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Chapter 1




Captain Corban Rhodes tightened his grip on his weapon and hunched a little lower behind a pile of gnarled debris, but it didn’t offer enough protection. 

Explosions and blasts of laser fire flickered through the darkness above him and behind his back.

Those lasers kept smashing the rubble mound against his back. The ground shook under his seat. The mountain of twisted metal and destroyed ship parts shuddered every few seconds. 

Lieutenant Zack Turley leaned in close to Rhodes’s ear and bellowed over the noise. No one could hear a thing without yelling. “What do you want to do, Sir?! We can’t stay here!”

Rhodes only nodded. He already knew that.

He sat up and adjusted the strap of his Jackhammer around his elbow to brace the weapon tighter into his shoulder. He had to straighten all his body armor and helmet before he showed his face in the open.

He already knew what he would see when he stuck his head over this rubble pile. He wasn’t overly enthusiastic to see it again.

Dead bodies, the smoking wreckage of downed ships, and the twisted remains of buildings spread outward from his location as far as the eye could see—except that he couldn’t see it because it was nighttime.

Three moons hung low over the planet Luluna—at least he thought that’s what the planet was called. He couldn’t be sure. 

These Fringe planets all blended together after a while. He’d fought on so many of them in his career. They all looked the same during a battle and he never got a chance to see the countryside in peacetime.

He took a deep breath, crammed his helmet onto his head, and sprang up from his hiding place. 

He lunged for the top of the rubble mound, flattened himself on his stomach at the top, and aimed his Jackhammer outward to sweep the destroyed landscape.

He didn’t open fire. That would only show the enemy where he was. He didn’t want that. Darkness and silence gave him the best protection right now.

The minute he got into that position, he saw exactly what he knew he would see. He’d seen exactly the same thing for days now. The landscape never changed.

Lasers snickered all over what was left of the dark city. They gave more light than the three moons. 

Mid-sized Duster attack ships swooped low over the landscape and released breaker bombs, gravimetric fusion rockets, and Viper missiles on a massive horde of aliens surging closer across the wreckage piles.

The rockets and breaker explosions erupted out there in the darkness. They gave the only other light for Rhodes to see the enemy.

Not that it mattered much where they were. They were always way too close and always getting closer.

The lasers all came from the enemy side. The aliens crawled over the rubble on multiple legs. The cilia around their mouths wavered when they moved. 

Their eyes gleamed faint bluish-green in the darkness when they turned their heads in any direction. Then their eyes vanished in the darkness when the aliens faced somewhere else.

Thousands of them swarmed over the rubble mounds inching closer to Rhodes’s position. The Dusters unloaded dozens of projectiles on the alien horde, but nothing slowed them down.

Four Predator fighter craft howled over Rhodes’s head, blasted toward the alien swarm, and unloaded rattler guns on the oncoming enemy. 

The rattlers unleashed hundreds of fusion loads with each shot. They brought down countless aliens with each pass, but more aliens materialized out of nowhere to take their dead comrades’ places. 

The aliens seemed to grow out of the ground—but that wasn’t possible in this destroyed landscape. 

Where did they all come from? This wouldn’t be the first time Rhodes wondered. He would probably never find out.

The aliens fired their lasers forward to bombard Rhodes’s position again and again. He had to huddle behind the hill for protection to avoid getting his head sliced off.

A second later, the aliens turned their lasers on the Dusters soaring overhead. Lasers swiped through the darkness and cut two Dusters in half.

One of them exploded instantly. It detonated in a blazing fireball, tilted downward, and shrieked out of the atmosphere on a death plunge straight into the enemy horde.

The ship smashed into the ground with bone-crushing force. The ship burst in a mushroom cloud that lit up the landscape.

That one flash of light showed Rhodes all he needed to know. A long line of soldiers curved to his left and right facing the advancing swarm.

All those soldiers crouched behind the debris for protection from the enemy laser fire.

Pulses of fusion blasts popped off from some locations down that line going in both directions. Jackhammers fired in the darkness and jets of fusion charges ejected from the guns.

They swept the enemy ranks and cut down aliens by the dozen, but those shots only gave the aliens visible targets to shoot at.

The aliens turned their lasers on those gunshots. More lasers carved the rubble to pieces until they cut down the men hiding behind the mounds.

Screams and dying groans drifted across the wasteland from all directions. Those sounds even came from the mountains of destroyed wreckage near Rhodes and under his feet. 

He couldn’t see the thousands of dead and wounded nearest him anymore. There were too many of them and it was too dark.

Right then, a man thirty feet away from him opened fire. A jet of fusion fire lit up the night and smashed into the enemy ranks. 

More soldiers yelled, pounced on the shooter, and dragged him down out of sight, but it was too late.

Dozens of aliens turned their lasers on the spot and smashed the mound to pieces. 

Rhodes jumped back down behind his hill and grabbed Turley. “Get out of here!” Rhodes bellowed. “MOVE!! MOVE OUT!!”

He shoved Turley away. Rhodes straightened up just enough to signal the other men around him. “Move out!! Come on!! This way!! MOVE!!”

Lieutenant Justin Upshaw and Captain Tate Vernick crowded close behind Rhodes to follow him. The rest of their men of the Aemon Legion’s 249th platoon scooted down the rubble pile doing their best to scramble over fallen junk to keep up.

