but why shoot blind? Without an eye in the sky, it’s impossible for my computers to range a target without line-of-sight optics or drone video. Doesn’t mean I haven’t done it.”

      “MCR platoons like yours have drones,” he said. “I remember that much from the academy.”

      Behind me, Stomper watched impatiently. I could feel her eyes on us and knew she was restraining herself.

      “Our drones don’t have the range for true target marking.”

      Blasting military targets through civilian infrastructure was illegal. Violators were prosecuted. The trials were short. Consequences came quickly up to, and including, field executions, though it was more common to be dropped into a prison ship and forgotten.

      “Not the best weapon for this terrain, then,” he said.

      “What are you saying?” My heart raced.

      Dates looked past me to Sergeant Stomper, then returned his attention to my rig and lowered his voice, “Nothing.”

      “You’re a fleet officer.” My tone was professional—hard and businesslike. It really was. What kind of cigar smoking jerk would put a poor fleet officer on the spot?

      “Who doesn’t command ground forces and is not in your TO&E.”

      “We’re where we’re meant to be.”

      “Of course.”

      “What are you doing here?” I asked.

      He looked at my long gun. Then the buildings on each side of the narrow alley and then something high in the stratosphere, probably the ship he came from.

      “It’s a delicate matter,” he said. Both rank and resolve held up his words. “And none of your concern.”

      “Sarge isn’t going to be satisfied with that,” I said, then paused just long enough for him to open his mouth before continuing. “And I don’t want to get stuck dragging you back to Alpha Base.”

      His eyes said he didn’t want that.

      I waited.

      Stomper started to pace. Her MCR projected intimidation and impatience like they were weapons we’d been issued and encouraged to use often.

      “A friend of the admiral has exceeded shore leave. Probably lost. I’m to escort said officer back to the warm embrace of the fleet.”

      “Really. Well, his friend must be something special to throw away your life.”

      He locked his jaw. I’d wounded his pride.

      “Because you’ll never survive alone.” I turned to glance back, which wasn’t necessary for anything other than show. “Give this lost tourist’s last known location and anything else that will convince my boss not to waste my time and yours.”

      Commander Reginald Dates hesitated, then transmitted a neat list of coordinates—places he’d been and planned to go. I studied each detail and thought he was holding back.

      The information was enough for now because I was on to his game.

      “That’s a big gun,” he said as we returned to Sergeant Stomper.

      “Anyone in the platoon could take it from me if I went down, but their mechanized combat rigs would struggle. Hard experience has taught us that lighter rigs burn themselves out when carrying armor or weapons that are too heavy,” I said, then transmitted what Dates had given me to Stomper.

      “You boys are talking guns and girls?” she asked.

      I raised both MCR hands in the equivalent of a shrug. The fact that one was currently configured as a shield arm and the other was a hydraulic spreader, what civilians called the jaws of life, didn’t diminish the communicative power of the gesture. The fingers and thumbs, such as they were, of these appendages were both protected and hidden by the shield and the jaws.

      “I can’t leave you here, and I’d rather not send you back,” she said. “Where does that leave us?”

      “You can’t send me back.”

      Right then, I thought Stomper would raise one mechanized foot and bring it down on the fleet officer’s shoulders. She wasn’t large enough to make him disappear beneath her metal boot, but it would definitely ruin the last seconds of his life.

      She leaned down, something few MCR operators ever did because falling forward not only looked ridiculous but was hard to correct. The sergeant’s arms had neither a shield nor spreader like me or a ram like Chen.

      Early in her time with us, she’d gone to the maintenance battalion and convinced them she needed construction abilities. In short, hers was the only combat rig I’d ever seen with large metal hands. Rumor had it that one cost as much as an entire rig, which was total bullshit.

      “I know my chain of command perfectly, and you’re not in it,” she began. “Down here, on the surface, with UPV snipers in half the buildings and ROV6 patrols showing up uninvited, your life could be measured in minutes without us to protect you.”

      Dates started to speak, but Stomper kept going.

      “Gamma Company has already lost too many people, and they were in MCRs. Do not fuck around in Yorp, haven’t you heard that warning?”

      He held her gaze and said nothing. Maybe it was easier to stare down a machine than I’d always assumed because he regarded her as little more than a stack of metal and gears. Without seeing her face, that was probably all she looked like.

