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			EPIGRAPH


			‘History will record that the discovery of alien technology and DNA on asteroid X345-102-401 brought us to a predictable catastrophe. Governments perverted our greatest gift to synthesise vehicles of destruction. Global conflict was inevitable.’


			DOCTOR DAVID WONG,
THE DESTRUCTION OF HUMANITY


		


	

		

			CHAPTER 1


			I don’t remember getting the tap on the shoulder at school or the walk to the principal’s office alongside the recruitment agents in their ERC uniforms. But I do remember the dripping jealousy on the faces of everyone I passed and I will never forget how cool that was.


			MAXIMUS HALLORAN


			Max was woken by an insistent nagging at the back of his mind.


			It probably wasn’t important.


			He let his head drop back to the pillow and stared at the ceiling where the dim ridge lights flickered in time with the whirr of the increasingly inefficient air-circulation system. Outside his pod, the squad rack was quiet. No one else was even awake, let alone up.


			‘Not like me to wake up early,’ muttered Max.


			‘Don’t you read your pings?’


			Anna-Beth was lying on her stomach with her head turned away and the sheet clinging to the lines of her body. Max drew a finger down her spine and she rose on her elbows, her long black hair falling either side of her face. He grinned, sliding down next to her and leaning in for a kiss.


			‘Not if I can avoid it.’


			‘Are you kidding me?’ Anna-Beth put a hand on his face and pushed him away. ‘You were at the briefing last night, right? I wondered why you were still here.’


			‘Because—’


			‘You know, the amount of shit you’re in makes you completely undesirable right now,’ she said, with a twinkle in her eye.


			‘Oh, really?’ he said and began to push the sheet down, his fingertips tracing her silky skin.


			‘Really.’ Anna-Beth slid a little closer to him, enjoying herself. Her hand cupped his balls. ‘You really don’t know why you’re in the shit?’


			‘Don’t know, don’t care.’


			‘You’re not bothered about skippering the escort for the marshal general’s cortege, then?’


			Max froze, colour draining from his face.


			‘That’s tomorrow,’ he said, stomach lurching.


			‘Uh-uh. Today.’ She leaned into his ear and whispered. ‘Right now.’


			‘Shit,’ said Max, scrambling out of bed. ‘Shitshitshit. Why didn’t they wake me? What happened to—?’


			His sweats struck him in the face. He grabbed for them, missed, stumbled against the door and trod on the corner of a belt buckle.


			‘Ow, bloodyfuckbollocks! Thanks a lot.’


			‘Any time,’ said Anna-Beth, following up with some well-aimed boots.


			Max pulled his joggers on and jammed his feet into his boots. He gave Anna-Beth a lopsided smile.


			‘Be here when I get back.’


			‘In your dreams, drake bitch.’


			Anna-Beth’s delicate blown kiss chased him from his room. He paused in the act of sprinting past the squad rec to take in the absurdly neat arrangement of sofas, chairs, screens and consoles. Every coffee- and teacup had been washed, dried and stacked by the gleamingly clean beverage machines – to which a note was attached. Max ran over and read it.


			Did your chores for you. We heard it was a late one last night and didn’t want to wake you. Set the alarm to give you just enough time to get to the most important flight of your so-far worthless life. But only just. Love, Inferno-X


			‘Very bloody funny. Bastards.’ An alarm began to sound and he glanced up at the mission countdown timer. Lots of red numbers there. ‘Shit.’


			Max burst out of the squad dorm and powered along the spine, dodging from side to side to evade the masses dawdling to wherever it was they had loads of time to get. He sprinted through the echoing ‘tenways’ spine-link space that would become Gargan’s bar later, wrinkling his nose at the stale smells of alcohol and sweat that clung to every surface.


			He hurdled an auto-vac and raced off to the right down an access corridor, battering open the ‘Emergency Access Only’ door at the end. It stank of burnt toast out here within the flank armour. Water poured down the inside, catching a joint above his head and covering the ringing metal stairway, and him, in its fetid warmth.


			Max grabbed the rail and swung over, letting go and turning in the air before catching the rails a storey below. He pushed himself back with his feet and dropped again, grabbing the base of the rail and swinging to land on his feet on the walkway.


			‘Nailed it,’ he grinned and ran.


			Outside the open door to the vast retractable flight deck, he could hear the competing cries and roars of drakes, geckos, chameleons, basilisks and komodos. Once inside, he slowed to a saunter and fought to control his breathing. He had to walk past the cages holding the ground-based lizards on the way to the drake pens, so he made sure he caught the eye of a jockey. He sniffed extravagantly.


			‘Wow, that’s some powerful stench you’re developing. New aftershave is it? Eau de Slime-Sucker; for the face-down, sand-eating, lizard-jock in your life.’


			‘Drop dead, dragon-shagger.’ A gecko driver made a move towards him. ‘Hey, let’s compare IQs in a year’s time, slop-head.’


			Max blew a kiss and walked away. ‘I’m going to look for you out there today. Gonna need a target for my drake to shit on.’


			The drakes were calling, the sound echoing from the walls, drowning out the Flight Com orders coming over the PA. The beautiful white Inferno-X drakes were already moving onto the runway. Max broke into a run again, aching to be with them.


			‘Halloran!’


			Thirty metres of drake moved serenely out of its pen and blocked his way. For about the millionth time, Max wondered why they didn’t just call them dragons because that was sure as shit what they looked like. The drake’s eyes were on him, and so were those of its pilot, Squadron Leader Valera Orin, going through her preflight routine.


			The drake’s mouth yawned to reveal its rows of bone-crushing teeth. Its five-metre neck flexed, the scales meshing and moving in a sinuous dance. Along its broad back, bone spurs rotated out to defensive position and then back flush to the armoured scales. And the tail, fully six metres long and run with thorns, whipped up into the scorpion position, its needle-sharp tip glistening.


			‘Skipper?’


			‘What time do you call this?’


			‘Why didn’t anyone wake me? Too busy tidying up really quietly and leaving sarcastic notes?’


			‘That was Stepanek’s idea. Good one, eh? It’s almost a shame you’ve just squeaked in this time. But you’d better run and you’d better learn to take responsibility. There’s two minutes on the countdown then I’m giving Stepanek the escort lead honour cap just to piss you off.’


			‘You’d give it to Stepanek?’


			The drake’s wings twitched in a shrug.


			‘Clock’s ticking. Grim’s got your suit already.’


			Max ran down the line of drake pens, hearing catcalls and jibes all the way. He played up to it as he went, even taking a bow as he slid to a halt by his pen and Grimaldi, his flight tech.


			‘Ah, it’s call sign dickhead. Hardly worth almost getting dressed, was it?’


			‘Very funny, Grim.’


			Max stripped off his joggers. Grimaldi glowered at him with her trademark disdain and held out his suit, her hands filthy with drake dirt, her face and yellow overalls freckled with soot and dust.


			Every time he forced his body into the rubberised, bio-plastic body sheath he wished there was a way to link with his drake without the clumsy mass of neuro-organic receptors. The suit squeezed his body like a too-tight wetsuit and itched like a bastard until it warmed up and expanded a fraction. He dragged it up his legs, over his torso and chest, and forced his arms into the sleeves.


			Grimaldi zipped it up as he hauled the hood over his head, and felt the tightness around the sides of his face and the back of his skull. He pushed gently at his throat with forefinger and thumb, positioning the com controls to pick up his subvocalised commands. Moments later, he felt the warmth he longed for through his body and mind.


			‘There you are, gorgeous,’ he said. ‘Ready to play?’


			Taloned feet slammed against the drake pen and an armoured head reared up. Hawk-keen reptilian eyes stared through the broad window at him and the drake’s mouth opened in what Max maintained was a smile – a hideously toothy smile but a smile nonetheless – despite the Tweakers’ denials that drakes experienced emotion.


			‘How’s she doing?’ asked Max, reaching to slap the warm glass by the drake’s muzzle. The creature shook her head and spittle flew in all directions. ‘Good to see you too, Martha.’


			‘One day,’ said Grimaldi, ‘I will beat out of you why you gave her that name. Anyway, she’s peak, of course. Take a look.’


