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About the Book


Economies are collapsing, environmental disasters are widespread and war the backdrop to life.


And so the military has developed a force of elite soldiers to keep the peace. A force like nothing seen before . . . codenamed Tin Men, soldiers are virtually transported to inhabit robot frames in war-torn countries.


When PFC Danny Kelso starts his day shift in Syria, an eerie silence welcomes him and a patrol confirms the area is totally deserted. But when a rogue electromagnetic pulse throws everything into darkness, Danny’s conscious mind is trapped within his robot body.


The attack turns out to have been global – the world is facing a return to the dark ages with no electricity, no technology . . . no safe zones. And the Tin Men face a race against time to save not only themselves but society as we know it.
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BOOK ONE






1


On the morning the world fell apart, Danny Kelso woke up next to Nora for the last time. The inside of his mouth felt like papier-mâché and he still had the stink of beer in his nostrils. Wiping the crust of sleep from his eyes, he flashed back to the argument the night before, the cruelty of her smile, the angry sex they’d had to make up for it all.


“Shit,” he grunted, quietly, so as not to wake her.


Truth was, the sex didn’t make up for any of it. Not in the morning. Not now that he was sober. This pattern of fighting followed by sex made him hate himself a little more every day. No matter how often Nora picked a fight, said something that crossed a line, he never got as angry with her as he did with himself.


They’d met in a dive bar in Ginsheim, a block from the Rhine River, him on a stool and her across the counter serving drinks. She liked the uniform, though so close to the army airfield at Wiesbaden there must have been American soldiers in that place every night. Still, he’d noticed the interest in her eyes right off, and the first drink had been on the house—though that, too, might have been standard operating procedure. The rest of the world had learned to hate the U.S. military over the past seven years, but most of the shops and bars and restaurants in the towns around the base went out of their way to cater to the Americans, happy to take U.S. dollars.


Danny rose and shuffled to the bathroom, pissed and washed his hands, brushed his teeth, and then splashed water in his face. Fully awake, he went back into Nora’s bedroom and stood over her, watching her sleep, feeling nothing. No, that was a lie. The hollowness he felt actually had a name—regret. Regret that he knew he wouldn’t be coming back. Regret that he’d ever come home with her in the first place, those many months ago.


He glanced about at the mess of her room, the dirty clothes, the sprawl of makeup on the little pink vanity in the corner—the sort that belonged in the bedroom of an eight-year-old girl rather than a twenty-three-year-old woman. Empty lager bottles, half-full bottles of tequila and whiskey, an ashtray overflowing with cigarette butts. There were books, too. Nora might have a host of emotional problems, but she wasn’t stupid. If she’d been nothing but a gorgeous airhead with a knowing smile, he never would have stayed with her so long.


Now, though, it was time to go. Last night, she’d finally crossed a line she really couldn’t come back from. The words echoed in his brain.


Why don’t you go kill a few more babies?


He’d wanted to hit her then. Even raised his hand—something he had never done. Danny served alongside female soldiers and had sparred with them plenty of times in training workouts, but beyond that he’d never hit a woman and didn’t intend to start. He hadn’t hit Nora. There were things violence could solve—you couldn’t be a soldier and not believe that—but this wasn’t one of them.


Nora, on the other hand, thought that there wasn’t a trouble in the world that couldn’t be cured with booze and sex. The time had come for him to stop going along with that philosophy.


He dressed quickly, not wanting to wake her but not overly worried that he would. Nora slept like the dead. The booze kept bad dreams away, she’d always said. More than once he had tried to tell her that it kept good ones away, too. But that was an argument he knew he was never going to win.


In jeans and a faded Five Finger Death Punch T-shirt he’d stolen out of his asshole older brother’s bureau when he was sixteen, he sat on the edge of the bed and pulled on his boots. The clock was ticking and he had to head back to base. His shift started at 8 A.M.


Over the past decade the entire globe had fallen into chaos. Heat waves led to droughts which led to food shortages which led to riots. Fuel prices went through the roof, so high that only the privileged seemed to go anywhere these days. Alternative energy sources were available, but the bastards who held the reins were the carbon barons, and they kept the horses headed for the environmental cliff. Rising sea levels. Flooding cities. Calamity after calamity, all punctuated by the usual crap—civil conflicts and international incidents, people rising up to overthrow oppressive rulers, only to replace them with new ones who were just as corrupt.