      “We were heading in that direction,” she said, pointing. “Now we have to go this way to find your lost kitten. We’ll get that done as fast as possible, send you home without a word, and get back to doing our jobs. Good enough?”

      “Yes. Thank you.” Dates looked toward me, but I made sure to appear to have my attention elsewhere. “Sorry to be an inconvenience. I can speak to your CO if you need me to.”

      I stepped between Stomper and Commander Dates, an action that required her to stand straight and him to scramble backward.

      “Sorry, my bad. Thought I saw something.” The excuse was nonsense. If he thought he could intimidate her by insinuating he would tattle, then he was crazy and stupid. No one in T4 was going to allow an outsider to show that kind of disrespect to our boss.

      “I’ve got movement in my zone,” Sheila Davis said, her voice clear in our MCR comms. “Fast bastards.”

      Reginald Dates didn’t hear but saw our reactions. He looked from Stomper to me and then toward Sheila, farther away, and I realized we must have turned in that direction. Human habits were hard to break.

      “Details,” Stomper said.

      Sheila was on point, still within line of sight near the next intersection. Her icon was lit up in my HUD, showing her exact location down to one decameter. She gave it anyway, her words crisp, then moved to the meat.

      “Got two possible blood cloaks using a bounding overwatch, south on Avenue C. Moving at reckless speeds for being on foot. Estimated time to arrival at our position, five minutes. They must really want to see what we’re doing here.”

      Inside my rig, I clenched my jaw. The worst of the ROV6 festooned their armor with more than just strips of cloth. Everyone in T4 was an animal lover—never killed them because we always had rations or could scavenge pantries and what was left of grocery distribution centers. Or we could just suck it up for a couple of days until the fleet sent a lifter. Furry woodland creatures always got a pass from T4.

      There was one ROV6 battalion I knew of who used human scalps as part of their macabre decorations. Calling it camouflage like the brass did was a joke because that wasn’t what it was. Maybe it broke up their outline a bit, but calling things as they were was what kept MCR platoons alive on the surface of Vaux VI.

      That made me glance at Stomper.

      “Got ‘em,” Sheila finally said. “Definite ROV6 markings.”

      “I think they look like aliens every time,” Chen said. Stomper didn’t order him to clear the channel. He wasn’t about to get chatty on the mic, and we were all thinking it.

      “Can you confirm their unit?” Stomper asked, shifting her stance to better protect Commander Reginald Dates if the enemy charged around the corner.

      “Not the unit number, but one has an eclipse on his helmet. Snapped a zoom pic. Sending it to you now, boss.”

      “Got it. Thanks, Sheila. Hold where you are. Jam, get up there with her.”

      Jogging forward, vibrations radiated from each footfall. I weighed six and a half tons, more than anyone in the platoon. Each foot strike was many times that when moving at speed. Birds burst upward from buildings. Dust from the street and less so from the structures nearest me popped into the air and drifted hesitantly. There was a reason they called us Tall Boys. We were like titans on the battlefield.

      “You see what I’m seeing?” Sheila asked when I arrived on the opposite corner. We were both south of the intersection, using angles to remain behind our corners as much as possible. Neither of us stood close to the buildings. That was a rookie move, and no one in T4 was that fresh.

      My blood was pumping now, not from effort but from anticipation. Breathing exercises and a series of pre-battle mantras allowed me to funnel the rush. If it got bad enough, I’d crave the release more than safety.

      No time was like the first time, but each battle after that felt neither better nor worse. My veins ached, and my ears were ringing more than normal.

      Was I clenching my teeth? Of course. Bad habits were hard to break. Humans loved routine and were slaves to momentum no matter what we claimed.

      I sighted down my long gun and felt the power cells activate. There was always a little shudder, though the engineers said that was my imagination because their designs were perfect.

      “Okay, it looks like the Republic of Vaux VI has sent a division. Got more of them using a bounding overwatch to join the first two squads. Behind that I caught some reflections Benji tells me is a company moving in a travel formation. Expect more to bound around the flanks.”

      We weren’t supposed to be here.

      I checked one of my rear cameras to spy on Dates. That guy definitely wasn’t supposed to be here either.

      “I’m sharing my audio and video feeds.” Stomper’s image and voice popped into one of my HUD sections as she spoke. “Tell me if it distracts you.”