			Grimaldi unlatched the pen door and slid it back. A wash of warm air rushed out of the enclosure, which was lit with hot lamps and backed by infrared heat and light. Max’s smile broadened and the warmth in his mind and body intensified.


			Max held up a hand and Martha dipped her head so he could run his fingers over her fangs and the eight fuel ducts pulsating at the sides of her mouth. They were full and healthy, the openings pink and clear.


			There was a rustling sensation in Max’s left ear.


			‘This is Heart of Granite Flight Commander Moeller. Call sign Hal-X, confirm reception.’


			‘Loud and clear, sir. Good to hear you.’


			‘Nice of you to join us. Slime up. Sky-high in sixty seconds.’


			‘Copy, sir.’


			‘Right, close your eyes,’ said Grimaldi. She was holding a thin hosepipe. Barely waiting for him to comply, she pulled the trigger. A fine spray misted out, smelling of oil and sweat. Max held his arms out and turned slowly, letting the liquid settle on every stitch of his suit. ‘All done. Should stop you getting stuck halfway in.’


			‘Always the same joke,’ said Max.


			‘Gets funnier each time I tell it.’


			‘In your flawed opinion.’ Max cocked his head then turned to the faulty fan that wobbled in its brackets up in the roof structure, venting condensation inefficiently. ‘Can you get on to those lazy arses in maintenance? That thing’ll fall on Martha’s head one day. Tell them when it does, I’ll point them out to her.’


			‘Sure thing, Max,’ said Grim.


			Max raised his hands in front of Martha and the stunning white drake rose up to sit on her powerful hind legs. The front of her chest opened to reveal the receptor pouch within. The lubricant on Max’s suit would mix with the pouch’s secretions to ensure maximum connectivity.


			Max climbed quickly up the chest scales, turned and slid into the bespoke pouch, feeling the mind-touch of the drake intensify and a soul-deep thrill course through him. He moved his feet into their bays and his arms into the receptor sleeves, keeping them close to his sides. He stretched out his gloved fingers.


			Martha’s chest closed and Max felt a gentle pressure across his body and thick, shock-absorbent fluid fill the pouch, expelling any air within. A layer of skin moved to cover his scalp and he placed his chin on the moulded rest, feeling the pouch tighten minutely against his throat and com controls. His visor, with heads-up display, slid down over his face. The drake shuddered, opened her mouth and roared her pleasure or, as the Tweakers who made her would have it, confirmed her state of readiness.


			‘You and me, baby,’ he said. ‘Let’s walk.’


			Max curled his toes and the drake rattled her rear talons on the bone floor. The rush of the receptors picking up and relaying his movements to Martha never lessened. He directed her to surge upright, move out of the pen and onto the runway. It was a gloomy day outside. The air was thick with dust and the Heart of Granite had thrown up huge clouds in her wake.


			Max looked to his left to where Grimaldi stood proffering a water bottle with a long straw. He took a sip.


			‘Don’t Fall.’


			‘Not today, not ever,’ said Max, reciting the drake pilot mantra.


			‘Look after my Risa.’


			‘Always.’


			Max looked forwards. He moved his leg again and Martha walked past the twenty-three waiting drakes and their pilots that made up Squadron Inferno-X. Radio chatter filled his ears and he laughed.


			‘Hal-X on the stand, Flight Command,’ he said. ‘Requesting permission to run.’


			‘Stand by, Hal-X.’ A pause. ‘Skin of your teeth, boy. Report to me on landing. You don’t get off that easily.’


			Hoots and howls ricocheted over the open com link. ‘Copy, sir.’


			‘Depart left, climb to circle above flak range. Hal-X, you are clear to run.’


			‘Tail up, Martha, let’s fly.’


			Max nodded his head. Martha opened her mouth and bellowed. She stamped her feet and powered down the runway and Max’s mind was filled with the promise of imminent freedom. Every footfall reverberated through the pouch, shock-absorbent fluid reducing the shuddering impacts to gentle ripples.


			Max opened his mouth and breathed in the acceleration. His arms were tight to his sides, keeping Martha’s wings folded hard against her body while she gathered pace, rocking gently from side to side, tail balancing her lateral movement. Flight crews and ground jocks turned to watch. Strip lights flashed, red pulsing bulbs blurred and alarms Dopplered as he sped by.


			In front, the distance markings on the pitted runway began to merge. The retractor stays at the end of the sprint zone glared yellow. Max moved his arms away from his body exactly thirty centimetres. Martha snapped her wings out and with a gasp from Max they were airborne, shooting out of the flight deck and sweeping left. He turned his wrists out a fraction as he cleared the tail. Martha flared her wings and swept into a steep climb, high into the early morning skies of the Mid-Af warzone.


			‘This is Hal-X clear of the flight deck, the HoG in my wake and up-wings skywards. Not a cloud up here so it’s gonna be a hot one later. Who’d be a grunt in a dust cloud?’


			‘Copy, Hal-X, circle on station,’ said Moeller. ‘And cut the chatter.’


			Martha climbed hard and fast, lazy sweeps of her wings driving her on. Their current air speed and altitude were displayed above Max’s right eye. He flattened his hands and canted his body slightly left. Martha cruised in a wide circle, levelling out and giving him a breathtaking view of the Heart of Granite.


			‘Look, Martha, there’s your mum.’


			And damn him if Martha’s body didn’t ripple in response. Max wondered if it was laughter or love.


		


	

		

			CHAPTER 2


			Who the hell comes up with ideas like growing battle lizards in big tanks anyway?


			MAXIMUS HALLORAN


			Max cruised the length of the HoG, banked above her head and returned aft, four hundred metres above her. Martha was calm, her heartbeat measured and her wings barely beating, enjoying the thermals rising from the desert floor. Below them he could see Inferno-X streaking out of the flight deck and climbing through the dust clouds to circle on station with him.


			‘I-X, this is Hal-X moving to lead position.’


			Max urged Martha to greater speed, dipping her into a shallow dive to get below the squad before swooping up in a perfect barrel roll through the middle of their spiral. He climbed into the pristine sky and rolled to take in the vast desert and ruined lands in the HoG’s wake.


			‘Typically understated,’ muttered Valera.


			Max opened his com again. ‘You wouldn’t have it any other way, Skipper.’


			‘The sad thing is you really believe that,’ said Abraham, his gentle tone warming the airwaves.


			‘That roll will save your life one day, Abe. You should learn it.’


			‘You offering nightly tutorials in bed again, Max?’ said Jak-X.


			‘Funny, Jaks. I’ll check with the boss but I think those days are gone now.’


			‘Flight Com incoming,’ said Valera. ‘Go ahead, Flight Com.’


			‘Inferno-X, Flight Com. Marshal General Solomon is one hundred and seven klicks due north of your location. Make best speed. You will be relieving Squadron Lumière-C from the Steelback. The cortege is ground-bound. You know how active the Mafs and Sambas are right now, so this is not a procession. And it is not an excuse to show off your acrobatic skills. Are we clear, Inferno-X?’


			A chorus of understanding crammed the coms.


			‘Do you understand, Hal-X?’


			‘I’m hurt, Flight Com. Do I have the cap?’


			‘Confirmed, Hal-X. Flight Com out.’


			‘Inferno-X, Hal-X flying skipper for the inbound cortege escort mission. Yes, kids, I have the honour cap. Orders, orders. Triple height staggered chevron. Val-X and Chevron-One at a thousand; Step-X and C-Three at fifteen hundred; Hal-X and C-Two at two thousand. Form up, I-X, let’s show them what the best drake squad in the world looks like.’


			Max rose to two thousand and watched Inferno-X form up. Valera and C-One peeled off left, diving in a long shallow circle. C-Three mirrored the move, climbing right and up. Both chevrons moved into perfect position simultaneously. It was simple and beautiful; not a wingbeat was wasted. White scales glittered in the bright sun, drake roars and calls filled the sky and Martha returned the cry. His private com clicked open.


			‘Good work, Hal-X. Keep it tight. I’m here if you need me.’


			‘Copy, Skipper.’


			Max relaxed into the flight, feeling the rush of air as Martha powered forwards, and the vibrations of her wingbeats massaging his body through the modulations in the pouch. Martha’s mind-touch was like a comfort blanket, reading and reacting to his micro-movements. Using her senses meant opening his mind to her a fraction, and it was seductive; she was always there wanting more, tempting him with images of freedom and power. One day she’d get what she wanted, and he’d Fall. Martha grumbled, sensing his briefly sombre mood.