In most cases, ten years ago when it was all unraveling, nobody had wanted to step in. The United Nations tsk-tsked but could never act, hamstrung by their own Security Council. China and Russia took advantage of the chaos, doing whatever they damn well pleased while the world was busy elsewhere. The only government in the world willing to step into any of those conflicts, to try to bring order to a chaotic globe, belonged to the United States of America. The U.S. Army had spent the past decade doing their damnedest to keep things under control.


And the world hated them for it.


Over the past seven years tensions had only risen. They had a whole planet to patrol, keeping the peace by force, and Sergeant Morello was gravely serious about that responsibility. Danny had to haul ass to get to the base in time. The sarge accepted no excuses.


Nora shifted under the covers, stretching into a sprawl that covered the space where Danny had been sleeping, already adjusting to his absence. Her blond hair half-veiled her face, but he could still see how pretty she was. All the roughness in her vanished while she slept. Without the nose ring and the three thin braids and the Japanese characters tattooed on her neck, she’d have looked as sweet and innocent as a little girl. When he saw her sleeping, he understood that vanity in the corner of her bedroom, a piece of who she’d once been. But you couldn’t love someone for who they were while they were sleeping. You had to love them wide-awake, and he didn’t. Hadn’t. Couldn’t.


His brother had once said he was like a shark—he couldn’t stay in one place or relationship for long, had to keep swimming just to breathe. So far, the military had been the only exception to that rule, but he had hoped Nora would turn out to be another.


Danny gently pushed the hair away from her face. He thought about kissing her goodbye but did not. It wouldn’t have been honest.


He stood and glanced at her one last time, then took out his key ring and slipped off the key to her apartment, placing it on top of her dresser, moving aside the ashtray so that she would be sure to notice it.


When he left, stepping out into a cool late August morning, Danny had no intention of coming back. And that was for the best, because he would never get the chance.


Once upon a time, Wiesbaden Army Airfield had housed only the 66th Military Intelligence Brigade and the 5th Signal Command—the folks who gathered intel and the people who made sure the troops in the field had it. But after the United States started consolidating European bases, it had become HQ for army ops on the continent and home to NATO’s Component Command. All operations from Heidelberg and Mannheim had been folded into WAAF, and now dozens of military offices called it home. The Seventh Army had their barracks at Wiesbaden, and they were only a small percentage of the personnel stationed there.


With all that going on, nobody had seemed to notice the army digging in the dirt, hollowing out a massive space underneath the western edge of the base. Of course they had noticed, but anyone authorized to get close enough to wonder what was being done there had also received strict orders never to wonder aloud.


They’d built a bunker more secure than the NORAD facility at Cheyenne Mountain, buried underneath two thousand feet of rock. Danny didn’t know much about engineering, but he assumed it had been a hell of a task to build something that safe and that deep, especially so close to the Rhine. There had to have been better spots, but somebody obviously figured it made sense to put the Hump at the same facility as Signal Command, with their constant stream of satellite intel. All the fuck-you-up-from-a-distance parts of the U.S. military in Europe living in the same house—one big happy family.


The army called the bunker Humphreys Deep Station One, after Major General A. A. Humphreys, who’d made his bones as a divisional commander of the V Corps at Antietam. What that had to do with Europe, Danny had no idea. Someone who oversaw the naming of things obviously had a soft spot for the Civil War. But soldiers always decided on the real name of the place they lived, and the soldiers stationed in that installation beneath Wiesbaden Army Airfield—the only enlisted men and women with clearance to even speak of its existence—just called it the Hump.


Danny reached the main gate at 0747 hours, later than he’d wanted but not the latest he’d ever been. He showed his ID and managed to get past the guards without any of them giving him a hard time about his car, a ten-year-old Audi e-tron. With all the trouble the United States and the European Union had gone to in order to keep oil flowing, the typical soldier wouldn’t have been caught dead in an electric car. Depending on who was at the gate, the guards sometimes challenged him on it, thinking the e-tron was some kind of mute protest of U.S. policy, when the truth was that the crappy little tin can was all he had left of his father, who had bought the thing used when he’d come to live in Germany to be close to Danny. Cancer had taken him just eight months later, a whole twenty-seven days elapsing between diagnosis and death.