Rhodes, Upshaw, Vernick, and the rest of their platoon had to wait for Turley to get his men moving. None of them could see a thing in this darkness, but no way could they stay here.

“Where are we going?!” Turley yelled over his shoulder.

“Away from here! That jackass showed them exactly where we are. KEEP MOVING!!”

Rhodes bellowed over his shoulder, but he couldn’t be sure his men heard him over the noise. 

More laser fire hit the second Duster. It kept pounding breaker bombs into the enemy, but that only drew alien fire back to the ship until they destroyed it, too.

Lasers converged on its lower hull, carved through it, and hit one of the Duster’s lateral engines. The hull erupted outward and the explosion hurled the ship sideways.

Rhodes couldn’t watch anymore. He bent his head and shoved Turley forward faster. The rest of Turley’s squad blocked the way. 

The men had to climb across the steep slope piled with bent pipe, jagged torn beams, and burned sections of fuselage. The men inched sideways nowhere near fast enough to get out of danger.

Rhodes didn’t dare to check how far away the enemy was. More screams drifted out of the noise. Then an almighty boom rocked the landscape when the Duster exploded directly over Rhodes’s head.

Every man in his platoon ducked including Rhodes, but the ship was already veering away somewhere else before it dove to its destruction on the planet’s surface.

He gave Turley another push, but Turley couldn’t go anywhere with so many other men in front of him. This was getting hopeless.

Rhodes made the mistake of glancing around. At that moment, dozens of glowing, bluish-green eyes appeared out of the darkness above him. 

They materialized in the darkness at the top of the rubble pile. The aliens looked straight down at the men who were trying to get away on the slopes below.

Those eyes set off a chain reaction in Rhodes’s gut. He spun around fast, raised his Jackhammer, and opened fire on the aliens. 

“GO!!” he roared. “GET OUT OF HERE NOW!!”

He backed away and swiveled sideways so his men could keep fleeing behind him. A few others opened fire, too. Most dove down the piles trying to get as far away from the aliens as they could before all hell broke loose.

Rhodes took a split second to see his men totally exposed to alien laser fire. He couldn’t let the whole platoon fall right here. 

He backed a little farther away and ran into another mound rising behind him. He scrambled onto its steep side and unloaded on the aliens to draw their attention away from the platoon.

“OVER HERE, YOU BASTARDS!!” he roared. “OVER HERE!!”

It worked. The aliens all looked up at him and lasers punched out of the darkness. 

Three shots hit the debris near him and then a laser sliced across his chest. It cut straight through his body armor and scored a blistering path of fire into his skin.

He bellowed in pain, but the laser pivoted away too fast to do any other damage. He fought through the agony to bring up his Jackhammer again. 

He already knew he was about to die. He just had to distract the aliens long enough for the platoon to get away.

Screaming pain tore him apart when he moved his arms. His vision swam. He couldn’t see well enough to aim.

All those alien eyes gleamed out of the darkness. They looked right at him. They didn’t have any problem targeting him.

At that moment, three Predators shrieked out of nowhere, pelted down the ridgetop in front of Rhodes, and unloaded on the aliens.

Their bodies blasted into the air and dead aliens rolled down the mound toward the platoon. The sight of reinforcements coming to his aid gave Rhodes superhuman strength.

He opened fire and roared out all his pain and hopeless frustration on the aliens. He gunned down fifty of them. That definitely got their attention.

He kept bombarding them and yelling in a combination of pain and battle fury while he did his best to stumble farther up the slope. 

He didn’t care about anything but getting the aliens to look at him instead of looking at the platoon.

More Predators zoomed back and forth across his line of sight. He didn’t pay much attention to whether they made any progress to slow the aliens down. Nothing would slow down such a massive tide of bodies.

He tripped over a piece of fuselage and slammed down hard on one knee. That pain made him clamp his hand tighter on his weapon. 

He raged at the aliens through gritted teeth. How much fuel did his weapon still have? He couldn’t be sure.

He pawed at his body armor trying to grab his cluster grenades, but at that moment, another laser skated across the mound behind him. 

He saw it coming closer and tried to aim his Jackhammer at the source, but not fast enough.

The laser sliced through his arm and severed it across the middle of his bicep. His weapon fell to the ground with his hand still clenched around the trigger grip.

He roared out in hopeless agony just as another laser clipped him in the thigh.

A laser shot smashed into the pile right next to his head. Some white-hot metal fragment wheeled out of the wreckage, struck his face, and sliced across his eyes.

The impact ripped his helmet off and stars burst in his head before his vision cleared.

He came back to his senses standing in front of a colossal mass of aliens all staring straight at him. He had to shoot at them, but he didn’t have a weapon anymore.

He dove for his Jackhammer, snatched it with his left hand, and lost his balance. He tripped over a piece of twisted pipe embedded in the hill. He barely managed to grab his weapon before he pitched head over heel down the slope.

He slammed against something solid and looked up at dozens of aliens all staring down at him. He tried to grab his weapon and bring it up, but he tried to grab it with his right arm which wasn’t there anymore.

He took a split second to remember that he had to use his left arm instead. 