			Max used Martha’s eyes to glance left and right at his eight-strong chevron, using his mind to suggest the movement and seeing what she saw projected in his visor. He remembered the first time he’d done that, back in the training days. He’d been so confused by what he was seeing that he’d all but flown the poor drake into the ground. Now it was easy, filtering Martha’s view and adding his own to give him all-round vision.


			‘Inferno-X, Hal-X. We’re in the cruise. Maintain formation and course. You all look beautiful.’


			‘Aw, shucks, Max,’ said Borini. ‘Makes me go all gooey inside.’


			‘“Shucks”, Bor-X? Really? Holy Mother, where did you dredge that up?’ asked Jes-X.


			‘I have depths of linguistic skill others only dream about, Jessy,’ said Borini.


			‘Keep it well hidden, don’t you?’ said Nuge-X.


			‘All right, all right,’ said Max. ‘Let’s focus.’


			Max relaxed further, letting Martha ride the thermals and keeping her dead-on north. The next battlefront, where the behemoths of United Europa and Mid-Af would clash, was a hundred and fifty klicks south, just a couple of days’ standard march for a behemoth. More land to slash, burn, and then own – and turn into vast, fertile croplands – if you cared about that. Max supposed he did, but mostly he cared about the next fight: lighting up enemy drakes, toasting enemy grunts and later, leading the celebrations at the victory party.


			Ahead it was all blown sand, dust and scorched earth. But there was brightness on the northern horizon: water glittering under the sun. It was probably still dyed red from the blood washing off the Mediterranean beaches. That had been some battle.


			Max and Martha looked around; Inferno-X was still alone in the sky. He had half-expected them to be shadowed by now, most likely by forces from the Samba bloc. They had the impressive Águila and Relámpago squadrons but there was no evidence of them so far.


			‘Inferno-X is approaching the target zone,’ said Max. ‘Orders, orders. C-Three, three-sixty sky-watch for enemy specks. C-Two, we’re on friendly drake watch. C-One, eyes open for vortices in the dust. Hal-X out.’


			Max was enjoying the minimal stresses on the pouch, just the gentle push from the wings. This was as close to weightless as a drake pilot could get. Martha cruised above the sand and dust, and the moment’s relative quiet was wonderful. Then his earpiece, set into the hood of his suit, crackled.


			‘Vortices ahead, bearing three-five-five,’ said Valera. ‘Big enough to be our target. Anything from Flight Com, Hal-X?’


			Max couldn’t see anything in the dust from his height, but on the horizon he could just see three black dots: the Lumière-Cs. They were flying a wide holding pattern, definitely a guard formation.


			‘Nothing yet, Skipper. I’ve got spots ahead.’ Max opened his squad com. ‘Inferno-X, we have vortices ahead at three-five-five and closing, specks in guard formation above them. Val-X, stay in formation and descend into the cloud; confirm target by sight. Hal-X out.’


			‘Copy, Hal-X,’ said Valera. ‘Leading descent.’


			Max watched C-One disappear into the murk, following the vortices in the cloud formed by sprinting ground lizards, and the more confused eddies associated with the lumbering pace of larger, multi-legged constructs.


			‘Step-X, maintain course, eyes open for incoming targets.’


			‘Copy, Hal-X,’ said Stepanek.


			‘C-Two, follow my lead and keep the chevron tight. We’re going to relieve Lumière-C the way only I-X can.’


			Max angled Martha into a climb to get himself and C-Three two hundred metres above the Lumières. Martha’s senses confirmed his chevron were in perfect form behind him. He cruised in a wider circle directly above the three dull brown Lumières who were flying a standard sentry formation, a hundred metres above the sand cloud. No doubt they’d seen the incoming Infernos and were off guard. They really should have known better.


			‘C-Three, we’re going straight through their formation, pull a loop and settle in their wake. Easy stuff. On me, let’s go in three.’


			Max imagined noise and Martha bellowed, her jaws dripping saliva, some of which blew back across his visor and was whipped away by the wind. Max leaned forwards, his arms tight, and straightened his body head to toe. Martha dived, her form arrow-straight and her wings tight to her sides. Her speed was incredible and the air screamed past, whistling through her furled wings and singing along her tail.


			Max trimmed his direction as he closed on the Lumière drakes, his smile broadening with every heartbeat. He’d calculated it perfectly, of course. Martha was on collision course with his target and the Lumière would be unable to evade him. Max laughed, pulse racing.


			‘You’re coming in too close, Max,’ said Kullani. ‘Ease down.’


			‘I’ve got this, Kul-X. You’ve all got clear air, that’s what matters.’


			‘It’s gonna cost you if you hit.’


			‘I’m not hitting anyone.’


			With the Lumière’s scales large in his vision, Max twisted his body and Martha barrel-rolled past, missing the brown drake by a hair. Max and Martha roared with delight.


			C-Three screamed through in his wake and he led them into a tight loop that finished with them right on station.


			‘Oh, we are on rails today,’ purred Max. He opened his com. ‘Lumière-C, you are officially relieved. Inferno-X has the reins.’


			The coms lit up with furious shouts and threats.


			‘Hey, that’s how the greatest squadron in the world flies. Lessons offered. Spaces still available.’


			The Lumière drakes peeled away, heading west towards the Steelback. Max could still hear them muttering their threats, their drakes taut in the glide.


			‘Holy Mother, Max,’ said Losano.


			‘I know. Perfect, weren’t we? Orders, orders. Mont-X, Nuge-X, Red-X, take sentry. The rest of you with me.’


			Max dived through the dust cloud, levelling out sharply at fifty. Ahead he could see the marshal gen’s cortege and it was properly impressive; a Komodo One, surrounded by iguanas, geckos and basilisks. The chatter on the waves was still hot and his earpiece crackled insistently.


			For the moment, he ignored it, choosing to bring his chevron in close to the Komodo One.


			‘C-Three is sky-high on lookout, C-Two on mid-sentry, C-One on close quarters patrol. Inferno-X has arrived,’ said Max. ‘Skipper, I think we’ve introduced ourselves.’


			‘You’re an idiot, Max. I’ve got Moeller in one ear and the marshal gen in the other and neither is impressed.’


			Max sighed. ‘Copy, Val-X. My holy arse, but there’s no sense of humour or style any more, is there?’


			‘You do remember who we’re guarding here? Val-X out.’


			Martha’s warmth filled his mind. At least she’d enjoyed it. Below Max, the cortege spread across two kilometres of Nor-Af desert. It looked more like a relief force than a guard. Perhaps it was.


			Max stared at it, trying to work out where Marshal General Solomon would be riding. Right in the centre was the Komodo Class One. It was about a quarter the size of a behemoth like the Heart of Granite and was designed as a troop carrier, or as a stupidly slow and vulnerable mobile hospital. It was lumbering along on its twelve pairs of legs, leaving Max wondering why any patient in their right mind would take a bed there. Better to die in the sand than puke your last in that thing.


			The chances of the marshal gen being on it were minimal. It was escorted by half a dozen Geckos, the standard ground assault lizard. It was probably full of her luggage or something.


			Four iguana support carriers were travelling at the major compass points around the komodo. They looked like miniature behemoths with their similar shape, and ability to carry two hundred people in their spine and bone pods either side of the gut. The marshal gen was most likely in one of them – unless she was riding a Basilisk. He had to suppress a chuckle at the thought. There were about fifty of the supremely fast runners though, unlike their mythological namesake, they couldn’t turn anything to stone. Max felt that was a genuine omission. Tweakers always missed out the really important stuff.


			Nope, it had to be an Iguana. His money was on the one to the north.


			Max brought C-Two into a low pass across the Geckos, each of which was carrying around thirty elite fighters. Max shuddered seeing the pilot’s pouch. The poor slime-suckers who drove them were face-down in lubricant, breathing through tubes and with their eyes wired into the lizard’s via a sensory mask. They lay at the base of the neck, the pouch protected by thick, armoured scales.


