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Chapter 1




Captain Corban Rhodes dragged his vision into focus just enough to see his Striker plunging through the destroyed buildings of a crumbling city. 

Massive laser shots struck the few remaining buildings still standing. They pulverized in front of his eyes. 

His Striker had to weave back and forth to avoid sprays of falling rubble and pinwheeling wall sections blown out of place.

Rhodes tried to take the controls—but this ship didn’t have any controls. Grid lines surrounded his cockpit, covered the ship, and the same grid lines covered him, too.

Two faces hovered in front of his eyes. A bird-like composite of human, animal, and some cartoonish monster hung off on the right side. It talked rapidly to a round, cheery face in the center of Rhodes’s view.

“The 249th Platoon is taking up a position between the central business district and the botanical gardens,” the first face announced. “Watch out, Rio! You’re going to fly into the Dusters!”

“I see them,” Rio replied. “Interface with the Ero and tell them we’re coming in fast.”

“The Ero already knows we’re coming! Oakes is in trouble! He’s cut off by laser fire!”

Rhodes summoned all his strength to get his voice working. “Fisher……”

The bird face turned toward him. “You’re losing blood, Captain. I’m accessing The Grid to slow it down, but I can’t alter your basic organics. We just have to get through the battle and rendezvous with the Ero.”

“Don’t leave without Oakes,” Rhodes husked. “Don’t leave anyone behind.”

“Hold on!” Rio yelled and swerved to dodge another exploding building. 

His grid lines stretched and morphed into different shapes, took the form of a many-legged spider monster, and he bounded off the ground. 

He flattened dozens of aliens underfoot, launched himself at another building, vaulted off its side wall, and headed north.

“You can’t get to the Ero that way, Rio!” Fisher snapped.

“I’m not going to the Ero! I’m trying to help Oakes.”

“Where are the others?” Rhodes asked.

Fisher adjusted The Grid so Rhodes could see everything more clearly. He should have been the one flying this ship, but he was too injured even to raise his arms.

The Grid pivoted and angled downward to give Rhodes an aerial view of the city of Thaklia. 

The Emal had penetrated the city from the east, spread through the streets, and worked building by building to hunt down any Aemon Legion platoons still fighting out there.

The soldiers didn’t try anymore to hold the city against the Emal invasion. That would be impossible. 

The soldiers just focused on defending themselves while they retreated westward in the direction from which they’d come. 

They had their work cut out for them avoiding massive concussions coming from Emal base ships parked on the planes east of town.

The Grid showed Rhodes eight other Strikers zooming through the wrecked landscape. Each ship carried a member of Battalion 1. 

Rhodes interfaced with their SAMs. Everyone in the battalion was as injured as he was—or worse. 

None of them flew their own ships. The SAMs did everything trying their damnedest to fly the group to safety.

Rio picked up speed trying to intercept Lieutenant Ted Oakes. His Striker Enoch had gotten hit by base gunfire, knocked down, and the Emal swarmed all over the ship.

Enoch’s grid lines changed rapidly from one shape to another trying to fight off all the Emal, but they overran him. 

He changed into another spider creature like the one Elio used to break into the Emal base ship to rescue the battalion.

Enoch snatched Emal bodies away, sent them twirling off into the mayhem, and weapons erupted from all his limbs, but the Emal still got the better of him. 

The aliens climbed on top of him and fired their lasers into his outer housing to cut him to pieces. He changed into a giant spraying lasers from all sides.

All his efforts only seemed to draw more Emal to pull him down. He even tried to fire his boosters to launch away from the planet’s surface.

The base ships instantly turned their guns on him, blasted out another building right on top of him, and rock and deadly shards hammered Enoch from above.

The explosion hit plenty of Emal, too, but they didn’t seem to care. They stepped on their dead and wounded comrades and used the piles of bodies to climb on top of him.

Rio interfaced with Enoch. The SAM’s rugged bear face kept morphing, stretching, and undulating as The Grid changed around him. 

The Grid formed the bear’s body, but that kept changing every few seconds, too, each time Enoch tried a different shape to overcome the Emal.

“We’re coming for you, Enoch!” Rio told him. “We’re on our way!”

Enoch roared in fury. Oakes didn’t respond at all. He slumped in his cockpit resting his chin on his chest. He had his eyes closed. 

Blood saturated his hair and ran down his neck. Seeing Oakes and Enoch in danger snapped Rhodes back to his senses. He had to do something, but Rio was already doing it fast enough for both of them.

The grid lines surrounding the ship morphed again. The Emal must have detected Rio getting closer. The base ships swiveled their laser bombardment in his direction.

Another building evaporated in smoke and dust to Rio’s left. He bounded off the ground and soared away to another launch point, only for the base ships to hit a different building right in front of him.

This one blocked Rio’s path to catch up with Enoch. Rio would have had to fly around this building to help Enoch. The building detonated in a whizzing fireball of outward pelting shards and debris. 