In that moment, four more Dusters thundered overhead firing dozens of breaker bombs into the alien horde. He didn’t see the platoon anywhere nearby. He was all alone out here.

His dazed brain stared up at the Dusters in stupid shock. Were they coming for him? Would they lift him off, take him to the hospital, and save whatever was left of his pathetic life?

He already knew they wouldn’t. They didn’t rescue the wounded. Anyone who fell on the battlefield stayed where they lay. No one came to get them and no one would come to get Rhodes.

Lasers sprayed out of the enemy ranks, fired into the night sky, and targeted the Dusters. Blasts of yellow and orange explosions ejected from the ships’ hulls.

That flash of light brought Rhodes back to his senses. He floundered to sit up enough to aim his weapon at his enemies. He couldn’t stand.

He propped his Jackhammer against his knee to steady it, but before he could fire, alien lasers hit the engines of a Duster right above him. 

The ship shuddered once and detonated in a catastrophic boom before the whole burning mass of torched metal plummeted toward the ground.

Rhodes didn’t see it until it was too late—not that he could do anything about it if he did see it. He kept shooting at the aliens crawling closer by the second. 

He bared his teeth in a feral roar right up until the moment the burning Duster smashed down on top of him.








  
  
Chapter 2




Beeping noises woke Rhodes from a sound sleep. He blinked and then flinched when blinding, stark white light stabbed him in the eyes. 

He had to think before he remembered where he was—except that he didn’t know where he was. He had been on the battlefield until just a few seconds ago.

He definitely wasn’t there now.

A young woman with long, straight, dark brown hair and glasses stood next to his bed. 

She wore her hair pulled back in a ponytail behind her neck. She wore a business suit under a knee-length lab coat with her name stitched onto the front of it. Dr. Veronica Neiland, ALMC.

Rhodes groaned and tried to look around again. ALMC. The Aemon Legion Medical Corps. 

He must be in a military hospital—which made sense considering what happened to him on the battlefield—except that it didn’t make sense. 

He would be the first of thousands or maybe millions of Legion war casualties to end up in the hospital. He should have died on the battlefield.

He craned his head off the pillow, but his whole body felt unbearably heavy. It took all his strength just to lift his head. He couldn’t lift any of his limbs. He felt sick to his stomach. 

“Where am I?” he croaked.

“You’re at Coleridge Station, Captain Rhodes,” Dr. Neiland clipped in a soft, steady tone. 

“I never heard of it.”

“It’s a secret military installation that doesn’t appear on any map. No one has heard of it.”

He collapsed back on the pillow and shut his eyes. He was really starting to wish he did die on the battlefield. “What am I doing here, then?”

“You’ve been asleep. It will take you a while to get your strength back and to orient yourself. There’s nothing to worry about. The nausea and weakness will pass.”

He tried one more time to sit up and failed. He lifted his head and spotted four other people in the same room. 

The room itself looked like a giant science lab with a bunch of equipment he didn’t recognize. It didn’t look like a hospital at all.

A giant cylindrical stack of computer components occupied the center of what looked like a circular chamber. Banks of more computers, equipment, and random wires, tubes, and conduits covered the walls. 

Some of these random wires, tubes, and conduits even extended from the ceiling and walls. The wires, tubes, and conduits entered the central column of computer equipment and some came toward Rhodes’s bed. 

Dr. Neiland approached him on his right side and tapped at a computer console attached to his bed. That’s what made the beeping sound. 

The bed did something and started to tilt upward. It locked in place at an angle so he no longer lay flat on his back.

The longer he lay here, the more his mind cleared. He wasn’t in a normal hospital bed at all. The mattress under him was the only normal part of it. 

Even that didn’t feel like a regular mattress. There was something different about it, but he couldn’t quite place what was wrong with it.

More computer equipment surrounded him on all sides and a solid metal cover levered above his head. 

Computer screens flashed and flickered on the cover’s underside. The readings kept changing every time Dr. Neiland punched one of her buttons.

The wires, tubes, and conduits went into and out of all of this equipment attached to his bed. He couldn’t tell at first what it was all for.

He tried again to sit up and he raised his hand to rub his face. “What happened to me? How did I get here?”

His hand touched his head—and he felt something metal attached to his face. His arm and hand didn’t feel right, either.

He looked down at his hand and his world stopped when he saw his arm. It wasn’t a human arm anymore. It had been replaced by a robotic arm and hand.

“You got injured on the battlefield,” Dr. Neiland replied in the same soothing undertone. “We brought you here and replaced your arm and some of your internal organs with implants. We also modified your sensory, nervous, and motor systems with upgraded components. Don’t worry. You’ll get used to them in time.”

He barely heard her. He stared at his arm, moved his hand in every direction, and experienced another wave of vertigo at the sensation. 

His arm and hand moved the same way a normal arm would, but it didn’t feel the same. He couldn’t identify the sensation. It felt surreal….or maybe not real at all—but it was.

He rubbed his fingertips together. He could feel everything. The sensation up his arm felt the same as normal skin—but it wasn’t skin.

Components he didn’t recognize covered the surface. Ports and channels scored the outer housing, but the metal surface blended together to make the outer housing smooth. He didn’t see any working parts, but there must be.