      There was no offer to mute the link, which meant something. I shelved my speculation as digitally marked enemies closed the distance between their position and ours. An increasingly bad feeling made the hair on the back of my neck perk up.

      “We’re going to protect you. The chain of command is me. Then Jam, if things go bad,” she said.

      “Jam?” Dates looked like he was paying attention—just a good student asking the teacher for clarification.

      “Lance Corporal James Anthony Malone, T4 Platoon, Gamma Company, 1st Long Range Reconnaissance Battalion,” she said. Her tight delivery didn’t hide her nervousness. The long answer was her version of stalling, something I rarely saw. She could have continued to describe my position within the 2nd Mechanize Division, 3rd Planetary Army, Capian First Expeditionary Fleet, but she didn’t.

      “Got it,” Dates said. “Just checking.”

      That was a weird response, but whatever. It was time to do work.

      “His rig is Benji,” Stomper said, and my heart about fell between my feet. She really was off-balance if she was rambling with that kind of unofficial and unauthorized talk.

      “I see.” Dates was now as cool and calculating as I had always imagined the captains of C-FEF warships to be.

      What the hell had they been talking about before she brought me into the feed as a witness? The man worked for Admiral Boal Markson IV, was operating alone in the most dangerous section of Yorp, and had knowledge that unsettled the toughest, most competent sergeant in the 1st LRRB.

      Fantastic. This mission wasn’t going off the rails at all. We were totally good. Nothing but candy pops and beer bongs from here on out.

      Stomper rallied, “Do what I say. Do what any of my platoon says if they bother to give you an order. It won’t be to satisfy your ego.”

      “I understand. You are the professionals here. Next time I will request an MCR escort,” he said, then wiped sweat from his face. Standing still, in this weather, that could only mean one thing.

      Commander Dates must have heard about ROV6 POW treatment—mistreatment was what a person got on a good day, because the rest were torture. I’d liberated a few survivors and found plenty of bodies to prove the truth of those rumors. There had also been that incident I tried not to think about. Two of my best friends had been ruined, and I’d met a young salvager who had bitten off more than he could chew.

      “We don’t have air support,” Stomper continued. She was being careful while managing his expectations. “There will be no reinforcements or relief for us, or you, unless you’ve got friends coming you haven’t told me about.”

      “Just me.” He smiled and spread his hands for emphasis. “Unauthorized missions have disadvantages.”

      “You’re here without orders?” Stomper asked.

      “I’m not here at all, Sergeant.”
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      There was an intense silence between my boss and the fleet officer.

      I watched the ROV6 approach and listened to armored scout vehicles speeding up other streets. Memories came unbidden. The sound of racing engines did it, because of the oil pit some of us had been held in for the first three days. They hadn’t found room in their POW camp, so into the oil trap we went. Standing for that long doesn’t sound horrific unless you think about why it was necessary. The voice of my boss and her new acquaintance sounded far away and unimportant.

      “Great. Outstanding, Commander.” Stomper put her mech fists on her mech hips. “I actually like that.”

      “Do you?” Dates shot back.

      “One hundred percent I do, because it requires me to run the show. Why didn’t you obey the C-FEF commander’s orders, they’ll ask. And my response will be, what commander? There was no one from the fleet with my platoon.”

      I tried to remain in the present. Memories that should have been wiped from my mind burned hot. Drowning in used oil, in the dark, while mechanics revved engines above us still felt like hammers in the back of my brain.

      Why do they do that? Raquel had asked as she squatted over my huddled form.

      Elijah had been staring up at the trickle of light coming down. Checking the carburetors. Probably think it sounds cool. Had a cousin who was a gear head. This will go on a while. He’d joined Raquel and me in the corner. More importantly, he dismissed our tormentors entirely. Let’s have our own little world here. None of what’s up there can hurt us.

      He’d kept Raquel and me alive.

      So many times, I wanted to just lie down and sleep, knowing if we fell unconscious at the same time, the end was inevitable. The oil wasn’t that deep, maybe a few inches.

      Still, it would have been enough to do the job.

      “We can reach an agreement,” Dates said, his voice lower now. Did he know I was listening and watching through Stomper’s MCR? The guy didn’t come across like an idiot. Surely, he’d figured that out.

      “Good. One street at a time, one enemy at a time, one objective at a time,” Stomper said.

      “One mission at a time,” Dates finished.