Rio changed his grid lines again, sprang down onto the ground on bouncy cat legs, morphed into another armored vehicle, smashed straight into the wreckage, plowed through it, and burst out on the other side next to Enoch.

The Grid in front of Rhodes’s eyes showed him Battalion 1’s other Strikers converging on the spot from all over Thaklia. They would get here any second.

Each ship changed shape at blinding speed. Their grid lines morphed and adapted in seconds. 

Each Striker extended their wings to soar over obstacles, collapsed into wingless missiles, stretched, compressed, grew different kinds of limbs, changed their weapons configurations, and went through a dozen other transformations with every phase of the battle.

The Strikers’ presence electrified the Emal. Thousands of aliens all over the city stopped hunting down the Legion platoons and came after the battalion instead.

The Grid flashed alerts as mobs of Emal flooded to the spot. “We have to get out of here, Rio,” Rhodes husked. “We can’t let the Emal recapture us.”

“I know, Captain!” Rio called over the noise. “I’m working on it.”

“Let me help you. I can help you.”

“I’m sorry, Captain, but you can’t do anything,” Fisher interrupted. “We can’t risk your injuries causing Rio to malfunction. Just hold on a little longer. We’ll get you out. We’ll get everyone out.”

Rhodes didn’t want to just sit here doing nothing, but of course his SAMs were right. The battalion’s injuries caused the SAMs to malfunction earlier. None of them could risk it happening again.

The SAMs fought the battle just fine on their own. Rio blasted through the building’s eastern wall, twisted back into a Striker, and whizzed over the Emal’s heads. He laid down a carpet of scourge gun fire, but he couldn’t hit so many teeming aliens.

He didn’t try to hit them. His arrival distracted them away from Enoch and left a tiny space between Enoch and the building behind him.

“Get out, Enoch!” Rio called. “Fall back to the Ero!”

Enoch bellowed again, flailed his grid lines in all directions, and changed them into whipping lasers to slash the Emal away. 

He cut bodies to pieces and sent them flying to free himself from the hordes clambering all over him. 

As soon as he cleared them off, he rocketed into the air, changed himself into a Viper missile, and shrieked high into the atmosphere carrying Oakes with him.

The rest of the battalion converged on the spot, but once they got there, the gunfire got too thick. 

“Everybody get out and scatter!” Fisher ordered. “We’re drawing too many Emal. They know about us. We need to separate so they don’t target any of us.”

The other SAMs launched into the high cloud and left the city behind, but that only gave everyone a view of the bloodbath going on in the streets.

The Grid showed up perfectly the Emal maneuvering Legion platoons into bottlenecks where the platoons couldn’t escape. 

The Emal carried out a systematic campaign to hunt down every platoon and eliminate the soldiers with deadly accuracy.

The base ships out on the planes turned their fire back on the streets. The Emal bombarded the platoons one after another and flattened every building to deprive the platoons of any cover.

The platoons retreated from one building to another. The platoons held each line of defense for a few minutes. That was the best they could do before the base ships’ bombardment and the steady advance of Emal ground troops drove the Legion farther back.

The base ships stayed where they were on the planes. They didn’t need to advance any further to wreak as much destruction as they needed to.

Now the alien hordes moved in to sweep the city clear of any last Legion stragglers. Explosions burst in the dark sky where Emal lasers detonated Legion Dusters and Predators fighter craft. 

Those explosions cast a ghostly light over the landscape crumbling to ruin as far as the eye could see. Bodies of Legion soldiers got trapped in the rubble. 

The Grid highlighted their failing life signs in ways Rhodes never got to see on the ground. Some of those soldiers were still alive. No one would ever rescue them the way the Battalion 1 project rescued him.

The Strikers blasted skyward and left the battle behind, but only for a minute. The Strikers had to descend to rendezvous with the Ero and the other Ravagers parked west of the city.

Rio, Elio, Enoch, Titan, Zion, Stone, Aries, and Teo slowed there in the high atmosphere. Each Striker used his Grid to change back into a ship.

Dozens of Legion vessels surrounded the planet Sulia to carry out the campaign of defending this planet against the Emal invasion.

The SAMs interfaced with each other. The Grid showed Rhodes more than he wanted to know about the injuries each of his people suffered as Emal prisoners.

Lieutenant Dane Rhinehart spoke the words they were all thinking. “We can’t just leave them down there. We have to help them retreat out of danger.”

“We can’t help them,” Wild rasped. “Every Emal battle zone turns into this. They’re all the same on every planet where the Legion tries to resist the Emal invasion.”

“We’re supposed to help the Legion,” Rhinehart pointed out. “We can’t just run away to save our own necks. Only cowards do that.”

“We can’t even save ourselves,” Alyssa Thackery told him. “We barely made it out alive. If we don’t go now, we could all die. Then we won’t be able to help anyone.”