He drove onto base, the car sounding like a hair dryer about to burn out, and made his way to the side lot reserved for the Hump. No marking identified it as such, of course. The one metal sign simply read RESTRICTED PARKING; if you didn’t have clearance to park there, you wouldn’t risk it.


A glance at the dash clock told him it was 0751 hours. On time. Still, he hurried, climbing out and pocketing his keys, slamming the door and hustling along the paved pathway. Several of the oldest buildings had an austere beauty, but the barracks and most of the modern parts of Wiesbaden Army Airfield were utilitarian at best. The giant lump of a building that sat atop Humphreys Deep Station One was the crowning glory of boring architecture. It made federal penitentiaries look like castles constructed of whimsy. The occupants of the offices in the aboveground section of the building were also as boring as possible, paper pushers and budget specialists, people nobody wanted to blow up.


Danny showed his ID again at the door, walked a winding corridor and then showed it twice more—passing through checkpoints requiring rising levels of clearance—until he reached the double doors at the center of the building’s sub-basement. There were no guards visible here. Defense systems this close to the Hump were automated and required both palm and retinal scans. The palm scan pricked his flesh, taking a microscopic blood sample, examined his DNA in three or four seconds.


The lock disengaged with several loud thunks and the doors swung inward. He darted inside and the heavy alloy doors moved back into place with a hydraulic hiss, locks clanking. Danny paused a second and took a breath. He wasn’t claustrophobic, but it always took him a moment to shake the trapped feeling he got when those doors closed. From this point forward there was no exit and no windows. The place might as well be a tomb, and he was headed for his coffin.


He strode down the short corridor and hit the button for the elevator. The clock on the wall showed 0757 hours. He’d be logged as on time, but barely. Sergeant Morello wouldn’t be happy.


A loud beep came from behind him and he turned as the locks began to clatter again, and the doors hissed open to reveal a woman in a wheelchair.


“Kelso, you’re late,” she said, rolling her chair into the elevator foyer just before the doors reset.


“Good morning to you, too, Corporal Wade,” he said.


“Time for breakfast in sunny Damascus,” she replied with a scowl.


Danny laughed. “Christ’s sake, Kate. Who pissed in your cornflakes?”


Arching an eyebrow, she allowed herself half a smile. “I just didn’t want to get out of bed.”


“Really?” Danny said. “Queen of the Tin Men had a little company last night?”


“Yummy company,” she said, her gaze going distant. “Oh, those tattoos.”


“I didn’t know you were into tats.”


She shrugged. “Eight hours a day in full-metal-jacket mode, I just want some human contact.”


“And you never called me,” Danny said. “Corporal, I’m hurt.”


A strange look passed over her face and she glanced up at him. “Why, PFC Kelso, you never called me, either.”


Something fluttered in his chest. He looked at her, knowing the moment was going on too long and in a blink it would be awkward. With those near-purple eyes and milk chocolate skin, the high cheekbones and full lips, Kate Wade couldn’t be described as anything but beautiful. Even in her uniform and without makeup, she looked lovely. They joked with each other all the time, flirted and played, but they were in the same unit and neither one thought it was a good idea to go further. They’d only spoken of it once, but Danny remembered it clearly. Kate had been married at the time—her ex was a complete prick—and of course Danny had Nora. As of this morning, neither of those things was true, but Kate didn’t know that.


“You feeling all right?” she asked.


He smiled and lowered his eyes. “Just thinking about getting a tattoo.”


“You wouldn’t know what to do with me if you had me,” she said. “Besides, I know your type. Spend enough time in port and you can’t wait to sail away.”


Danny couldn’t argue. The memory of leaving a sleeping Nora behind was too fresh.


The elevator dinged and opened. Danny stepped in first, knowing Kate would murder him if he showed her any deference. She wheeled in after him and spun around, so good with the chair that she made it look as if she was in it by choice, a punk street kid on a skateboard or some California girl Rollerblading by the beach. It wasn’t a choice, of course, and it wasn’t fun, but it was her transport and she had long since mastered it, as she mastered nearly everything.