      Sheila interrupted, “Got scout cars moving on side streets.”

      I’d heard them first. In the middle of an artillery barrage, the sound of carburetors opening up and engine revolutions per minute redlining cut through it all for me. The ROV6 and their damn combustion engines had fascinated me since childhood.

      But not anymore. Not since my time as a prisoner.

      Oil had soaked through my boots, not through the waterproof material, but between laces I had never been able to tie tight enough. The black sludge had passed through my bloused fatigue trousers. Through my socks. Into my skin. Under my toenails.

      “Jam.” Stomper pinged my MCR with our one-to-one link several times, a sure sign this wasn’t her first attempt to get my attention. “Benji, rouse your squishy human host.”

      “Right away, Sergeant Stomper.” Haptic feedback points in my head-to-toe harness vibrated three times. “Rise and shine, Jam man. The boss lady requires your immediate response.” The AI of my MCR was strong, stern, and comforting all at the same time. There was a touch of snark in Benji’s tone that someone, probably Chen and Sheila, programmed because his secondary specialty was rig mechanics, and she was the platoon’s practical joker and software engineer. Sometimes, it was the voice Elijah used in my dreams. That was backward. I shoved the thought away.

      “I’m here.” My HUD showed only seconds had passed. We were in no danger. “Heard the ROV6 cars.”

      “Understood.” She knew all about my time as a prisoner of war because she’d led the rescue operation. “We can blow up their entire motor pool later. I need you now.”

      I laughed. Had that mission been off the books too?

      “Glad you’re amused.”

      “Sorry, Sarge. I was just wondering if your previous rescue efforts had been authorized.”

      “Stow that talk, Jam. We’ll go for a beer after. I’ll tell you plenty.”

      “Promise?”

      It was a joke that either fell flat or just disappeared into the ether. I couldn’t tell which. One thing she’d told me after one of my promotions was to never make promises. Just do the job, that had been her advice. It worked like a charm—until I established a habit of following every promotion with two demotions.

      “We’re moving,” she said. “Jam, watch CRD.”

      Commander Reginald Dates just got a new name as far as T4 was concerned.

      “Got him.” I shook off dark thoughts and moved to his side. “Climb on my back, but be ready to get dropped. When I fight, you will find cover elsewhere and wait for a member of T4 to re-acquire you.”

      “Sure thing, Corporal.” Dates found the footholds on the back of my rig and scampered. The man was naturally athletic, more so than I’d guessed. My habit was to be less than generous with fleet officers. They looked soft to me, warriors who studied theory and moved pieces on digital screens in holographic displays.

      I began moving even before he was settled, because Sheila had taken the lead without encouragement from Stomper, and that meant there was only one direction we could go and it needed to happen now.

      Light armored vehicle engines made their noise. New images of bounding infantry populated my auxiliary files. Sergeant Stomper gave me a video link. The image popped up at the top of my screen.

      Normally, this was to warn of an important, one-to-one strategy session. Instead, she merely stared at me for a second. The woman was wrestling with a decision. The screen blinked out.

      “Sheila has the only route out of here that doesn’t involve a gunfight, so move your asses, people. Keep up with her. I’m taking the rearguard position. No arguments, no jokes. These ROV6ers are more professional than most. Stay sharp.”

      T4 picked up the pace without a word. All five of our six-ton mechs jogged through a narrow street that had been quaint before the war. The cobble-stoned roadway blasted apart each time I brought a metal foot down. No one looked out from shuttered windows or arched passages into courtyards.

      I wondered why the civic engineers created a place from story books.

      New rows of icons flashed red in my HUD. Sheila, if she continued in the same direction and made the obvious left turn, would lead us directly into a tank company. Our tall boys could handle tracked vehicles, but maybe not this many. Regardless of who would win that fight, she made the right decision and backed us up to a small, manageable side street where we made a hard right turn.

      We kept our distances consistent because that allowed us to control space. That was challenging in this environment.

      But it had to be done.

      Getting bunched up never went well for MCR platoons. Icons flashed faster than spoken words between our rigs. Some required a touch, and that meant lifting a thumb or finger from a joystick long enough to brush one of the screens dedicated to that task. A lot of it we handled with directed eye movement or short vocal commands each of us had developed for use inside our own rig.

      CRD held on and kept his mouth shut. That earned points with everyone in T4. I was sure we all expected him to be another useless, loud-mouthed officer always on the verge of getting us killed.