			‘Inferno-X, Hal-X. Maintain your chevrons. C-One, maintain proximity to the cortege. C-Three, remain sky-high at a thousand. Give me a four-klick diameter, I want early warnings of any incoming Sambas and Mafs. C-Two, we’re reforming on point above the dust cloud, sweeping east and west. We’re the eyes, nothing gets past us. Let’s fly.’


			Max brought his chevron in a tight circle above the cortege, and then shot high and steep back through the cloud and into clear air.


			‘Hal-X, Flight Com.’


			‘Go ahead, Flight Com.’


			‘Patching the marshal general through. Flight Com out.’


			Max had time to blow out his cheeks and feel his nerves echoed in the tremor that ran through Martha’s body.


			‘Hal-X, this is Solomon.’


			‘Ma’am. It is an honour to fly your guard.’


			‘We are aware of your talents without the need for demonstrations. A word of warning: arrogance in pilots is only tolerable because your lives are short and violent. Foolishness is absolutely unacceptable when it risks expensive equipment. Do anything like that again and I’ll ground you.’


			‘With respect, Marshal General, I was in total control of my drake at all times.’


			There was an icy silence that shredded Max’s good humour. He bit his lip harder with every passing moment.


			‘You may be in control of your drake. Do not assume everyone else is.’


			‘Understood, ma’am.’


			‘Report to me when we reach the Granite.’


			‘Yes, ma’am. Before or after I see the flight commander?’


			‘Even you can work out the chain of command, Hal-X. Solomon out.’


			It was a huge honour to have the cap, recognising his talent and standing in the kill tables, and he had a brief moment of worry he might have blown it with his stunt. He quashed it though because no matter what she’d said, Solomon was impressed and you don’t bench your best pilots.


			‘Inferno-X, this is Hal-X. We have the honour. Maintain your altitudes and circle on station. The cortege is making best speed to the HoG, let’s try to be patient.’


			Max heard some muttering.


			‘Come again, Kul-X?’


			‘Nothing,’ said Kullani. ‘Pots, kettles, that sort of thing.’


			‘Stay focused,’ said Max.


			It took every scrap of willpower Max possessed to take his own advice. The cortege was so slow he wondered how the squadron stayed in the air. Fighting the twin enemies of boredom and stalling was no easy task.


			Max shrugged his shoulders and Martha rippled her wings.


			‘Sorry, Martha, didn’t mean that one.’


			Martha’s warmth suffused him as if she understood and they turned a lazy circle to bring the chevron back into position, his movements echoed by C-One and C-Three. Time and again they repeated the manoeuvre while the ground lizards crept along beneath the cloud.


			Max took C-Two on another sweep west where the dust was even denser than over the cortege, caught in a trap of thermal activity. Martha’s neck tautened but Max had already seen what she was stretching towards. Away to the west, perhaps three klicks distant, there were vortices in the dust cloud. They were violent and spread over an area of some four hundred metres, approaching at pace: incoming drakes.


			‘Flight Com, Hal-X. Confirm position of Lumière-C.’


			‘Lumière-C is south east of your position, Hal-X.’


			‘Well, we’ve got vortices approaching fast from the west. Val-X, do you copy?’


			‘Copy that. I have the cap, Hal-X. C-Two, angle down and intercept. Let’s see what we’ve got. C-One, C-Three, maintain formation.’


			‘Copy, Val-X,’ said Max. ‘Chevron Two on my tail. Eyes open.’


			Max tipped his body forwards and Martha swept into a dive.


		


	

		

			CHAPTER 3


			At its height in 2247, the global conflict consumed the combined resources of seven power blocs on no less than fifteen different battlefronts. Where the majority fought themselves to a total standstill or negotiated local land split deals, the fronts in the mountains of Eastern UE and Mid-Af went on burning.


			JANETH KARUPU – GREED, PRIDE AND GLOBAL CONFLICT.


			Vortices in the dust: an angry storm born of beating drake wings and the swift passage of sleek reptilian bodies. There were at least thirty drakes approaching, their signatures boiling together, creating a confusing mass of false images and trails in the dust.


			‘Dense down there,’ said Schmidt-X.


			‘Copy that, Schmiddy,’ said Max. ‘Break in pairs. Let’s drive them down into C-One’s flames. Close coms, shout your problems and don’t Fall. Let’s take them out.’


			Max switched to personal com. ‘You with me, buddy?’


			‘In your slipstream, Max,’ replied Kullani, her tone as hard and cold as her drake.


			‘I’ll go high. Feel me in there. Vision’s going to be awful.’


			‘I hear you.’


			They dropped into the dust cloud and with it came their only moment of vulnerability. Martha’s senses dulled while she adjusted to the atmosphere. Max concentrated on focus and calm, and Martha’s wings didn’t miss a beat as they ploughed deeper.


			Visibility was down to a handful of metres with dust and sand rattling on Max’s visor and hissing against Martha’s scales. Max could barely see anything beyond a confusion of eddies and pools in the sunlit grey. Luckily Martha wasn’t reliant on her vision; she could smell her prey too.


			Max felt her testing and sampling the air as they powered through the dust, searching for enemies. He saw her head twitch and steady just to her left and Max turned with her.


			‘We’ve got a lock,’ he said.


			‘I’m with you,’ said Kullani.


			The dust was lit up by a bright yellow flare below them to the left. Max could feel the warmth and he heard the scream of an injured drake. He smiled; one enemy down.


			In the after-glare, smeared silhouettes of drakes were stamped on the dust like charcoal on paper and gone the next instant. Max’s mind-link fed him data via Martha’s keen senses, allowing him to assess each drake’s attitude, trim, distance and speed. Flare after flare shattered the gloom around them, their afterglows ricocheting across the dust cloud.


			‘One at twenty metres and closing hard on our twelve,’ said Max.


			‘Copy,’ said Kullani.


			Max let his mind drift fractionally further into Martha’s. He felt her primal urge to hunt and felt her strength of will too, just tamed, just under control. The enemy drake was fifty metres away now. Through Martha he could sense its shape. It was an Águila. Good skills.


			‘Split,’ ordered Max.


			He drove for the enemy’s neck and suggested fine fire. Martha blew twin beams of tight blue flame. The Águila saw it coming and plunged downwards, where Kullani was waiting. Her drake, flying belly up, grabbed the Águila in its huge hind claws, the great jaws biting down hard on the back of its neck, just below the skull. Its tail fouled an enemy wing, the sharp tip jabbing and tearing.


			The Águila shrieked with pain, its pilot losing control and the extra weight of Kullani dragging it down. Flame shot from its jaws, singeing dust and air in a spiral as Kullani pulled it around and around while Max got into position.


			‘Now, Kul-X.’


			‘Copy that.’


			Kullani powered her drake upwards, dragging the helpless Águila with her. As soon as she achieved vertical, she let go, rolling away to the left, leaving Martha right in front of the Águila. Her head was level with the pilot’s pouch and Max was so close he could see his enemy’s eyes widen.


			Max suggested wide-angle fire and a wash of deep orange flame enveloped the pilot’s head, the pouch and the base of the Águila’s neck. The enemy drake dropped screeching from the sky, fire raging in its chest cavity.


			Max swept past Kullani, who was already hunting for a new target. Flare after flare, blue and yellow and red, added to the confusion in the dust cloud.


			‘All chevrons check in,’ said Max. ‘C-Two, report kills. C-One, confirm cortege still secure. C-Three, you are free to engage below the cloud.’


			While the messages and confirmations came in, Max scoured the dust cloud ahead, seeking modulations within it, anything to give him an edge. He ducked forwards reflexively, making a half-turn left, and felt the beat of wings as an Águila swept overhead. Kullani was turning hard right and up, settling into its wake.


			‘I’ll go low,’ said Max.


			‘Am closing fast. I have the scent.’


			Max turned hard and Martha heaved into the roll, the shock-absorbing pouch undulating with the forces exerted on it and the wind whistling about her wings. Max brought her head up and rolled his shoulders, levelling them out and accelerating hard.


			‘Kul-X, I’m behind and below you at a hundred and closing.’


			‘Copy, Hal-X. Enemy level … Strike that, he’s diving hard … and he’s got company.’