She had only been in the U.S. Army Remote Infantry Corps for eighteen months, but she’d been regular army before the loss of her legs. Danny had no doubt that Kate would rise quickly through the ranks. One day, she really would be queen of the Tin Men.


“God, I need coffee,” she said, as they took the long, swift drop into the depths of the Hump, where the rest of their shift—eighteen hundred men and women—would already be getting prepped.


Danny’s stomach rumbled. They were already officially on duty, but they had thirty minutes before they had to be in place—enough time for coffee and a good breakfast, if he ate quickly. The tubes kept them hydrated and filled with nutrients, even pumped serious proteins halfway through the shift, but that was no substitute for a decent meal. At the end of every shift, he was starving.


On an ordinary day, they’d be underground for nine hours or more.


But nothing about today would be ordinary.


Danny hustled down a ramp, regretting the omelet he’d eaten. He’d be tasting the peppers and onions all day. A piece of melon or an orange would have cured the problem but he had run out of time. Lesson learned.


Kate had gone ahead, knowing it might take a few extra minutes before someone would be free to help her into her canister, but he didn’t count on her making excuses for him. Morello wouldn’t listen even if she did.


At the bottom of the ramp he flashed his ID at the south elevator doors, which slid open to admit him. Humphreys Deep Station One had six subterranean levels that Danny knew about, and it wouldn’t have surprised him to learn there were more. Level One consisted of nothing but security gates, an impressive lobby, and conference rooms where the command staff received visitors who didn’t have clearance to descend any farther. The staging areas for the Tin Men took up three levels, with research, tech support, staff services, and the mess hall on the bottom two. The whole base was cylindrical, with corridors radiating out from the central Command Core like spokes on a wheel. Danny’s destination was at the end of one of those spokes.


He rode the elevator up to Level Three and hurried around the Command Core, crossing to the hallway that would take him to Staging Area 12, which housed the Sixth Battalion of the 1st Remote Infantry Division. Danny’s platoon consisted of thirty-six men and women under the command of Lieutenant Khoa Trang, with Sergeant Morello as his second in command. Staging Area 12 looked the same as all the rest, a featureless warehouse of silver canisters that the army liked to call Remote Combat Stations but which appeared to be nothing more than oversized metal coffins. When he’d been in training, Danny had seen at least half a dozen men and women with no history of claustrophobia completely lose their shit after ten minutes inside one, but it had never bothered him. As far as Danny was concerned, the metal coffins were cocoons, and inserting himself into one of them allowed him to emerge as something else—something better—somewhere far away.


Soldiers streamed past him. Several of those coming off the night shift hooted about his lateness and hurled good-natured insults. Outside of his own platoon, there were only a handful of people in the battalion he knew well. When they came out of the canisters, nobody liked to hang around. Unlike traditional soldiers, they weren’t forced to live on the base and most preferred to take apartments in the surrounding towns. They needed air and space and time away from guns.


Within platoons, it was different. On duty, they were in one another’s heads for eight hours at a time. It was impossible not to get to know the men and women who were covering your ass every day. Of course, some he knew better than others. His platoon had added half a dozen newbies in the past two months; there were a few he hadn’t even had a conversation with yet.


His boots thumped the metal steps as he descended from the steel catwalk to the floor of the vast staging area.


“Private Kelso!” a voice rang out. “What the hell are you doing?”


Sergeant Morello stood, arms crossed, in front of a block of canisters. The Remote Combat Stations were arranged in blocks of thirty-six—six by six—and each staging area had three such blocks, one per shift. While only a third of the 1st Remote Infantry Division were normally active during any shift, there were enough canisters for all of the soldiers in the division to be put into the field simultaneously, if a crisis arose. “Sorry, Sarge,” Danny said as he ran up, ignoring the amused looks he received from some of the others in his platoon who were already situated inside their metal coffins, sitting up like corpses come back to life and grinning at his plight.


“Every minute you waste is a minute the Cupcakes stay on duty,” Sergeant Morello said.


The Cupcakes—Sergeant Morello’s nickname for Platoon C. The Babydolls were Platoon B. Lieutenant Trang and Sergeant Morello commanded Platoon A, which the others just called the Assholes. The sergeant wore the badge with pride.