He lost his arm on the battlefield. He remembered now. 

These doctors didn’t reattach his original arm. They wouldn’t have been able to after the laser severed it. No one could repair an injury like that.

He touched his face—with that hand. He felt the metal attached to his face.

He followed the outline from his forehead over his cheekbone and down to his jaw. The implants embedded into the bone and he sensed them penetrating deep inside his head.

The implants covered part of his forehead and all of his right eye socket. The implant blocked his eye, but he could still see perfectly well. His vision looked normal.

The implants on his face felt just as smooth as his arm’s metal housing. They covered the right half of his face, his right ear, and most of the back of his skull.

The rest of his face felt normal. He still had hair growing out of the rest of his scalp and his mouth felt normal, too.

Dr. Neiland tapped on her machines a few more times and looked up at him through her glasses. “You should feel strong enough to sit up now, Captain. If you are, we can take you to your quarters and you can start to orient yourself to the station.”

“What am I doing here?” he husked.

“I told you. We brought you here to repair your injuries. You’re a member of an experimental project to upgrade your injured limbs and organs with these mechanical implants. You’ll spend your recovery here at Coleridge Station until you learn to use them. Then you’ll redeploy on the battlefield where you’ll use these implants against the enemy.” She blinked at him. “Is that clear enough for you? Do you understand now?”

He groaned again, but he couldn’t keep lying here. He tried one more time to sit up, and this time, he succeeded. The upward tilted angle of the bed made it easier. He didn’t have to move as far.

He heaved himself off the bed and swiveled his legs to the floor—but they weren’t human legs. The same smooth mechanical housing covered him from the waist down. 

He couldn’t tell where his real legs ended and where the robotic legs began—or if he even had real legs anymore. How much damage did he suffer when that Duster crashed on top of him?

The replacement arm melded with another swath of components surrounding his shoulders and part of his chest. Some of his rib cage and abdomen showed between the chest section and the part extending down over his pelvis.

The implants on his left arm didn’t enclose the whole arm the way they did his right arm. His left arm must have still been mostly intact when the Legion took him off the battlefield.

Components and implants dotted his skin from the left shoulder section down the outside of his upper arm. The implants surrounded his elbow in a mechanical joint and then narrowed around his forearm.

The components completely enveloped his wrist and his left hand. He couldn’t see anything organic underneath, but his left hand felt different from his right hand. 

He couldn’t exactly say his left hand felt more real or more human because it didn’t. It just felt different.

He paused there slumped on the edge of the bed to take all this in. The implants embedded in all his bones and muscles. A dull ache throbbed through his body where these machines sank their roots into his very being.

He couldn’t call it pain because it didn’t hurt—and yet it did. It hurt deeper than pain.

He could tolerate this ache, but it ate away at something even more fundamental than his senses. It changed him at his core. He wasn’t human anymore—not the way he was before.

Dr. Neiland bent over him and did something to the component near his ear. “The implants take time to adjust to your nervous system. They feel strange now, but you’ll get used to them.”

Rhodes doubted that. He didn’t see how he could ever get used to this. 

These things weren’t him. They chewed into his body, his blood, his bones, his internal organs. He even sensed them infecting his brain and senses. Where would it end?

It wouldn’t end because they were a part of him now—and yet they felt alien. They felt like they might fall off at any moment—but they would never fall off. 

His very being wanted to reject them and push them away, but they stuck to him with a deep, gnawing, unbreakable hold.

“You should be able to stand up now, Captain,” Dr. Neiland told him.

Rhodes looked around one last time, but his mind didn’t want to accept any of this. 

If he’d been getting out of a hospital bed any other time, he would have had to put on some clothes. He didn’t have to do that now.

He was a robot from the waist down. He had no other recognizable human anatomy he needed to cover up. 

The implants covered all of him besides his midsection, his back, part of his chest, his left arm, neck, and half his head. No one could see anything. He was as dressed as he could possibly be.

The four other people in the room stood by the lab’s central stack of computer equipment. This wasn’t a hospital. It was a lab and he was the experiment. Dr. Neiland even said so.

Two of those other people wore medical lab coats like she did. One of those other people was a middle-aged man with greying hair and a grey goatee. The other was a younger man with straight brown hair, brown eyes, and glasses.

The other two people over there wore Aemon Legion officers’ uniforms. They were both men in their forties and one of them was a general. The other was a colonel with black hair and black eyes. 

The general had bright red hair, brilliant green eyes, and a million freckles. They looked strange on a man his age—like he couldn’t decide if he was growing up or staying a boy.

Now that Rhodes looked around more closely, he noticed other technicians in lab coats working on the equipment lining the walls. They didn’t pay any attention to Rhodes, Dr. Neiland, or the other four people in the room.

An elevated circular platform ran around the lab’s upper wall. More technicians worked up there, too.

“Stand up, Captain,” Dr. Neiland told him. “We need to check that all your systems are functioning within operable parameters.”

His brain didn’t want to register that she was talking about him this way—the way she would talk about some machine that had just gotten out of the repair shop.

He stood up, and at that signal, the four men crossed the room to approach him. 

For some reason he couldn’t figure out, Rhodes’s eyes and mind read their four nametags in a split second. 