			‘Stay on his tail,’ said Max. He switched to the C-Two com. ‘C-Two, Hal-X. Get below the dust and form up if you’re not already engaged. Águilas ahead of us. Out.’


			Max tipped his body forwards and angled into a steep dive. Around him, he could sense his chevron coming into formation, drakes following Martha’s scent. Kullani was next to him, blood on her drake’s claws. They burst into clear air beneath the dust cloud together; seventy-five metres above the ground in a sky full of drakes. The Águilas split to his left, fleeing towards their comrades, engaged with Inferno-X drakes half a klick away.


			‘C-Two, go open com.’


			Max’s ears filled with Valera’s calm command.


			‘—clear above the cortege. Kan-X, Xav-X, keep them moving west. New contacts south and east … C-Three, move to engage. Hal-X, C-Two, good of you to join us. I see five hulks burning in the sand. Good work. How was it in there?’


			‘Foggy, Skipper.’


			Max looked at the tableau laid out for him as Inferno-X levelled out and headed after the Águilas, keeping close form and holding their distance at about eighty metres. Chevron Three was ahead, taking the mass of the Águilas – probably another eighteen of them – head-on and flying rings round them.


			The cortege was plodding on, Chevron One still holding station above them. A few of the basilisks were on sprint patrol on the flanks guarding against new assault, and the turrets on the Iguanas were tracking but not firing. They wouldn’t need to; Inferno-X was in town. Below him, he could see nine downed Águilas in total, many of them on fire, others still twitching through their death throes.


			Ahead, four of the Águilas peeled away, heading off easterly at a sprint.


			‘I’ve got runners,’ said Max. ‘A quad heading east, possibly lining up a ground run. Orders, Val-X?’


			‘You know what to do, Hal-X. Take what you need.’ Max followed them, signalling Kullani to match him.


			‘Copy, Val-X.’ Max increased speed. ‘Los-X, Schmidt-X, Nuge-X, Mont-X, on me for decoy on possible ground runs.’


			‘Copy, Hal-X,’ came the chorus.


			‘They’re turning,’ said Kullani.


			‘Be ready,’ said Max. ‘Up we go, Kul-X.’


			‘Right with you, boss.’


			Max and Kullani shot into the dust cloud, banking and turning immediately. It was all educated guesswork now. Course, speed, height … Max didn’t want to leave the cloud cover too soon. He pushed Martha hard, hearing the sweep of her wings and feeling a rush of pleasure. He angled down very slightly, moving to the base of the dust cloud.


			‘Now, Max,’ said Kullani, feathering her drake alongside Martha. ‘They’ll be on the cortege in less than thirty seconds.’


			Max looked across at her. ‘Take a breath, Kul-X.’


			‘Smug bastard.’


			‘With good reason. Dive!’


			Max steeped his body forwards and drew his arms tight to his sides. Martha stretched her neck and tail, switched her wings back and screamed out of the cloud.


			‘Waaaaa hooooo!’


			Right below them, the quartet of Águilas flashed across the ground, sending up whorls of sand in their wake. And buzzing them in front and behind the four Inferno-X drakes twisted and turned. Fire splashed across the backs of the enemy, reflected by armoured scales. The distracted Águilas snapped at empty space while their pilots fought to keep their beasts on target.


			‘Perfect,’ said Max. ‘C-Two, Kul-X and I will take the central pair. Kul-X, break right after impact and take out the flanker.’


			‘Copy that, Hal-X.’


			Max and Kullani dropped out of the sky towards the fast-moving Águilas, their descent just shy of vertical and their targets never more than ten metres from the ground, following the undulations and staying below the ground lizards’ guns. The decoy drakes remained close, their proximity obscuring Max’s approach.


			‘C-Two decoys, stand by to clear,’ said Max.


			He was fifty metres from the ground in little more than a heartbeat and his vision was full of the Águila below him.


			‘Clear!’ ordered Max.


			The decoys split and Max drove in, the margin for error vanishingly small. He flared his arms and jerked his legs straight, timing perfect. Martha’s massive clawed feet slammed into the Águila’s back, shrieking against its scales and smashing it down. Martha sprang back into the air, forcing the Águila lower still. Its wing drove into the sand, dug deep and cartwheeled the drake into the ground.


			It roared as it ploughed into the sand, smashing its shoulder. It collided with a dune and was flung back into the air before falling again, snapping its neck and flipping end over end. Way too close for comfort, Max jerked left, avoiding the dead bounce by a hair and climbing to see it slither to a halt in a cloud of sand, twitching its last.


			Max drove Martha up after one of the surviving Águilas. The rest of C-Two was closing in.


			‘Report, Kul-X.’


			‘My Águila’s down,’ said Kullani. ‘After my flanker now.’


			‘Missing you already,’ said Max.


			‘Bollocks you are.’


			His target was tired and Max moved into its wake as it climbed, obviously monitoring the two Inferno drakes closing on the flanks. It was Monteith and Nugent on the hunt.


			‘Mont-X, Nuge-X, he’s going to break for the dust cloud. Blocking formation.’


			‘Copy that, Hal-X,’ said Nugent.


			Max urged Martha to beat her wings hard into the last of the climb, coming right up behind the enemy Águila as his chevron came in from the sides.


			‘Stand by,’ said Max. ‘Stand by … Drop out.’


			Monteith and Nugent peeled away, dropping down out of sight as Martha opened her mouth and emitted twin streams of tight blue flame. They seared up the Águila’s back, blackening scales, fusing ridges and driving heat into the drake’s flesh. It wasn’t a killing strike – just enough to force the Águila to twist and dive, away from the flames.


			Max watched it drop straight into Monteith and Nugent’s path, and their fire engulfed its head, neck and chest pouch as they flew past, one either side. The Águila fell from the sky, dead before it hit the ground.


			‘Good shooting,’ said Max. ‘Form up on me. C-Two, report.’


			‘Schmidt-X still flying. Slight damage. Águilas fleeing north. Fifteen down.’


			‘Mont-X, still flying, beauty scorch on the belly.’


			‘Nuge-X running pure.’


			‘Red-X is peak.’


			‘Cal-X boasting a minor wing tear. Still combat-ready.’


			‘Los-X running pure.’


			‘Kul-X never better.’


			‘We rule,’ said Max. ‘Val-X, orders?’


			‘Get your chevron back up to a thousand. Let’s get Solomon home without any more excitement. The cap is yours again.’


			‘Copy, Val-X. C-Two, on me, let’s get some sun. C-One, maintain close patrol over the cortege, C-Three, go on point at three hundred.’


			‘I need the sun,’ said Kullani.


			‘There’s nothing like it, buddy.’


			‘My blood is cold.’


			Max’s heart missed a beat. ‘Say again, Kul-X?’


			‘Say what again?’


			Kullani’s voice was shaky, though. Max could hear her gasping. He switched to their private com.


			‘What can you see, Kullani?’


			‘There’s dust and fire in my eyes.’


			‘Stay with me, buddy. Can you see me?’


			‘Of course I can, Max, what’s up?’


			‘Nothing, Risa, nothing. Just do me a favour, okay?’


			‘Anything, any time.’


			‘Keep com silence to the end of the flight. Let’s see if we can fly on feel, just for skills, eh?’


			‘I can feel my blood rushing inside me. It’s so cold.’


			‘I hear you. Let’s fly close, side-by-side like in training. Com silence, Kul-X. Hang on, land soft and stay in your drake till I come get you.’


			‘Copy, Hal-X.’


			‘Hal-X out.’ Max bit his lip, hard, and Martha swam in the air, her neck snaking and her nostrils flaring as she sampled the distress of Kullani’s drake. ‘I know, Martha, I know.’


			Her drake was flying level and true. No outward signs, so far. Max sighed and opened a channel to Valera.


			‘Val-X, Hal-X. One-to-one?’


			‘Go ahead, Hal-X. Wondering what to say to Solomon when we get home?’


			‘Negative, Val-X. We’ve got a code double zero.’ There was silence. ‘Skipper?’


			‘Copy that, Hal-X.’ Max heard her clear her throat. ‘Trust the squad, Max.’


		


	

		

			CHAPTER 4


			Flying a drake is exactly like drug addiction. An overdose’ll kill you … prolonged flying’ll make you sick … but no way in hell will you ever give it up because the absence is more terrifying than the inevitability of an early death.