      Turn. Update scans. Confirm with visuals. Turn. Advance. Turn.

      Cities weren’t actually mazes, they just always felt like it when things went bad. At present, we didn’t have any civilians to contend with.

      Which was fantastic.

      They always seem to show up in the wrong places. Minimizing collateral damage could be a challenge given the environment. Elijah had always made sure we did our best, and we continued the tradition though it caused us no end of grief.

      He’d been right then and was still right now, even though he was dead. Our job was to take out military targets and protect civilians. Period. Paragraph. End of discussion.

      “Pay attention, Sheila,” Stomper said. She sounded unusually terse and short-tempered. That bothered me. It probably bothered everyone. “You’re taking us closer and closer to the city wall.”

      I’d already noted how the buildings were getting smaller. In most cities, that was a good thing. It meant the population density was being better managed, and there was more green space. Here, on the northern fringe of Yorp, it meant we were reaching a blast wall with almost nothing beyond it. Not even Tall Town, our primary base, was this far from the coast.

      We considered approaching from that direction but elected to use standard roadways instead. Every route to the more rural area beyond the blast wall was dirt. They were probably dry at the moment, but why chance it?

      There was also no cover or concealment in that direction. In short, we needed to stay in the city despite how difficult that was turning out to be. I didn’t want to hold the line against a ROV6 division, but transforming ourselves into easy targets with almost no way to retaliate would be far worse.

      Marching through electrical storms on decently maintained highways to reach the city had been dangerous enough. The skies were clear now, but one step into the farmlands that fed this metropolis would see us dead or captured.

      “All right, I know everyone saw this coming, but we have to break the city perimeter,” Stomper said.

      The entire platoon came to a halt, each of us minding our zones, looking for enemies that may have crept too close and needed to be dealt with. I watched CRD with one of my cameras and could see him assessing the situation as well. The man was ready to run. When an opportunity arose, he’d be gone.

      That would most likely be for the best if I didn’t suspect that Stomper would send me after him, or maybe she’d send Sheila. Our platoon leader didn’t like unfinished business or loose ends.

      “Sheila, you go first, but stay close to the walls. You have the best eyes. Keep those sensors dialed in, and let us know if there are air patrols,” Stomper said. “Jam, go right after her and be ready with your long gun. Make sure the commander knows what we’re doing and what his job is.”

      “I think I can convince him to hold on tight and keep his head down,” I said.

      “Chen and Malik, you’re bringing up the rear. Look sharp. Let me know immediately if we have to turn around and form a line. I don’t want to slug it out with a ROV6 Vanguard, but you know I will.”

      Acknowledgments glowed in my HUD. We were all on the command channel, everyone except CRD.

      “Listen up, Dates,” I said, thinking that he tensed when I didn’t use his rank. He made no complaint. That was good because time was going to be increasingly important. “We have to slip outside the city and run the wall. It’s dangerous as hell, and we’ll be looking for a way back into cover and concealment as soon as possible. Your only job is to stay as tight to the back of my rig as you can and keep your head down. If you fall off, I won’t be coming back for you.”

      That last part was probably a lie, but it seemed to motivate him, and he gave me a vigorous nod of understanding. “Like I said before, you are the experts. I’m along for the ride.”

      I thought there was a lot left unsaid but sent Stomper a signal that I was ready. She checked in with everyone else and gave the order.

      Sheila moved smoothly down a narrow alley and reached a square of light that looked like a door but was really just a gap in the infrastructure. Seconds passed, then she pushed out into the open and turned left.

      I hurried after her and faced right after sweeping my sensors across the middle of our field of fire. In no time at all, we had our backs to the wall and were facing acres and acres of tall corn. That was another world we dared not approach.

      We couldn’t crouch low enough to hide, but infantry might. There were no signs of tanks, other armored vehicles, or airships. Sheila and I both sent our reports to Stomper and were given silent orders to continue counterclockwise to the city.

      I acknowledged the digital command and fell in behind Sheila, who led the way. We kept twenty meters between us, and that felt way too close. Both of us hoped to find a miracle so we could leave amateur hour behind.

      My rear-facing camera showed the rest of the platoon out in the open now. With all of us hustling along the wall, we shared the responsibility for watching the farmland. I also had cameras facing upward toward the top of these buildings. It was a terrible angle, and anyone who looked over the edge would probably be missed.