“I’m with Rhinehart on this,” Rhodes chimed in. “We’re already here. The nine of us might not be good for much, but our Strikers can still fight back. Come on. We gotta do something.”

“What did you have in mind, Captain?” Fisher asked.

“The Emal are fascinated by us. They want more than anything to recapture us. We can make them fall back to try to get us—or at least get them to divert away from the platoons while the soldiers retreat the rest of the way to the Ravagers.”

“That won’t work, Captain,” Rocky interjected. “The Legion has never pulled the platoons from a planet this quickly, not even in the face overwhelming Emal numbers. A diversion like that might give the platoons a chance to retreat, but the Legion won’t evacuate them off the surface. The Legion will set up here to fight the Emal and try to retake the city. The Legion never gives up on a planet until they’ve spent at least a month trying to retake it.”

Rhodes sighed. He already knew all that. He’d been involved in too many campaigns against the Emal before.

He glanced over at Rhinehart through the interface. Rhinehart glanced at Rhodes at the same time. Rhodes read the same truth in Rhinehart’s twisted expression.

Every member of the battalion was bleeding. Oakes and Lauer were barely hanging onto life.

In that moment, Rhodes’s adrenaline faded enough for him to feel the sickening pain in his chest. He shivered and then started trembling.

Rio must have detected the same thing. He said, “Let’s go,” and turned away.








  
  
Chapter 2




The Battalion 1 Striker group fell in formation, swooped farther west clear of the battle, and dropped low to skim closer to the ground. They blasted across the countryside approaching the Ravager carries parked west of Thaklia. 

Rio interfaced with the Ero bridge staff to alert the ship that the battalion was coming in. “We have critically injured crewmen on board. We’ll need medical personnel to meet us in the landing bay.”

Rhodes started to shut his eyes. The Ero medical staff wouldn’t be able to help the battalion. The only option was to ship Rhodes and his people back to Coleridge Station.

That meant an eight-week conversion cycle before any of them found someone qualified to treat their injuries. Would any of the battalion survive that trip?

Rhodes was really starting to look forward to dying during a conversion cycle. A harsh, snapping, male voice brought him back to reality with a jolt.

“You can’t just abandon those platoons out there to die, Captain! I demand that you go back out there and give them cover while they retreat out of the city.”

Rhodes had to summon all his effort to haul his heavy eyelids open. A man’s face hovered in front of him on The Grid. 

Rhodes went through another torturous thought process before he placed the bushy eyebrows, the lined face, and the deep scowl glaring at him from The Grid. It was Captain Parker Ackerman, Captain of the Ero.

His face hung there between Fisher and Rio in the middle of Rhodes’s view, but of course the Ero captain didn’t see the two SAMs. 

Ackerman’s image showed his neck, shoulders, and part of his chest, too. The image looked like something Rhodes would see if Ackerman had been talking to him through a regular Legion Ravager’s communications system.

Rhodes gulped to get his parched through working. Maybe Ackerman could see what a mess Rhodes was right now.

“Did you hear my communication just now, Captain?” Rhodes asked. “My whole party is injured—badly injured. We can’t even fly our own ships and two of my men are unconscious. These computer programs are flying our ships. We can’t go back to help the platoons. That’s your job—and the other Ravagers’ jobs. Why don’t you launch and give the platoons cover to retreat out of the city?”

Ackerman’s face went through a series of conflicted expressions. His eyes dipped like he was looking down at Rhodes’s body for the first time.

“Well….” he blustered. “What’s the point of you coming out here to fight for us if leave our troops without cover?”

Rhodes took a deep breath. The rest of the battalion listened to his conversation through the interface—except for those members of the battalion who were unconscious. Even the SAMs listened.

“Are you under orders to evacuate the platoons? If I take my people back into danger, get the platoons out of Thaklia, and they make it back to the Ravagers, will you take them off the planet or will you keep them here to go on fighting?”

Rhodes knew the answer as soon as he said the words. Captain Ackerman’s features spasmed in some new and creative directions. 

His mouth twisted in strange shapes before he worked up the nerve to speak. “I don’t make command decisions about what the platoons do or don’t do, Captain. You should know that.”

“I do know that. I also know that I’m responsible for these people’s lives. We barely survived getting captured by the Emal.”

Ackerman’s jaw dropped. “You got captured….by the Emal…..?”

“We already pulled more than one diversion to give the platoons as much cover as we could. We risked everything and we still might lose some of our people. We’re coming in.”

Rhodes manipulated The Grid to end the communication. He felt himself about to pass out, too. 

He must have lost a lot of blood. Some of his internal organs or components might have gotten irreparably damaged when the Emal tried to remove his implants.

He barely managed to croak, “Get us out of here, Rio,” and collapsed back in his seat. He couldn’t keep his eyes open a second longer.

Rio didn’t say a word. He turned back toward the Ero and picked up speed closing with the Ravager line. 

The other Strikers followed. No one spoke. Rhodes couldn’t look at The Grid anymore. It made him sick—sicker than he already felt.