			MAX HALLORAN


			It was interminable. The marshal gen’s cortege crawled across the sand and dirt to rendezvous with the Granite. Max was wired, desperate for Kullani to get home safely. He was keeping his eyes on her drake while attempting to tune in to all the com chatter, trying to work out whether anyone else had twigged something was wrong. If they had, they were keeping it to themselves. Valera’s voice in his ear every now and again was nothing but gentle support, as it would be in Kullani’s. And she was flying as beautifully as ever. Perhaps even better.


			‘Talk to her, Max. Never mind her trim; you’ve stared at it long enough to know she’s still in control. But she’s alone in there. Don’t let her disappear inside her fears.’


			‘Copy, Val-X. And thank you.’


			‘You’re welcome, Hal-X. We’ve got the pair of you covered when you land. Trust the squad; once I-X, always I-X.’


			‘Kul-X, Hal-X on one-to-one. Hey …’


			He’d meant to go on, say something sharp and funny but his mind turned up blank. Martha sensed it and her body rippled with brief anxiety. She continued her slow circle high above the cortege in a beautiful clear sky. Beyond the Heart of Granite and the Steelback, beyond the southern borders of the desert, the world was green and lush and soon to be churned to mud and blood by the forces of UE and Mid-Af. How peaceful it was up here now, and how extraordinary the noise would be when battle was joined.


			‘Yes? Fallen asleep on me, Max?’


			‘Very funny. I was just, y’know …’ What the hell could he say to her?


			‘I may be going insane but I am currently able to respond to coherent sentences. If you could say some …’


			‘Just tell me what you see, smart arse.’


			There was a pause and Max could all but hear her brain changing gear.


			‘It’s stopped burning.’


			‘What has?’


			‘Everything.’


			‘OK … So how does “it” look now?’ Whatever ‘it’ was.


			‘Cool.’


			‘Like me, then,’ said Max, a little confused.


			‘Your capacity for narcissism is forever undiminished.’


			That was more like it. ‘I meant—’


			‘We know what you meant.’


			‘We?’


			A hideous pause. ‘I. I said, “I”.’


			‘So you did.’


			‘And you really think you’re cool?’


			‘I hate to fly in the face of public opinion,’ said Max.


			‘Did you hear that?’


			‘What?’


			‘It was the sound of me vomiting into my pouch.’ Kullani made the sound again.


			‘Messy.’


			‘You’re on cleaning duty.’


			Max managed a chuckle at last. ‘I’d do it, if I didn’t have to see Solomon and Moeller immediately on landing.’


			‘Damn.’


			‘I wish it wasn’t the case, really I do.’


			‘No, not that. I need to get home and wash the blood off. We’re all drowning in blood.’


			‘Hang on, Kul-X. We’ll be home soon.’


			Her com quietened and Max swore. He heard the quiet bleep of another incoming voice.


			‘Good job,’ said Valera, her voice a little thick. ‘Hope you didn’t mind me listening in.’


			‘You’re the boss.’ Max felt like he’d lost a skirmish.


			‘We’ll fix her,’ said Valera.


			‘For now.’


			‘It’s all any of us can hope for when our time comes.’


			The dust cloud surrounding the Heart of Granite had largely dissipated under strengthening winds at a thousand and above. Max could see her flight deck fully lowered from her belly, bone ramps deployed, and her tail up in readiness for the embarkation of the cortege. The glare from the Granite’s solar arrays forced the Inferno-X drakes low on approach. The late afternoon sun was hot and strong and the arrays would harvest enough energy to keep the generators going for another night. This close to a regeneration cycle it was a mere fistful of sand in the desert, but anything that held off the tedium of a big swim was worth it.


			Down on the sand, the cortege was approaching the tail. The Granite’s ground forces were providing security on the approach to the ramps, allowing tired geckos and basilisks to tuck into the flanks of the larger lizards and reduce their pace to a gentle walk.


			‘Come on, Flight Com, don’t keep us waiting …’ muttered Max. He shuffled in his pouch and Martha shook herself from head to tail tip. ‘Almost home, princess.’


			‘Inferno-X, this is Flight Com, stand by …’


			‘Just a few more minutes, Kul-X,’ he said over the one-to-one.


			‘This is Heart of Granite Flight Command, good work, Inferno-X. Even you, Hal-X, I’m looking forward to our chat. So is the marshal general, I understand.’


			Moeller waited for the hoots and catcalls to die down.


			‘Skies are clear, the HoG has the watch. You will come in in pairs, flying honour above the cortege. The cap’s still with Hal-X … You’re coming in first, boy, don’t let me down.’


			‘Copy that, Flight Command. Inferno-X, this is Hal-X; form up on me.’


			The solar arrays slid back, the glare shutting off sharply like dark clouds across the sun. The forty-millimetre batteries wound into place, twenty-five of them along the spine of the behemoth, ready to fill the sky with fire. Along her flanks were more than a hundred machine guns and, set down in the section cartilage, the frag bomb and fuel air explosive missile launchers would be active as well … just in case. It was showing off for Solomon, really, but you could never trust a Maf commander and daft suicide attacks weren’t as rare as they ought to be.


			‘All right, Inferno-X,’ rumbled Moeller. ‘Come on in.’


			‘Inferno-X, Hal-X. Two-by-two. Let’s form on the loop … always leave them gasping for more. Hal-X out.’


			Max dipped his right arm and Martha peeled away, Kullani in impeccable formation. He levelled out Martha’s flight before arching his back to send them sweeping up into the sky. Martha screeched delight, beating her wings hard and powering into the loop.


			‘On your three,’ said Kullani. Max glanced across, but not for confirmation. More like he wanted a memory.


			The pouch’s fluid was working overtime in the steepening climb, the g-forces breathtaking. At the apex of their climb was an ephemeral moment of weightlessness. Max laughed, staring up at the sky. He twitched his body to make Martha perform a perfect barrel roll and he could see Inferno-X following his move, their synchronised rolls beautiful as they formed the loop in his wake, their positioning spot-on.


			‘Inferno-X, Hal-X, you look stunning. We are so far and away the best squad and even Solomon has seen it now.’


			Martha screamed into the down arc, her wings trimmed for speed and balance, her body ramrod straight, in textbook position, with Kullani just a metre away. It was an incredible rush, the noise a glorious howl and whistle, the ground closing fast but they were always in absolute, millimetre-precision control. That was skill and Max just hoped Solomon was watching.


			Max bent his head back a fraction and Martha began to level out. Ahead of them the Heart of Granite’s flight deck entrance was picked out in running lights beneath her slightly trembling curved-up tail.


			‘Now that is timing.’


			The cortege was approaching the ramp as Max and Kullani scorched over their heads and into the harsh light of the flight deck. Halfway in, they flared their drakes’ wings in a brutal braking manoeuvre.


			Max stretched his legs and they landed, claws on the bone floor, surging forwards into a dead run, the wind whipping dust and scraps up in a whirl around them. Martha’s feet pounded on the deck, wings beating back to slow her to a steady walk. At a nudge from Max she moved upright and walked serenely to the bay outside her pen. Max checked for Kullani, also walking steadily, unhurried and calm.


			Gusts of wind and the reverberations through his feet told Max that Inferno-X was landing in his wake. He walked Martha into her humid, red-lit pen and triggered the pouch, spilling viscous fluid onto the deck.


			‘Catch you later, princess.’


			Martha’s body thrummed as if she understood. Max pulled himself out of the pouch and jumped down to the ground. Grimaldi was already there, hosing him down. She was ready for some banter but Max looked across the deck to Kullani, who was out of her pouch and standing by her drake. Her face was white and her expression lost while she was cleaned off.


			‘Speed it up, Grim.’


			‘I thought you won. Did I miss something?’


			Max turned back to her, trying to speak but not finding the words. In the end, all he could do was shake his head, knowing the news would break her. She followed his jerk of the head towards Kullani.


			‘Shit,’ muttered Grimaldi, staring up at him.


			‘Sorry, Grim,’ said Max. Grimaldi stiffened. ‘Don’t let on, okay? Gotta keep this from the brass.’