“They’re not going to thank you for that, Private,” Sergeant Morello went on.


“I know, Sarge.”


Morello glared at him, dark eyes set into olive skin, long nose above thick mustache, all combining to give him a very intimidating air, despite his height. Sergeant Morello stood five feet and four inches tall, but even out here, in the flesh-and-blood world, Morello could have broken him into tiny little pieces if he felt like it.


“He knows, he says,” Sergeant Morello sniffed, rolling his eyes. Then: “Move your ass, Private Kelso!”


Danny hustled, navigating the narrow spaces between canisters. Several of them were closed already and through the clear polymer lids he could see the faces of his platoon-mates. Hartschorn wore a relaxed expression despite the snugness of the cranial cap and eyepiece that left only his nose and mouth exposed. The guy looked like he was sleeping, even though none of them had been put under yet—thanks to Danny’s tardiness. Most of the platoon was having the headgear fitted onto them, sitting up in the canisters, the clear lids standing straight up from the base. Alaina Torres had styled her hair, as always, despite the fact that nobody would be looking at her real self all day. Most of the female soldiers in the USARIC wore their hair in tight ponytails on duty or cut it short. Making it pretty seemed illogical to Danny, but it wasn’t hurting anybody, so even Sergeant Morello never said a word to Torres about it. If you were going to spend eight hours in a metal coffin, you had to be allowed a few indulgences.


As he approached his row, he saw Mavrides and Hawkins playing cards on top of a canister, muttering and stealing glances at Naomi Birnbaum, and he had to bite his tongue. Though she was twenty-four, the tiny Birnbaum would always look young, but with her big brown eyes and long lashes, she would always look beautiful, too. Quiet most of the time, she became wildly animated when talking about music, either performers she loved or the dozen or so instruments she herself played.


The thuggish Hawkins had been hitting on Birnbaum since the day he joined the unit, a grinning goon who thought his skills as a soldier made him irresistible. He was a monster in the field, a soldier anyone would want at his side when a mission turned ugly. But in friendly territory, Hawkins was a grade-A cock with wandering hands, a big bastard whose only social skill was intimidation.


Though it seemed backward, Danny had a feeling Birnbaum could destroy Hawkins in a fight. He’d seen her sparring once and had been shocked by her hand-to-hand skills. If Hawkins put a hand on her butt or accidentally brushed against her breasts one more time, Danny figured Naomi might tear him apart.


Then there was the kid talking to Hawkins, the nineteen-year-old computer geek, Zack Mavrides. When Mavrides had joined the platoon a few months back, Danny had tried to set an example for him, but the kid had turned out to be a punk. Hawkins had taken Mavrides under his wing, helping him train, putting himself up as an example of great soldiering, and the kid was young enough to admire Hawkins’s gift for efficient violence. He’d learned all he knew about killing from video games, and Hawkins encouraged him to live out his darkest dreams if the right situation arose.


Danny didn’t like the way either one of them was looking at Birnbaum right now. As he strode toward his own canister, he watched them, tracking the salacious gaze in the eyes of both men. Danny was torn between telling them off himself or just giving Birnbaum a heads-up so she could take care of them.


“Come on, Kelso!” Sergeant Morello shouted across Staging Area 12. “Hell’s not getting any colder!”


The entire unit—those not already lying down—turned his way. Hawkins gave Mavrides a tap on the arm and they started climbing into their canisters. Birnbaum smiled at him and shook her head, hoisting herself up and then vanishing inside the metal cylinder in an instant, the lid starting to descend before she could possibly have strapped herself in. She had it down to a science, even put on her own gear.


A head popped up a few feet away. Private Jim Corcoran needed a shave, but he liked a little stubble to cover up the ugly scar that cut right through his pale, freckled jawline.


“I got Kate squared away,” Corcoran said.


Danny came to stand between his canister and Kate’s. He glanced inside and saw that she already had her headgear on, ready for deployment. It made him wish he had hurried. Their flirting earlier had gotten him thinking, and all through breakfast he had been toying with the idea of asking her out for a real dinner, just the two of them. She’d scoff, he knew, at the concept of a date. Call it high school or something. But he wondered if she might secretly like the idea.