He really needed to put his foot down and refuse to take the battalion into battle ever again—at least until the doctors and technicians worked out all the bugs in the system. This was getting ridiculous. 

What would it actually take—someone getting killed? Oh, what the hell was Rhodes thinking? The Battalion 1 project already killed dozens of people.

Gannon, Poole, Cope, Taylor, and everyone else like them were already dead in this lunatic experiment. They were just as dead if they died in the lab as if they got killed on the battlefield.

All those considerations faded away when the Strikers approached the Ero. The ship would take the Strikers on board and Rhodes could forget about Sulia for the rest of his life.

The Emal would conquer this planet long before he and the battalion ever made it back to Coleridge Station. The war would be over—or this part of it. He would never come back here.

He just had to get his people into their capsules. He didn’t have to think beyond that. He couldn’t think beyond that. Just accomplishing that one task looked like an impossible undertaking from here.

He wouldn’t have been able to do it at all without Rio and the other Strikers. Some of the battalion would be too injured to walk to their capsules. How would Rhodes get them there? He sure as hell wouldn’t be able to carry them—not in this condition.

Relief flooded him on the last approach to the Ero. Rio shrieked up on the Ravager line from behind and circled the Ero to enter the landing bay.

The launch doors sat open for the Ero crew to enter and exit. They worked on the ship, provided support to platoons and officers, set up the command dome behind the battle line, and carried out a dozen other functions to establish the Legion presence on this planet.

Rio flew within a dozen feet of the launch doors when a massive laser shot from an Emal base ship pivoted out of the city. The shot smashed the Ravager right next to the Ero.

In seconds, more punishing concussions slammed Ravagers up and down the line. The Emal bombardment hit both Ravagers on both sides of the Ero. A third shot struck the dirt right between the ship’s landing gear.

The Ero toppled away. Rio was flying too fast and veered into one of the nearby explosions.

His grid lines skewed at the last possible second. He yelled a warning, but Rhodes couldn’t make out the words.

The prongs locked him to the seat so he couldn’t move. He would have been thrown hard against the cockpit dashboard by the impact.

Rio scattered into a jumble of grid lines and barely reformed into a ball before he hit the ground. Continuous explosions sent the ball rolling away from the attack.

Rhodes heard SAMs yelling all over the battlefield. The Ero corrected and launched to get out of danger, but it was only one of five of the original fleet of twenty that even made it off the ground.

Enoch and Titan had been in the farthest rear of the Striker group. They stayed Strikers, punched through raging firestorms, and streaked away into the atmosphere again. 

Rio’s grid lines expanded, straightened out into a long, thin, projectile, tumbled onto its end, and vaulted upward flying impossibly fast. These SAMs could manipulate The Grid so much faster and more easily than a person could.

He changed back into a Striker and whizzed away from the bombardment to rejoin the others. 

Rio’s face rotated from right to left in The Grid checking on the other SAMs. They talked to each other in a rapid barrage of orders and exchanged information. 

All their voices got confused in Rhodes’s mind. He couldn’t concentrate well enough to distinguish what they were talking about.

So many SAMs talked too fast. He wouldn’t have been able to understand even if his mind had been working right. Rio and Fisher gave orders to the other SAMs.

The Grid showed Rhodes exactly how far the surviving Ravagers didn’t make it away from the Emal bombardment. 

They barely got off the ground before brutal laser fire pounded them back down to the ground. No one would be able to evacuate like this. The battalion couldn’t even get near the Ero.

Rhodes summoned all his last remaining energy to call over the noise. “Rio! You have to get to the base ships! It’s the only way!”

“Not now, Captain!” Rio hollered back. “We have bigger problems right now….”

“The base ships are our only problem.” Rhodes dragged himself upright, forced his eyes to focus, and took control of The Grid.

He didn’t know if his SAMs could override his will, but Rio didn’t intervene when Rhodes took over. 

“All of you—follow me!” Rhodes ordered. “We’re going after the base ships! It’s the only way to draw their fire away from the Ravagers!”

Rhodes blasted away across Thaklia. He didn’t have to adjust his grid lines to any stranger or interesting shapes. 

The base ships concentrated their firepower on the Ravagers in between laying down devastating shots on the city itself.

The Strikers relied on pure speed, pelted across town, and raced out the other side on a dead run for the base ships—the same base ships the Strikers just worked so hard to overcome to rescue the battalion.

“This is a bad idea,” Fisher murmured in Rhodes’s ear.

“How do you suggest we evacuate the planet with the Ravagers under bombardment?” Rhodes asked. “Those Ravagers are our only way out of here. Let’s go, Rio. Let’s do some damage.”

Rhodes didn’t wait for Rio to fly the ship or run the guns on his own. The cold, sick feeling in Rhodes’s middle narrowed his attention to a pinprick.

His mind switched gears. He didn’t have to fight for the Legion or the trapped platoons or for anything else. 