			Grimaldi’s eyes were full of tears but she nodded. ‘Shit, shit, shit. Yeah. You’re good to go. Good enough, anyway. Don’t let them take her.’


			‘Trust me. No one gets her but you.’


			Max spun about and forced himself not to sprint over to Kullani. Halfway there, Valera fell into step with him. She was as half-clean as he was, the stink of lubricant sharp and powerful.


			‘You’re going the wrong way.’


			‘They can wait,’ said Max.


			‘They can’t.’


			‘I—’


			Valera caught his arm and glanced up at Flight Command, whose windowed control room spanned the entire deck fifteen metres up.


			‘You’re not helping. Don’t draw attention to the situation. We’ll handle it.’


			‘I have to check on Kullani.’


			‘I’ll handle it,’ said Valera. Max started to turn away anyway. ‘Don’t even think it, Hal-X. The second you got out of that pouch, you stopped thinking.’


			‘I—’


			‘I get how you feel. But Moeller is watching your every move right now. What conclusion do you think he’ll draw if you go straight to Kullani? You might as well march her into Landfill yourself.’


			Max stared down at the floor, fists clenching.


			‘Go up there and take your medicine like a good boy. And while you’re distracting Moeller, I get the time to look after Kullani, get it? And if he asks, tell him I was chewing you out, ’cos he’s watching all of this and he ain’t stupid. Now get going.’


			Max closed his eyes briefly, cursing himself an idiot. He nodded mutely and headed for the stairs up to Flight Command, feeling everyone’s eyes on his back.


			The metal steps rang beneath his feet, two flights up to the gallery that ran along in front of the long windows. Max tried to appear unflustered while he walked to Moeller’s office through the world of screens and the myriad lines of data, graphs, blinking lights and schematics they displayed.


			He hated it in here but never more than today; Flight Command drones looked at him in disdain before returning to their oh-so-important tasks. It made him glad he still stank from the pouch; it’d give the desk monkeys a whiff of real life. Max flicked a bead of lubricant from his sleeve, satisfied to see it strike a screen, before marching up to Moeller’s open door, knocking on it and drawing himself to attention.


			‘Max Halloran reporting as ordered, sir.’


			Moeller waved him in from behind his desk.


			‘Close it behind you,’ he said. Max did so, muting the hum of the command centre, the echoing cries of drakes, the clanging of metal and the shouts of ground crew.


			Max took a glance round Moeller’s office. It was massive, relatively speaking, sort of a conference room and executive study in one. Moeller’s desk was a basic wooden affair boasting a pile of regulation textbooks, a beautifully sculpted model of a drake, three data screens and a half-empty mug of something. There were glass-fronted wooden bookcases behind the desk, both of them full, both neat and ordered. Moeller was a collector and this looked like the best of his collection. Max had thought about reading a book on the odd occasion but it had always seemed a bit of a waste of time.


			Moeller got up from his plain metal chair, pushed it back under his desk and gestured Max follow him. He walked round a gleaming oval wooden table set with twelve chairs that dominated the room. Voice and video conferencing equipment sat dead centre and each chair was tidily tucked in.


			Moeller opened the sliding doors overlooking the flight deck, where another squadron was on the runway. Two rows of five leather-upholstered seats were bolted to the balcony floor, relics from the days when VIPs and journalists had watched the drakes take off and land. Max had barely seen anyone up here in the nine months he’d been aboard.


			Moeller took in the scene before facing Max, who snapped to attention once more. Moeller almost smiled and waved him at ease. There was never any malice in his weary face. He was in his fifties, grey-haired and fit with a gentle but precise manner. No one ever repeated the mistake of believing his gentle tone meant weakness.


			‘Holy Mother, you stink, boy.’


			‘Sorry, sir, but I was in a rush to—’


			‘Stop.’


			‘Sorry, sir.’


			‘Where to begin with you, Halloran,’ he said, frowning until his bushy eyebrows almost met.


			‘Sir—?’ Max said, before clamping his mouth shut on the career-limiting question he’d been about to ask.


			‘I’ll do the talking, Halloran,’ Moeller said, mildly.


			‘Yes, sir,’ said Max.


			‘Tell me: how many squadrons of drakes do I command on this behemoth?’


			‘Six, sir.’


			‘That’s eighteen chevrons. One hundred and forty-four active drake-pilot pairs. With their ground crews and Tweaker teams, that’s four hundred and seventy-seven people on the flight deck alone before I even start on the ground forces.


			‘Order and discipline are essential, and every single person out there had them today, except you.’


			‘Sir, that’s—’


			‘It’s true.’ Moeller looked directly at Max. ‘You’re a fantastic pilot, Halloran, but you’re reckless and undisciplined. This was the fifth time you’ve been late to my flight deck and every time, you’ve risked your squad going out short and left your wingmate looking an idiot because it’s implicit in your behaviour that you don’t respect her. This is your last warning. Once more and you’ll never fly for me again. Do I make myself clear?’


			‘Sir. You’ll ground me, sir?’


			‘I’ll transfer you to a training duty … one that reminds you every day how badly you screwed up.’


			Max wondered if Moeller ever raised his voice.


			‘You’re late for your appointment with the marshal general, and she’s not as understanding as I am, you’ll find. Later, you can thank me for resisting her calls to have you grounded.’


			‘Thank you, sir.’


			‘The rest of your performance with the cap was outstanding, though. Very much worthy of Inferno-X. Well done.’


			‘Thank you, sir.’


			‘Shame about Kullani.’


			Max froze with his fingers cramping around the door handle. ‘Sir?’


			‘It comes to you all. Remember those signs, because there’s never any more warning it’s started.’


			Max turned, his mind churning. ‘I’m not with you, sir.’


			‘Loyalty is a wonderful thing. But,’ Moeller pointed to his eyes, ‘these work and I have a decade’s experience with drake pilots. You can’t bullshit me.’


			Max shrugged. ‘Kullani had a near miss with an Águila in the dust cloud. Shook her up a bit. But she flew exceptionally today.’


			‘Uh-huh. You know, I have your best interests at heart so I’ll give you a little advice: there are more sides to this war than you can count and not all of your enemies are in the sky. If you’re going to extend your life to its maximum everyone has to be peak every time. One passenger and you could all go down. Where’s your loyalty then?’


			‘I’ll bear it in mind, sir,’ said Max.


			Moeller shook his head slowly. ‘It’ll sink through that thick skull of yours eventually, Halloran. I hope it’s sooner rather than later. Dismissed.’


			Max saluted and walked to the door, pulling it open and all but walking into Marshal General Solomon. He backed up hurriedly and stood to attention.


			Solomon looked exactly like her press shots. Dark eyes that missed nothing, greying hair braided tight to her head, and beautiful mid-brown skin. She wasn’t one for a lot of make-up and her uniform was creased from a long journey in the questionable comfort of a ground lizard, but her sheer presence made the details irrelevant.


			‘You stink.’ She walked in, those eyes analysing him, daring him to make even more of a prat of himself. ‘Good of you to let me freshen up before reporting to me, Halloran.’


			‘I didn’t—’


			‘I know you didn’t. I’ve been waiting like a good girl for you to come a-knocking, only I’m not a good girl and I hate being made to wait. Careers have folded for less. Don’t look to your Flight Commander, he can’t help you, especially as it seems you can’t work out the chain of command. Guess that leaves you in pretty deep, doesn’t it?’


			Max couldn’t speak, although he did manage to swallow on a dry throat.


			‘You were an unprofessional arse out there, Halloran. Pick up a shovel. Let’s see if you can dig yourself out.’


		


	

		

			CHAPTER 5


			When alien technology and biological matter was discovered on the Ark asteroid, you could sense the world holding its breath. The day the commencement of experimentation on the fusion of alien and Terran DNA was announced, global politics changed forever.


			MARIE RODRIGUEZ – NEW AGE POLITICS:
THE RISE OF THE MULTI-FAITH ALLIANCE


			Max let the tepid water soak over him for a good long time before getting on with cleaning his flight suit and wishing he’d let Grim do a proper job. Lubricant and shock-absorbent fluid had dried in streaks on it while the marshal gen had given him a piece of her mind. He’d have gone to Gargan’s Bar on tenways junction straight afterwards but for the fact that Kullani was in the Inferno-X rack. He wanted to check on her more than anything.