“Thanks for that,” Danny said, turning to Corcoran. “Sorry for the holdup.”


“Who’s going to bitch?” Corcoran said. “The Cupcakes? Screw those guys.”


Laughing, Danny climbed into his canister as a tech came running over to help him into his rig. Early twenties, black, lovely in the awkward, never-going-to-realize-I’m-beautiful sort of way that some women had. Aimee Something, her name was, and he thanked her as she held the rig steady while he slid his arms into it. She seemed confident in her work, which would take her far. Techs didn’t have to worry about bullets on the way up the ladder.


“Don’t worry about Sergeant Morello,” Aimee Something said quietly. “You’re late, but at least you’re here.”


Danny lifted the headgear off its hook on the underside of the canister’s lid and slipped it on, pressing the green pads into place at his temples and jaws. His pulse thumped in his skull.


“Somebody didn’t show up for duty?” he asked.


Aimee Something smiled conspiratorially and glanced around. “North,” she said. “He showed up, but with a hell of a hangover. Puked inside his canister and Sergeant Morello nearly made him lie in it for the entire shift. But Morello figured he’d be a liability and told him to hit the infirmary.”


Danny frowned. “What happens to his bot?”


“Corresponding soldier on the night shift’ll run it over to the embassy before the transition. Probably already done it.”


“North. What a dumbass. He’ll be written up, for sure,” Danny said as he lay down and slid his hands into the silver thin-skin gloves that were linked to the canister’s systems.


“No doubt,” Aimee Something agreed. “I’m just glad I don’t have to clean it up.”


He laughed as she examined the readings on the small external touchscreen that allowed techs to view his vitals from the floor. The entire platoon would be monitored from the workstations as well, of course—both by tech supervisors and by auto health programs—but Aimee wasn’t about to lock him in without making sure he was properly secured into his rig and his vitals were steady.


“Good to go,” she said, and patted the side of the canister.


Danny gave her a thumbs-up and snapped the visor plate of his headgear into place.


“Close lid,” he said.


Closing. The electronic reply came from inside his head rather than through his ears, thanks to the comm-pads attached to his temples: a bland, computerized male voice the Tin Men called Uncle, short for Uncle Sam. Now joining Platoon A of Sixth Battalion, 1st Remote Infantry Division. Be safe, PFC Kelso. Eyes and ears open, mouth closed.


“Music,” Danny said. “The Killers.”


He’d been thinking of his father a lot this morning. The Killers had been the old man’s favorite band way back in the day, when Ron Kelso was a single father raising two rough boys. Sometimes Danny liked to listen to them while on duty; it felt like his father might be right behind him, guarding his flank.


Caution, PFC Kelso. Music is not prohibited, but R.I. Division studies have shown it to be a potential distraction.


Danny had never seen any harm in having some musical accompaniment. When they were deployed, the music stayed at low volume in the background and went silent anytime his comms unit activated—either with incoming voices or when he himself spoke. The technology boggled his mind so completely that he had stopped asking questions after the first few months with the Remote Infantry Corps. He’d made the mistake of showing some curiosity to an eager tech, who had gone off on a five-minute tangent about how the synthetic ganglia in the robots allowed for one-to-one mapping with their pilots’ brains, cutting the lag between thought and action down to the point where the reaction time of the Tin Men was virtually indistinguishable from that of flesh-and-blood people, despite the satellite transmission involved.


Thinking about it hurt his head, so Danny just focused on the mission and let the techs do their jobs.


“Just play it,” he said.


With only a moment’s delay, the music started up. At the opening chord of “When You Were Young,” a needle slid into his thigh. Danny winced but did not cry out. The needle was attached to a tube that fed him fluids and nutrients while he was locked down. Once the lid was closed, he had no choice but to surrender himself. The shift change between Platoon C and Platoon A would be virtually seamless, a rolling deployment transition, soldiers being withdrawn twelve at a time while twelve more were inserted. In the field, the other twenty-four would cover those in the midst of transition; the whole process took no more than eight seconds.