He didn’t even have to look at the names stitched onto their lab coats. The four names entered his head automatically without him making the decision to read them.

The older doctor’s name was Dr. Steven Montague. The younger one was Dr. Derek Irvine. The general’s nametag read, Brewster. The colonel’s read, Kraft.

Just in case Rhodes doubted the evidence of his new enhanced senses, General Brewster stuck out his hand and gave Rhodes a huge, boyish smile. “It’s a pleasure to meet you, Captain. I’m General Kenneth Brewster and this is Colonel Paxton Kraft.”

Rhodes shook the general’s hand without thinking. Rhodes started to say, “Good to meet you…..” but he used too much pressure and wound up crushing the general’s hand.

General Brewster grimaced, yelled in pain, and almost buckled to his knees before Rhodes realized what he was doing. He let go, but not fast enough.

“Aargh!” General Brewster howled and clutched his hand.

“I’m sorry…..” Rhodes stammered.

Dr. Neiland and the other two doctors raced over and started whizzing around Rhodes in a flurry. 

“Nothing to worry about!” Dr. Irvine exclaimed. “It’s understandable until you get used to the implants. Your neuromotor system has been enhanced, so you’re stronger than you were before. Don’t worry! You’ll get used to it.”

General Brewster kept gasping and clutching his hand in pain. “It’s…..it’s all right…..Captain…..It isn’t your fault……”

“Come over here, General,” Dr. Neiland breezed. “I’ll X-ray your hand and we can repair the bones.”

She took him across the lab to one of the machines against the wall. General Brewster tried to smile at Rhodes.

Brewster probably hoped he was smiling in a reassuring way, but the general kept writhing and baring his teeth in obvious pain.

Rhodes didn’t know what to think watching Dr. Neiland take the general away. Rhodes only tried to shake the general’s hand. Rhodes didn’t think he used that much pressure, but he must have made a mistake.

Colonel Kraft stepped in front of Rhodes to block him from looking at General Brewster again. 

“It’s an honor to finally meet you, Captain.” Kraft started to extend his hand, too, and stopped himself. “General Brewster is the commanding officer of Coleridge Station and I’m in command of Battalion 1. You and I will be working closely with each other.”

“What’s that? What’s Battalion 1?”

“It’s the new unit of soldiers like yourself who will receive these experimental implants. Battalion 1 will become an integral part of the Aemon Legion and an indispensable wing of our fighting force. Battalion 1 is critical to our mission of securing the quadrant from alien invasion and bringing peace to the Fringes.”

“Oh,” Rhodes muttered under his breath. “I see.”

Kraft waved behind him. “Come with me, Captain. I’ll show you around the station and explain things to you. The orientation process takes some time, so we all understand that you might be feeling a little out of your depth.”

“How long does it take?” Rhodes asked. “How long will I be like this?”

“Well…..” Kraft glanced at the two remaining doctors.

“The truth is, Captain, we don’t actually know how long it takes,” Dr. Irvine interjected. “You’re the first subject to go through the project.”

Rhodes’s head shot up. “I’m….what?”

“You’re the first subject to go through the project. You’ll take command of the first unit of Battalion 1 as soon as they wake up—but you’re the first to wake up.”

Rhodes’s throat went dry. “Does that mean others didn’t wake up?”

Dr. Irvine shuffled his feet and looked away. “I assure you everyone who goes through the project was injured to the point of death exactly the way you were. If we didn’t take them, they would be dead now—the same way you would be.”

Now it was Rhodes’s turn to look away. Maybe he would have been better off dying on the battlefield than…..this.

He didn’t say that out loud, though.

“Now you can understand why we’re so delighted to have you with us,” Irvine gushed. “All your systems seem to be functioning within operational parameters.”

He bent over the control panel on Rhodes’s bed—the panel Dr. Neiland had been working on when Rhodes first woke up. 

Dr. Montague looked over Dr. Irvine’s shoulder to see the readings, but just then, Dr. Neiland came back with General Brewster.

He had his hand in a cast up to the wrist, but he smiled more easily now. “Please don’t think anything of it, Captain. We’re all too pleased to see you up and about to worry about a little thing like this.”

“I’m sure you are,” Rhodes muttered.

Everyone pretended not to hear him. 

“If you’re feeling up to it, Colonel Kraft and I will show you around,” General Brewster went on. “The doctors can monitor your systems on the way and make sure you’re functioning properly. If everything works out, you can relax in your quarters until it’s time for you to go on duty.”

“What does that mean?” Rhodes asked. “What do you mean by putting me on duty?”

“You need to train with your new implants so you get used to them,” Dr. Neiland told him. “You’ll need to adjust how you do things and how you process information coming from your implants. We’ll make additional modifications as needed to ensure everything is working the way it’s supposed to.”

Rhodes didn’t like the sound of that, but what choice did he have? These implants told him loud and clear that he didn’t have one.

He couldn’t get his arm back—or his eye back—or anything else the doctors replaced. 

They might have replaced his entire lower body. He would never get that back. He’d been on the point of death when they brought him in.

He still didn’t know what to think or how to feel about that, but he definitely didn’t have a choice about this. 