			Valera had ordered him into the wash block, where he’d stalked around the eight shower heads on his own in an ever-worsening mood. He’d given his suit a particularly close scrub, then walked naked and dripping out of the showers to dump it at Valera’s feet. She was sitting on a recliner, half-watching the news.


			‘There you go. It’s clean, I’m wet, I was in there long enough to calm down. Now let me see Kullani.’


			‘Don’t be a child, Max. And get dressed. Kullani doesn’t need a naked dick-brained hothead right now.’


			‘Where is she?’


			‘I left her in her pod, trying to sort her head out. She wants to see you. Sort yourself and your suit out first.’


			‘Moeller knows,’ said Max.


			Valera looked up at him. ‘Moeller suspects. Don’t worry about it right now. Go on.’


			Max nodded, scooped up his suit and hung it at the end of the rack. The duty flight crew would wheel it down to the flight deck later on. He grabbed a towel from the pile by the washroom door and wrapped it round his midriff before walking to his pod under the sympathetic gaze of the squad. He pushed open his door and found Risa Kullani sitting on his bed, looking at a picture of them taken just after he’d joined the squad.


			‘You’re supposed to be in your pod. My lucky day, is it?’ said Max.


			‘Well, it certainly isn’t mine,’ said Kullani.


			‘Don’t talk like that. It’s not what I meant.’ Max gathered up some clothes, just jockeys, black tee-shirt and dark grey fatigues, and began pulling them on. ‘Anyway, my door’s always been open to you.’


			‘Yeah, but y’know, you were never quite my style, were you? And now everything is different.’


			Max didn’t know what to say so he just nodded, sat down next to her, and dragged his tee-shirt over his still-damp body. They both stared at the picture.


			‘So I’m going to ask the stupid and obvious question,’ said Max. ‘How are you feeling?’


			‘I thought you’d never ask.’


			Max bumped her with his shoulder. ‘Just answer the question.’


			‘I feel fine.’ She shrugged. ‘Now I do. It’s hard to explain how I felt before. But I couldn’t keep my drake out … She was right in my head with me, not beside me, inside me, suffocating me. It was frightening, Max.’


			Max worried at his lip. He knew what it added up to and so, of course, did Risa.


			‘I bet. And you were saying some weird shit up there.’


			‘That makes me feel so much better.’ But she smiled and punched him on the arm. Max made a play of being hurled aside by the blow and she laughed a little. ‘It might have been weird but it was real. I could feel the cold. I saw the blood. It was in my head.’


			‘What’s her name?’


			Risa shook her head. ‘Only freaks like you give their drakes names. It’s an Extra Reptilian Construct, Max.’


			‘They aren’t robots, though. Martha has personality and intelligence – though it’s mostly locked away. And we can all feel them.’


			Kullani shook her head.


			‘Not like this. It was speaking to me.’ Risa’s eyes closed briefly. ‘I think it was, anyway … so many images. Shit. I don’t know what to think. I didn’t want this to happen.’


			‘You’ll be fine. You—’


			‘I touched the Fall, Max. It’s started.’


			Then her arms were around his neck and she had buried her face in his shoulder. He clutched her hard, feeling her shiver as she tried to regain control.


			‘Too soon,’ she said, her voice muffled. ‘Don’t let them put me in Landfill.’


			‘Not on my watch,’ said Max, stroking her short fine hair. ‘No one is taking you from my wing.’


			Risa choked on laughter and tears and pulled away. Her eyes were bright and scared.


			‘We all know where it ends. Fuck it, Max. I should have had more time. Years.’


			‘Trust Valera. Trust the squad. We’ll think of something. First we have to convince everyone nothing’s wrong.’


			‘I’ll try.’


			‘Great … so we do what we always do after a win? Gargan’s for the toast.’


			‘I don’t know. I’m not feeling much like celebrating.’


			‘I get it, but if we don’t show there’ll be questions. I’ll look after you.’


			Risa’s smile was fragile but at least it was there. She shrugged. ‘Just don’t leave me?’


			‘I’ll get Stepanek to buy all my rounds. How long do you need to get your head together?’


			‘Are you taking the piss?’


			‘Actually no, I was being unusually sensitive,’ said Max.


			‘Uniquely,’ said Kullani. ‘Just a few minutes to hide the blotches.’


			Max pulled deck shoes onto his bare feet and the two of them walked out.


			‘I think she knows her way home,’ said Valera from their left. ‘I need a word, Max. Several words, in fact.’


			Max followed Valera through the squad, sprawled on their sofas and recliners. There were none of the usual comments or thrown missiles, which he supposed was a mark of the day’s events, but he didn’t like it – or their eyes following him. The computer games were suddenly profoundly irritating and the drone of reporters overlaid on images of the marshal gen’s cortege boarding the Granite was loudly tedious. Mind you, the I-X drakes flashing into the flight deck looked bloody impressive.


			‘She’s fine, all right?’ he said very loudly. ‘Get your arses ready for a toast at Gargan’s.’


			Valera took his arm and steered him to an empty seat where a mug of coffee and his named pill pack were waiting for him on a low table.


			‘That strikes me as a potentially disastrous plan. Take your settlers, coffee’s yours too.’


			‘Thanks, boss.’ Max picked up the mug and took a sip; it was strong and bitter, just as he liked it. He sloshed the liquid around in his mouth, fed in the pills and swallowed the lot. They equalised his mind after prolonged drake contact, helped him relax like they did for every pilot. ‘I’ll look after her.’


			‘Keep her off the spirits, all right? You too. Sit down.’ Max complied. ‘How are you doing? It’s your first time facing the Fall and it’s poor luck it’s your wing.’


			‘I don’t know … angry? This can’t be it … We can’t let her go, Skipper.’


			‘No, we can’t,’ said Valera. ‘And we won’t.’


			‘But she can’t fly thinking like she is,’ said Max.


			‘No, she can’t.’


			‘What about Moeller? He saw it straight away. I denied it, but he knows.’


			‘But he can’t get her tested until her settlers have taken effect or he’ll get a false positive, so we have an opportunity to hide her condition from the brain-scrapers. You know how, right?’


			Max thought for a moment. ‘You’re talking about heaters? But they’re …’


			Valera laughed. ‘Wow, something went in that big head of yours and stayed there. Yes, they are, but if you’re facing Landfill how much would you care about the legality of the drug that kept you out? She’s your wing so it’s your responsibility. I’ll get the squad to chip in, and get you an introduction to the Blammers. After that, you’re on your own. You’re up for this?’


			‘Yes. Right now?’


			‘Patience! Remember, you’re crossing a line from the moment you agree.’


			‘Yeah, but it’s a line Moeller knows we’ll cross. Why doesn’t he do something about it?’


			Valera grimaced. ‘Well, it’s complicated. Commander Avery practically sleeps with the regs manuals; she’d haul Kullani out of service now if she suspected anything. Our ExO wants to keep us in the pouch to the last second to save money. And Moeller’s … well, he’s stuck in the middle. He does what he can … Look, never mind. Assume no one but the squad will support you.’


			Max scrubbed at his head. ‘I really need a drink.’


			‘I’ll find you at Gargan’s later. Tonight, just look after Kullani or I’ll rip your balls off and wear them as earrings.’


		


	

		

			CHAPTER 6


			Chronic cognitive disassociation, the Fall, is an incurable complex condition with only symptomatic relief currently available. The earliest symptoms, hallucinations, nervous complaints and temporary paralysis, can appear up to eighteen months before the condition’s trigger point. We have been unable to detect which factors combine to produce the trigger point, hence the potentially devastating effects of the Fall occurring while in flight.


			PROFESSOR CARL ALDUS, NEUROLOGICAL SCIENCE
RESEARCH LEAD, ERC PROGRAMME


			Gargan’s was the place for loud music, cheap drink and the maximum amount of attention. Maybe even for taking a dig at the sand-eating infantry still shaking the desert out of their clothes. Max didn’t want any of it tonight and, had it not been for toast tradition, he would have taken the squad to Rio’s or, if he could blag it, the Bridge Bar, instead. Although given his run-ins with Moeller and Solomon, he might not have had a warm welcome.
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