He fought for survival. That was all. He had to get the hell off this planet and that meant destroying the base ships.

He didn’t even know if he had a weapon powerful enough to destroy them—and then he remembered. 

The battalion destroyed base ships on Ohait. The battalion detonated base ships by firing into their undersides.

His mind took extra long to process every thought. Of course. That must be why the base ships stayed sitting on the ground during every campaign. 

Their armored tops and sides protected them from any weapon the Legion could throw at them. The base ships only exposed their vulnerabilities when they launched.

The thought gave Rhodes a sick thrill. He could destroy these cocksuckers. That would put a dent in their campaign. Nothing else would.

“Follow me!” he called to the battalion.

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

“I told you. I’m going to stop the base ships from assaulting the Ravagers. The Ravagers have to get off the planet.”

“What about the platoons?” Rhinehart asked.

Rhodes cast one backward glance at The Grid. Every platoon in Thaklia was pinned down.

“Taking out the base ships is the best way to help the platoons,” Rhodes replied. “The Ravagers won’t be able to evacuate any platoons if the ships can’t land. Let’s go. We need to get underneath the base ships and fire Vipers into them from below.”

“Below—how?” Thackery asked. “The base ships sit right on the ground.”

“Exactly. Copy me—and spread out—one Striker to a base ship. Then circle back and eliminate the others.”








  
  
Chapter 3




Rhodes tilted Rio down toward the ground, picked up speed, and let gravity take over. 

The Emal base ships saw the Striker group moving in. Sure enough, the Emal turned their lasers on the incoming battalion, but that only played into Rhodes’s hands.

He compressed his grid lines into another long, thin, snake, stabbed into the ground at blinding speed, and set off twisting, coiling, and writhing through the soil heading for the nearest base ship.

The battalion scattered in a fan of similar whip lines. They tunneled underground with each Striker heading for a different base ship.

The base ships cut their fire when the Strikers disappeared. The Emal must not understand what the battalion was trying to do. 

The Emal turned their bombardment back on Thaklia. That gave Rhodes and his people a clear run straight to their target ships—and under them.

“Keep going!” Rhodes ordered. “Don’t slow down! Fire your Vipers and get clear of the blast!”

He said those words just as he chewed his way under the first base ship. He didn’t slow down at all. In fact, he tried to speed up. He had to get away from the ship before it detonated.

He took a split second to fire his Vipers straight up into the ship’s underside. He barely made it clear in time before the ship exploded in an almighty thump.

The concussion hit the ground right on top of Rio. The blast knocked the Striker off course, but he and Rhodes were already burrowing farther away.

The base ship erupted in a rippling fireball. More explosions went off all over the planes as each member of the battalion fired underneath their target ships.

The surviving ships wheeled their laser cannons backward trying to defend themselves, but they couldn’t see their enemy.

The Ero and the other surviving Ravagers gunned their engines and launched into orbit to rejoin the Legion fleet waiting there.

Rhodes didn’t give himself a chance to check the position or status of the stranded platoons. He couldn’t help them.

This was turning into an exact repeat of every other planet the Legion tried to defend against Emal invasion. 

Every one of those battles ended the same way—with dozens of Legion soldiers trapped, stranded, and dying on the ground with no hope of rescue.

Rhodes couldn’t stop that now. He might be able to slow it down a little bit. 

Then again, he might not be able to slow it down at all. In fact, he became more certain with every passing minute that he couldn’t.

These implants didn’t change the outcome of the entire war. Nothing could change that. What was the point of all this anyway?

He circled back and locked his sights on the next base ship in line. This was all he could do and he would damn well do it.

He finished off another base ship and turned to the last one in line. The rest of the battalion was busy detonating the others in rapid succession.

The last five rotated their laser cannons in all directions trying to target something—anything. 

The Emal finally must have figured out that these burrowing objects under the ground were causing all the explosions. 

Rhodes and his people had pulled that trick one too many times. Now the Emal got wise to the game.

Rhodes raced through the topsoil heading for the last ship. The few remaining Emal vessels fired into the ground. Their lasers traced back and forth burning deep fissures in the sod.

They tried their best to track the battalion, but each Striker kept dodging underneath another base ship where the cannons couldn’t hit them.

A laser scorched Rio in the tail. Rhodes tried to pick up speed and dove under the last ship. It protected him, but that on its own presented a problem.

He couldn’t shoot into this ship’s underside or blow it up as long as he was using it to hide. He had to go out into the open as soon as he unloaded on it.

He fired his Vipers, dove out into the fields, and ran into four more lasers skating all over the place. One of them sliced across the sod right above his head and then the base ship exploded.

Rio screamed out as the heat burned him. “Pull out!’ Rhodes ordered. “Everybody out!”

He launched Rio into the air, changed back into a Striker, and put on speed gaining altitude.

He made it thirty feet off the ground before he saw the battle. He’d gotten so distracted by destroying the base ships that he didn’t see the situation in Thaklia until now. He didn’t see anything beyond the few inches of Grid right in front of his nose.