These implants anchored into his bones. They hooked up to his brain and nervous system. He would never be able to get rid of them.

His gut told him to tear them out and throw them away. He wanted to rip them out with his fingernails, but he wouldn’t even be able to do that—not without killing himself.

Maybe that would have been better, but he didn’t get a chance to do that or even to think about it.

General Brewster waved across the lab again. “Follow me, Captain. You don’t need to stay in here any longer.”








  
  
Chapter 3




Rhodes followed General Brewster out of the lab. Colonel Kraft walked at Rhodes’s side. 

Rhodes’s implants fed him mountains of information he never would have picked up this fast with his normal senses.

General Brewster had a lively personality, smiled easily, and kept widening his eyes at Rhodes in a delighted, encouraging way. Brewster couldn’t have been more tickled that Rhodes was up and walking around.

Kraft had a serious, reserved nature with deep, dark, watchful eyes. He measured everything Rhodes did down to the atom. Nothing escaped Kraft’s notice.

Rhodes recognized an officer scrutinizing a man who would become his subordinate. 

Kraft was the one responsible for this new Battalion 1. He would be Rhodes’s direct superior, so of course Kraft wanted to make sure Rhodes did everything right.

Kraft’s reserve actually made Rhodes feel better. Rhodes understood men like Kraft. 

Kraft took the time and care to make sure anyone under him was capable of doing the job the way it needed to be done. Rhodes appreciated that.

Brewster gave Rhodes a very bad feeling. Brewster’s bubbly enthusiasm didn’t gel with the sheer scale of what these people were trying to do.

Brewster also didn’t seem to realize the effect these implants were having on Rhodes. It never seemed to cross Brewster’s mind that these implants might not be the blessing everyone wanted them to be. 

Kraft sure did. Rhodes almost got the impression Kraft was standing there with his hand on a holstered weapon ready to put Rhodes down the instant something went wrong—but Kraft didn’t have a weapon.

He held himself tense, watchful, and ready to act at a moment’s notice. Rhodes respected Kraft for that. 

Rhodes really needed someone like that around him right now. No one else around here seemed to understand the situation well enough even to think of it.

Brewster kept smiling with glee while he held the door open for Rhodes to leave the lab. 

The three men exited into a long corridor of stark industrial tile. Doors lined both walls. Rhodes couldn’t see beyond them to the rooms inside. He didn’t want to see.

The three doctors followed behind. Each one worked on a remote computer device. 

Rhodes couldn’t see what they were working on, but they must have been monitoring him. They wouldn’t be here otherwise.

Their presence drove home to Rhodes that he was their lab rat—their experiment. He felt like a science experiment walking around with these implants.

They didn’t make any noise. They felt exactly like normal legs walking down the hall and normal arms hanging at his sides.

He couldn’t help feeling like a robot—because he was one.

His heels made an extra loud clunk on the tiles every time he took a step. He saw how different he looked from everyone else present. 

He was the freak here. They were all human. He wasn’t. He was something else. He just didn’t know what that was.

Brewster talked the whole time in the same rapid, excited tone. “We’ll introduce you to your unit and then give you a briefing on the state of affairs. You’ll be able to adjust your programming to the battle conditions. Once you understand the situation, you’ll be able to coordinate with the other platoons and swing the battle back in our favor.”

“What do you mean by, ‘introduce me to my unit’?” Rhodes asked. “You said I was the first to go through the program. How can I have a unit if I’m the only one?”

“We’re holding the rest of your unit in stasis while they receive their implants and other modifications. You’ll be their commanding officer, so we woke you up first. We’ll need you to be present when we wake up the others. Your presence and guidance will help orient them. You’ll be able to explain things to them better than we will since you will have gone through it before them.”

“I won’t be able to do that if I haven’t had a chance to orient,” Rhodes pointed out.

Brewster only smiled at him. “That’s why you’ll orient completely before we wake any of them up. You’ll go through your training first. Then you’ll be better able to help them with theirs.”

Brewster stopped in front of a random door, opened it, and stood back for Rhodes to enter.

They entered a long, low room built the same as Dr. Neiland’s lab except that this one wasn’t circular. It had more of an oblong shape, but it did have the same computer components covering the walls.

Wires, tubes, and conduits connected all the equipment to twelve beds identical to the one Rhodes woke up in. The covers of these beds were all closed.

The covers weren’t solid metal the way Rhodes thought. Some transparent substance allowed him to see the people lying asleep inside each chamber.

He passed down the line looking at their faces. The controls attached to each bed listed their names.

Lieutenant Heath Lauer.

Corporal Bobby Poole.

Sergeant David Cope.

Corporal Liam Taylor.

Rhodes stopped in front of two beds with women in them. “Who are they?”

“Most of these men are soldiers from the Legion,” Brewster explained. “They got injured in battle the same way you did. That’s how they joined the program.”

“Joined?” Rhodes repeated. “They didn’t join.”

Brewster shrugged, but it came out more as a squirm. He made a face that looked like he was trying his hardest not to smile. “It’s a figure of speech.”

Rhodes nodded at the two women. “What about these two?”

“Georgie Henshaw is Frederick Henshaw’s daughter.”

“I don’t know who that is,” Rhodes replied.