      That wasn’t the worst of our worries, of course. They could drop grenades on us or aim their small arms down the wall. Granted, it wouldn’t do much to our armor, but once they saw our platoon, they could call in other assets, namely airstrikes or even artillery.

      “I hate that this is happening in the daytime,” Benji said.

      “You and me both.” I checked on CRD, then my zones, and hurried to catch up with Sheila, who had stopped suddenly. “What’s up?”

      She pointed at a round opening that reminded me of a mouth. Once, there had been metal grates to keep animals or other trespassers outside. Those had either rusted away or been intentionally destroyed.

      I laughed. “Instead of going down the drain, we’ll go up the drain. That has to be better, right?”

      “I’m voting you out of the platoon comedian spot,” Sheila said, then crouched as low as she could to look up the slight incline of the large tube. “I’m streaming video to Stomper now, and she says this is the way we have to go. It’s going to be a squeeze.”

      “I’ll go last and cover the platoon with my long gun for as long as possible,” I said.

      “Good call, Jam,” Stomper said and was soon directing the rest of the rigs into the shadowy entrance we found. It should lead us to concealment, at least, and take us out of the path of the advancing ROV6 units.

      Sheila started swearing on the tactical channel and I knew there’d been a problem. She must’ve run into something that had to be breached, which wasn’t her strong point. Our mechs were the same size, except for mine. We all carried the basic tools, though each of us specialized in certain things.

      Sheila’s problem was that she just didn’t like it. Something about cracking open a blast door made her nervous, and while she still performed at a high level, it wasn’t as spectacular as how she ran point.

      “Just get it open,” Stomper said. “I’m right behind you with Chen. We can push you if necessary. And he has the ram.”

      “It’s going to take brute force,” Sheila said. “A lot of rubble piled in front of this grate. It’s vertical, so that’s good, and people have been coming and going through here. That much is obvious. But none of us are small enough to get through without redesigning this freaking mess.”

      “What’s happening?” Dates asked.

      I explained the situation.

      “I can slip through, scout the area, maybe find a better way,” he volunteered.

      “No. If it comes to that, Stomper will have a pair of us dismount and go together. You’ll be kept safe with the MCRs.”

      He started to talk, but I held up my door spreader as though it was my hand, signaling him to be quiet for a second. Sheila, Stomper, and Chen grunted and cursed and argued and encouraged each other. I could hear things being broken and metal being twisted in the background, and was soon rewarded by their cheers.

      They’d made it.

      I didn’t see how badly Sheila’s rig was damaged until I got to the front to consult with Stomper.

      “I think there are some internal hydraulics compromised in one of her rig’s legs,” Stomper said to me on a private line. “And she’s going to have problems overheating if she moves too fast. This isn’t good, but we can handle it.”

      “Would it help if I smoked a cigar?”

      Sergeant Stomper snorted, and it sounded a little bit like a laugh. The noise of enemy drones searching above us ruined the moment.

      “Are those drones?” Dates asked.

      Stomper brought him into our conversation via external helmet speakers. She regulated the volume, something she was good at. We didn’t want to give away our position if they also had infantry assets close by.

      “The ROV6 has been using them more,” she said.

      “All the briefings we received stated it was impossible to keep anything in the air without kicking off a drone battle and inviting surface-to-air missile attacks,” Dates said.

      The sergeant looked at me. We shared a moment. “At least they read our reports,” she said.

      At some point during the Capian expansion, surface-to-air defense became everyone’s job/passion. It was one of the reasons MCRs had been developed to their current level. There was a time and place for aerial combat, just like there always came a time for military assets to seize territory and hold it with boots on the ground.

      The two roles could support each other but didn’t always play well or share their toys, especially if one had the advantage. At the moment, I wasn’t sure who had air superiority. The metric was surprisingly difficult to measure. The United People of Vaux had the best snipers but also the best shoulder-fired rocket teams. They were the most likely to use unconventional warfighting tactics and incorporate local resistance fighters into their military units.

      The Republic of Vaux VI armies had been increasing their drone program since the conflict began and generally had several armored vehicles that were packed with the things in every company-strength force or larger. ROV6ers were as likely to be drunken barbarians as soldiers, which made their technologically advanced units seem out of place. I wondered why the nomadic bands tolerated such variance.
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