The Ero and the other Ravagers made it off the planet just fine. They hovered in orbit with the rest of the Aemon Legion fleet. None of those ships came down to the ground. They stayed out of Emal weapons range.

That left the grounded platoons completely cut off. None of the Ravagers descended even to offer the platoons any support. Forget about evacuating. The Legion really planned to leave these soldiers here to die.

The battalion burst out of the ground heading for the clouds. Rio and the other Strikers could rendezvous with the Ero. Rhodes and his people could go into their conversion cycles and forget all about the Sulia campaign.

A smart man would have done exactly that. Rhodes got a hundred feet off the ground and his vision widened to take in the rest of The Grid—the parts he ignored while he attacked the base ships.

The battalion took out the base ships. They no longer bombarded the city from afar, but they’d already done untold damage. 

Only a few charred hulks remained standing in a landscape of rubble, smoking, twisted embers, and crushed bodies.

The base ships left plenty of Emal swarming all over the city. The 249th, 278th, and 217th Platoons fell back before the alien onslaught.

The platoons leap-frogged one painstaking mile after another trying to get back to the western side of town. 

None of the commanders in charge of those platoons realized the awful truth yet. The Ravagers weren’t waiting for them there to save these platoons.

The 249th took shelter behind a debris mound, fired at the advancing Emal, and held the aliens down while the 278th and the 217th retreated behind the 249th.

Then the 217th found a line of fortifications where a tall building had toppled onto its side. Its few remaining walls offered enough protection for the platoon to set up another defense point there.

They opened fire on the Emal and gave the 249th cover to retreat. The three platoons jumped each other’s position one after another, but nothing they did stopped the Emal. Nothing could.

Rhodes reacted without thinking. Captain Ackerman made a big noise about Rhodes and the battalion leaving these platoons stranded. Now Ackerman was the one doing it.

Rhodes twisted the grid lines into another many-jointed bounding spider, sprang off the ground, and vaulted straight into the city. 

This form could cover the distance almost as fast as an airborne Striker. He leapt off walls, buildings, and over the rubble piles. He sailed from one mound to another barely touched the ground.

The battalion charged in behind him. He didn’t take the time to check their vital signs. He already knew it was bad, but it wouldn’t get any better by running away. What difference did eight weeks matter either way?

He adjusted his weapons configuration and extended his lasers, thermal cannons, scourge guns, and seeker missiles—one weapon from each of his multiple limbs.

He charged up behind the Emal and opened fire on them. Other monsters in different forms fanned down the Emal line carving a path through them.

“Get Ackerman down here NOW!!” Rhodes called to Fisher. “Tell him the base ships are gone. Now’s his chance to do the right thing by lifting off these crews!”

“You heard what Wild said!” Fisher hollered back. “The Legion doesn’t want to pull out just yet.”

“Tell him to get down here or General Brewster will hear about Ackerman abandoning our battalion down here without evacuation,” Rhodes fired back.

None of the SAMs said anything else to protest. Rhodes and his people were too busy mowing down Emal as fast as they could go.

The Emal turned back to defend themselves. That gave the platoons the time they needed to stream through the streets. The platoons didn’t have to slow down to find sheltered points.

The soldiers picked up speed and eventually took off running. They stopped and looked around in despair when they saw the hulks of dozens of burned-out Ravagers waiting for them.

The soldiers floundered in confusion for a minute. Some of them even looked behind them into the city, but the Emal were too busy fighting the battalion.

Rhodes crawled closer behind the Emal’s position. He savored the feeling of using his lasers to carve these aliens to pieces the way they carved him to pieces.

He shouldn’t have thought of the Emal like that. They weren’t evil. They just wanted their territory back—territory the Treaty of Aemon Cluster stole from them. He couldn’t blame the Emal for that.

His feelings got away from him. These were the cocksuckers who tried to tear his implants out. They would have killed him to take the implants’ technology.

The Emal didn’t even know how to use the implants’ technology. They probably just wanted to study it.

How much differently would the Emal act if they knew these nine individuals were the only ones of their kind in the whole Legion?

How much more dangerous would the Emal become to Battalion 1 once the Emal figured out these nine were the only ones out there?

The Legion pinned all its hopes on Battalion 1. The Emal could eliminate the Legion’s most powerful weapons by killing these nine soldiers.

The Emal wouldn’t care about stealing the implant technology then. The Emal probably wouldn’t have wasted their time and effort capturing the battalion. The aliens would have killed Rhodes and his people on the spot.

Thinking that made him attach the Emal twice as hard, but he still couldn’t defeat them by slicing down hundreds of the aliens in front of him.

More would come. The Emal could always send more…..and more…..and more.

Bodies and flying limbs soared out of the mass of aliens in front of him. Blood and gore soaked the ground under his feet, but he still couldn’t see the end of the swarm.