Brewster raised his eyebrows and gasped. “You don’t know who Frederick Henshaw is?”

“No, why should I? Is he in the Legion?”

“He’s President of the Treaty of Aemon Ruling Council!” Brewster exclaimed. “I can’t believe you don’t know!”

Rhodes looked away. “That explains why I’ve never heard of him. I’m a soldier. I don’t keep track of all that political bullshit.”

Brewster winced and immediately tried to correct his expression. “Georgie received a terminal cancer diagnosis. President Henshaw arranged for us to take her into the program to save her life.”

Rhodes spun around a second time. “You took some politician’s daughter into an experimental laboratory program to create a battalion of super-warriors? She’ll get killed out there! Why didn’t you just let her die in peace?”

“Her implants and programming will give her the same skills, strength, and training as the rest of you. She won’t disappoint you.”

Rhodes snorted. He was starting to get a picture of the colossal task in front of him. 

Now he would be the one in charge of these people. He would be the one trying to somehow explain to them why they were here and what they were supposed to do about it. He didn’t look forward to that conversation.

He turned back to look down at Georgie Henshaw. She had straight, white-blonde hair and pale, ivory-white skin. He couldn’t tell anything else about her.

Implants covered her head and face the same way they covered Rhodes’s face and all the other members of this battalion unit. Each one of them had been modified the same way Rhodes had.

Georgie’s hair had been cut jaw length. The woman in the bed next to her had straight brown hair cut in the same style. It made each woman look human but in an industrial, military way. The haircut didn’t soften their features at all.

The second woman’s name was Alyssa Thackery. “Who is she?” Rhodes asked. “Is she another politician’s daughter?”

“She worked as a cleaner at Fort Jacaranda,” Colonel Kraft murmured. “She was sweeping the floors in the engineering department when the station came under bombardment. She got electrocuted when a panel near her exploded. She doesn’t have any family, so she came to us instead.”

Rhodes cringed. Fantastic. So two of his new soldiers had no training, no combat experience, no nothing. The geniuses in charge of this project should have just let these women die. 

Then again, they might not even wake up. How many other wounded soldiers did these doctors experiment on before someone survived long enough to wake up? 

Rhodes was the first. The doctors might have gone through hundreds.

Maybe none of these people would wake up. Then Rhodes really would be the only one.

He passed down the line of beds reading the names, but he didn’t stop again. 

Corporal Rudy Fuentes. Sergeant Jairo Dietz. Lieutenant Dane Reinhart. Lieutenant Ted Oakes. Corporal Eddie Coulter.

The names meant nothing to Rhodes and neither did the people. He wouldn’t know who or what he was dealing with until they woke up.

“So when will you wake them up?” he asked. “How long do they have to stay asleep?”

“They’re ready to wake up now,” Brewster replied. “We need to bring you up to speed first. We’ll just brief you on the battle situation…..”

Just then, a different young woman in an Aemon Legion uniform entered the room, approached General Brewster, and whispered something in his ear.

He bent over to listen and then straightened up. “Excuse me, Captain. I have something I need to attend to. I’ll leave you in Colonel Kraft’s capable hands. I’m sure I’ll see you later. I trust everything will work out for the best. Excuse me.”

He dipped one nod and left the room. That left Rhodes with Kraft and the three doctors. The three doctors kept hanging back and tapping on their devices. 

They didn’t seem to notice anything until Kraft gave them a hard look and waved them away. “You three can go back to the lab. You can see that Captain Rhodes is fine. Leave him alone for now. I’ll let you know if we need you for anything.”

Dr. Neiland opened her mouth to contradict. Colonel Kraft gave her such a drilling glare that she shut her mouth with a click and walked out. She took the other two doctors with her.

Kraft sighed as soon as the door closed. “Follow me, Captain. We have a lot to talk about.”

Rhodes followed him back out into the corridor. Rhodes would have liked to ask what they had to talk about, but he didn’t say anything.

Kraft’s serious nature suddenly made this whole situation so much more real. Kraft didn’t give Rhodes any encouragement or assurance that this was all so exciting and wonderful.

Even that overwhelmed Rhodes with relief. Someone around her understood how serious this was. 

Kraft’s dark eyes even seemed to communicate some understanding of what Rhodes was going through. Kraft couldn’t know about this sensation of the implants eating into Rhodes’s flesh and bones.

Kraft’s steady gaze almost convinced Rhodes that Kraft did know—or at least suspected. 

Kraft didn’t show any sign of sympathy, but this depth of understanding convinced Rhodes that Kraft at least imagined what walking around with these implants must feel like.

Kraft barely glanced at Rhodes, but those dark eyes said it all. Kraft didn’t need to look any more deeply than that. He already knew.

Kraft walked down the hall at Rhodes’s side, but Kraft didn’t break the silence. 

“Aren’t you supposed to explain all this to me?” Rhodes finally asked.

“What is there to explain that you don’t already know? All I have to do is show you the battle lines. You understand the rest.”

“What am I supposed to do out there that the rest of the Legion can’t do?” Rhodes asked.

Kraft opened another door and led Rhodes into an office. It was a typical Legion officer’s office with a large computer screen covering one wall.