The Emal abandoned the platoons and surged back on the battalion. The Emal already knew the platoons were helpless, trapped, and powerless to defend themselves.

The Emal could cut down Legion platoons any time they wanted to. The Emal did it all the time. They’d been doing it one planet after another ever since they first invaded.

Rhodes advanced a little further. His fury and adrenaline pushed him to the breaking point, but he couldn’t keep this up forever. He already sensed his energy fading. He used his last shred of strength to save these soldiers.

At that moment, the Ero plummeted out of orbit coming in fast. The platoons erupted in cheers and charged out onto the western planes to race on board the ship.

Rhodes couldn’t stop shooting at the Emal—not that he tried too hard. His brain refused to shut down. 

He didn’t think he could even concentrate well enough to adjust the grid lines to change himself back into a Striker.

He was already entering an altered state of consciousness—if he hadn’t been in one all along. 

The edges of his vision contracted a little more. His awareness of the wider battle shrank. Was he about to pass out right now?

Rio took over, flexed his jointed legs, and rocketed out of the battle heading for orbit. The rest of the battalion did the same thing. 

The SAMs transformed back into Strikers burning a vapor trail away from Sulia to rejoin the Legion fleet.








  
  
Chapter 4




Rio and the other Strikers gained altitude leaving Sulia behind. 

Battalion 1 had to wait there with the rest of the Legion fleet while five Ravagers touched down on the planes west of Thaklia, took the stranded platoons on board, and then launched.

The Emal surged westward trying to catch up with the fleeing platoons, but Battalion 1 bought the platoons enough time to load up first.

The Emal bombarded the Ravagers with lasers, but all five zoomed away out of sight before the Emal could do any more damage.

“That looks like the end of that city,” Dietz muttered. “What a colossal waste.”

“Captain Ackerman is sending us clearance to rendezvous and land on board the Ero,” Rio reported.

“How generous of him,” Wild growled.

Rhodes tried to answer, but his voice and his brain wouldn’t connect with each other. Now he felt really sick. 

He must have passed out for a few seconds—or longer. He came to his senses sitting in the cockpit while Rio and the other Strikers sat parked in the Ero’s landing bay. 

They were alone. None of the platoon soldiers were here anymore.

Rhodes couldn’t get himself to sit up, stand up, or even disconnect himself from his Striker to disembark. He didn’t dare to use The Grid to check how bad his injuries were.

He must have faded out again, because when he opened his eyes, he discovered Rhinehart bending over the cockpit. The cover was open.

“We’re taking you to your capsule, Captain,” Fisher told Rhodes. “Then you can sleep.”

Rhodes tried to say something, but a wave of brutal pain gripped him all over when Rhinehart lifted Rhodes’s shredded body out of the Striker.

Rhodes heard himself screaming. He really wished he could pass out again, but this time, he stayed conscious for the whole horrible ordeal.

Rhinehart lifted him down to the floor, tried once to set Rhodes on his feet, and Rhodes’s knees buckled. 

He had trouble dragging his vision into focus. For the few seconds when he could actually make out the rest of the bay, he spotted some members of the Ero medical staff standing off to one side.

Their expressions told him all he needed to know.

Rhinehart changed his grid lines into another jointed arthropod-type creature. The medical staff drew back grimacing in terror, but the battalion ignored them.

Rhinehart picked up Rhodes and carried him through the ship to the hold the battalion used as their barracks.

Rhinehart lowered Rhodes into his capsule. “Rest easy, Captain,” Rhinehart told him. “We’ll see you on the other side.”

Rhodes didn’t ask what that meant. He didn’t expect to survive this. 

At least he wouldn’t have to wake up from this nightmare. He would go to sleep and stay that way—forever. What a blessed relief that would be.

Rhinehart straightened up and the capsule cover started to close. Rhodes didn’t see any of the rest of his people. They must have all gotten into their capsules, too. They needed it. They were all as injured as he was if not worse.

Rhodes stared up through the transparent cover at Rhinehart standing by his bed. Bruises, torn flesh, dried blood, and exposed bone showed around Rhinehart’s facial implants. How bad were his injuries?

Right then, the prongs locked into Rhodes’s head and body. He jolted from the intense charge taking hold of him.

He closed his eyes and lost sight of Rhinehart. Rhodes couldn’t lose sight of Fisher, though.

The SAM hovered in front of Rhodes’s vision—where Rhodes couldn’t ignore him even when Rhodes closed his eyes. 

Rhodes didn’t want to ignore Fisher—not anymore. 

Rhodes took a deep, shuddering breath. Even breathing hurt. 

“Just in case I don’t see you again…..” Rhodes husked. “I want to tell you…..thank you for your help down there, pal—and for all your help—with everything. I would appreciate it if you could interface with Rio and thank him for me, too.”

“You’re welcome, Captain.” Fisher cocked his head to one side. His bright eyes drilled Rhodes with unusual intensity. “You will survive this, Captain. We will see each other again.”

“Well…..thank you anyway. I don’t know what I would have done down there without you. I really thought I was going to lose it when I couldn’t hear you.”

Fisher smiled. He had a calm, steadfast, reassuring smile. He didn’t blush or squirm or smirk like a person would when someone complimented them.

“It is very nice to hear you say so, Captain,” Fisher murmured.

Rhodes sank deeper into the bed. Relief flooded him—but he also felt the pain more acutely now than he did in the heat of battle.

Pounding, bone-crushing agony washed through his chest and midsection. That pain escalated with every passing minute.

He tried to tell Fisher that he really needed to pass out now, but just then, the conversion cycle started and Rhodes lost consciousness for real.

He woke up in the hospital. He was lying in a different capsule, so he must have been back at Coleridge Station.

He felt much worse than he had when he woke up from every other conversion cycle. He felt much worse than he did when he first woke up from stasis. 

The pain in his body had only faded slightly. It didn’t drive him insane. It just gnawed at him with a constant, maddening ache—as if it would never go away. 

Maybe it wouldn’t. Maybe he would stay like this forever, too. That would be the cherry on top of the cake—if this mind-numbing pain nagged him every waking minute for the rest of his life on top of the rage and frustration caused by his implants.

He didn’t try to sit up. He just lay on his back hating his life. Not even the curiosity of wondering how his subordinates were doing could make him get up.

He was still lying there when Fisher expanded from his usual place at the corner of Rhodes’s vision. 

“Welcome back, Captain,” Fisher murmured. “Your systems are registering a physical pain response.”

“No shit, pal,” Rhodes snarled.

Fisher cocked his head the other way. “You are in emotional distress due to your physical pain response. I’ll alert the medical team.”

Rhodes looked away, but of course Fisher never went away. “How are the others? Are they okay?”

“They are all in recovery the same way you are. Dietz, Oakes, and Rhinehart are all out of their conversion cycles. Rhinehart is still in bed, though. The others are all still in their conversion cycles. Their records indicate the medical staff is still working to repair the damage to their implants and organic tissues before waking them up.”

Rhodes snorted. “Did Dietz suffer any damage at all? Did the Emal damage him when they tried to remove his implants?”

Fisher angled his head to the other side. He examined Rhodes extra closely. “Why do you ask that? Of course Dietz suffered damage. Everyone did.”

“What damage did he suffer?”

“The Emal removed one of his legs and also tore the implants out of one of his arms. His records indicate he suffered a severe pain response both under the Emal’s treatment and when the doctors reattached the implants.”

Rhodes looked away again and compressed his lips to stop himself from saying anything. He didn’t want to talk about Dietz—probably because Rhodes didn’t know what to think about Dietz.

Dietz was the one who got Rhodes on board Rio after the base ships took out the whole battalion. Everyone in the battalion was alive right now because of Dietz.

Why did Rhodes think the Emal would spare Dietz? Why did Rhodes delude himself into thinking Dietz suffered any less than the rest of his comrades?

No one deserved to suffer the way they did at the Emal’s hands. Nothing Dietz had ever done earned him that kind of torture.

Fisher didn’t pry any further into Rhodes’s thoughts on the subject of Dietz. Fisher had been privy to all Rhodes’s conversations with his subordinates about Dietz. Fisher already knew what Rhodes thought about Dietz—the good and the bad.

“The question is what we can do about your physical pain response,” Fisher went on.

“Is there anything we can do about it?” Rhodes groaned. “I should know better even than to ask that.”

“The swelling around your implants may subside in time….”

“Which is another way of saying it may not subside in time,” Rhodes interrupted.

Fisher adjusted his position and pulled up a Grid outline of Rhodes’s body. Fisher rotated it and pivoted it in front of Rhodes’s eyes.

“Your implants all appear to be functioning within normal parameters….”

“I’ve heard that before.”

“Therefore, we should conclude that the problem lies in your organic tissue.”

“Can you detect anything about that that isn’t functioning within normal parameters?” Rhodes asked.

“Only the swelling I mentioned.”

“Can’t you give me something to take the edge off the pain? Can’t you just dial down my pain response—or give me an analgesic or something?”

“I can’t, but the doctors may be able to. You can ask them yourself. They’re on their way here now.”

Rhodes shut his eyes and turned his head away. “I can’t wait.”

“You don’t have to wait. I just told you they’re on their way here. They’ll be here in less than two minutes.”

“It’s an expression, pal. It means I’m really starting to dread ever seeing any doctor ever again. It seems like, no matter what they do, they only wind up making the problem worse.”

“I don’t see how they can make the problem worse by lessening your pain,” Fisher remarked. “Anything is better than this.”

Rhodes gulped down the urge to lose his shit again. This pain wasn’t as bad as it had been during the battle on Sulia.

The constant, unrelenting ache somehow made it so much worse. He would almost rather have his implants torn out for real than live with this.