Kraft stopped in front of it, tapped on it, and pulled up a map of the sector. “This is the Preinea homeworld at the center of the Treaty of Aemon Cluster. All the planets, solar systems, and cultures of the combined military defense alliance contribute troops and resources that make up the Aemon Legion.”

“I know all that,” Rhodes replied. “Why am I here if you don’t tell me something I don’t already know?”

Kraft adjusted the map to show the outer Fringes—a rim of planets, solar systems, stations, and inhabited regions at the very edge of the Treaty of Aemon Cluster. 

“Coleridge Station is here—on the planet Tokirolera in the Dalea system,” Colonel Kraft went on. “You’ve spent your career here, on the Fringes, fighting the Emal in their efforts to retake their territory from the Cluster.”

“Yeah? So?”

“That’s why Coleridge Station and the Battalion 1 project are here—so you’ll be closer to the Emal. You’ll redeploy against the aliens and work with the other platoons to drive the Emal out of the Cluster.”

“You still aren’t telling me anything I don’t already know.”

“What you don’t know is that the Cluster is facing incursion from four other alien populations—here, here, here, and here.”

Kraft pointed at different parts of the Treaty of Aemon Cluster—parts that should have been peaceful.

“This battle against the Emal is just a training ground for Battalion 1. It’s a chance for you all to get used to your new weapons, training, and tactics. Once you do that, we’ll deploy you against other enemies—more powerful enemies.”

Rhodes spun around to stare at him. “More powerful than the Emal? How is that even possible? The Legion can’t stop the Emal as it is. They’ve already reclaimed ten planets and they’ll keep reclaiming more until they retake their territory. The Legion is getting slaughtered out there.”

“That’s where the brass hopes Battalion 1 will be able to change things.”

Rhodes gaped at him even harder. “The brass? The brass hopes that? You didn’t say we hope that.”

Kraft made a face. “I’m a soldier like you, Captain. I don’t make the rules.”

“So you don’t really think we stand a chance even against the Emal—let alone the rest of these incursions. Is that what you’re saying? You’re doing this because the brass ordered you to? Is that it?”

Kraft’s expression darkened even more than before. He pointed at a different part of the map closer to the incoming incursions. “My family lives here—on the planet Nolestra in the Bevet system. If we don’t find a way to stop these incursions, a lot of people are going to die. That’s the only reason I agreed to this—not because I approve of what the doctors are doing. I wouldn’t do it at all if I thought there was any other way.”

Rhodes looked away, but that only brought him back to looking at the map. His mind went into a tailspin. If the battle against the Emal was that hopeless, then this whole project was a suicide mission.

Fighting the Emal was a suicide mission. Luckily for everyone involved, the Emal only wanted their own territory back—the territory the Treaty of Aemon annexed into the Cluster.

The Emal didn’t want to conquer the whole Cluster. Humanity would have been finished if they did.

If these new alien incursions did want to conquer the Cluster, then someone had to stop them—if they could be stopped.

Kraft lowered his voice to a husky murmur. “You would have been dead on the battlefield just like everyone else in this project. What else do you have to do? You might as well save a few billion human lives while you’re here. Isn’t that why you joined the Legion in the first place?”








  
  
Chapter 4




Colonel Kraft escorted Rhodes to a different part of Coleridge Station. The station teemed with technicians, officers, soldiers, pilots, and hundreds of other Aemon Legion personnel. 

None of them so much as glanced at Rhodes. They didn’t act like him walking around with half his body replaced by robotics was anything out of the ordinary. 

The Battalion 1 project definitely wasn’t a secret if this many personnel manned this station.

Coleridge Station looked like every other Legion station he’d visited in his career. Multiple wings radiated outward from a central concourse of supply stores, commissaries, meeting rooms, auditoriums, and every other thing the station personnel needed. 

The side wings contained personnel quarters, the station’s power plant, loading docks, medical bay, and all the station’s accessory departments.

He didn’t see anything different about Coleridge Station—except that he was here—and the rest of Battalion 1 was here.

He and Kraft crossed the station’s main concourse and entered a side wing. This was as far as it was possible to get from Dr. Neiland’s lab and the other members of Battalion 1—if they survived long enough to become its members.

Kraft took Rhodes into another long, rectangular room—without all the computer equipment this time.

This room had been set up as a normal Legion barracks with a row of beds down one wall—but these weren’t normal beds.

They were modified versions of the beds Rhodes had seen the other lab subjects sleeping in—the same kind of bed Rhodes had been sleeping in.

These had mattresses inside, but holes had been cut in the mattresses at strategic intervals down the length of the bed. 

The same electronic equipment attached to these beds, but not as much equipment as in the lab. 

The beds did have just as many wires, tubes, and conduits running to them, but these wires, tubes, and conduits didn’t hang from the ceiling. They attached to each bed through the wall and ran across a short stretch of floor to keep everything out of the way.

Tables, benches, bookshelves, and a few computer terminal desks lined the opposite wall.

“This will be the battalion’s quarters while you’re at the station,” Kraft announced. “Each of you has a capsule assigned to you. It’s programmed to your own individual needs, so it’s important that you use the same capsule each time. This is yours.” 

He pointed at the first bed in the row. The control panel on the end of the bed read out Rhodes’s name and rank. 