A low, tinny alarm buzzed. Danny breathed deeply of the richly oxygenated air in the canister and felt himself floating, drifting into something not unlike sleep. It felt as if he were sinking into a sea of warm, dark water, an ocean of shadow . . .


Inhaling sharply, Danny opened his eyes to the bright, baking sunlight of the streets of Damascus. He blinked twice, heard the low clicks that went along with blinking, and a silent computer readout sprang to vivid life across his vision. Temperature, time, precise GPS locations for himself and every member of his unit, readout of available weapons and ammunition, and more.


“Those assholes,” Kate snapped.


Danny heard her voice in his head, just as he’d heard Uncle’s. He glanced around and spotted her a few feet away, standing in the jagged shadow thrown by the ruins of the Khan As’ad Pasha. Even without the markings on her dusty frame, he would have recognized the way she carried herself. He imagined that back when her flesh-and-blood legs had still been in working order, she’d moved in much the same way as she did now, in the robot body assigned to her by the 1st Remote Infantry Division.


Like the rest of them, her frame had an antique sort of bone-white hue that blended well in most old Damascus neighborhoods and could color-shift to black once the sun went down. But Kate and the soldiers from the other two platoons who shared this frame with her had modified it with a pair of devil horns painted on the sides of the metal skull and a small trident pitchfork on the left cheek. Danny’s own frame had the number thirteen painted on the forehead, flaunting superstition with his personal number. The soldiers on the other two shifts who shared his frame had appreciated his desire to taunt Lady Luck.


“Which assholes are we talking about exactly?” he asked.


“Cupcakes,” Kate said, pointing at his chest. “Look what they did.”


Danny glanced down and saw the target on his chest, painted in perfectly concentric circles of red, white, and blue.


“That’s not funny,” Kate said.


He smiled, knowing that she would recognize the small variation in the expression on his robotic face.


“Well,” Danny said slowly, “it’s kind of funny.”


Before she could reply, Sergeant Morello started barking orders and the platoon gathered in two rows, standing at attention. Lieutenant Trang stood behind Morello. Neither man had any marking on his frame that indicated rank, but anyone watching would have picked up the command structure easily enough. Trang had an infinity symbol on his chest, while Morello’s frame was marked only with black stripes under the eyes, the sort football players painted on to cut the sun’s glare.


“Platoon C reported zero hostile activity during the past eight hours,” the sergeant said. “That might make you lazy assholes feel all cozy and safe, but it ought to make you paranoid as hell. No news is good news, that’s what they say, right? I say bullshit. No news means somebody’s trying hard to come up with a new way to kill you today. So I want you all extra sharp. You see anything that looks wrong or just feels wrong, you sound off. Got me?”


“Yes, Sergeant!” Platoon A chorused.


He didn’t ask them to repeat it.


“Just don’t be stupid,” Morello said. “Move out!”


Platoon A began to spread out along the broad street in front of the wreckage of what had once been among the most beautiful buildings in the world. The domes of the Khan As’ad Pasha had drawn tourists from around the globe. The shadowed beauty of its interior, the gentle interdependence of its architecture . . . like almost everything else the Syrian people held dear, it had been obliterated in a civil war. Danny had heard the expression “never shit where you eat,” and thought it a crude but effective wisdom. The Syrians might hate America now, but they’d been their own worst enemies.


The Tin Men fanned out into the streets and souqs, weapons held at the ready with hydraulic muscles that would never tire. Danny knew that none of them would take Sergeant Morello’s warning to heart. Some jihadist prick could nuke Damascus, incinerate their robot frames, and the worst the Tin Men would suffer was psychological trauma. Compared to the old way of soldiering, it was a sweet gig. They could wage war without any casualties on the American side.


They had to stay alert in order to do their jobs properly, to keep the peace and maintain order in a city where they were considered intruders, devils second only to Shaitan. They needed to stay frosty—a single substantial screwup might cause an international incident, and the U.S. Army’s remote infantry was controversial enough already—but at the end of the shift, all of them were going to wake up safe and sound in their own bodies, back at the Hump.


Danny hadn’t been lying. He did think the target on his chest was a little bit funny. But he hadn’t told the entire truth, either. When he’d glanced down and seen that target, he’d shivered—and not only his flesh-and-blood body, back in Germany. His whole robot frame had shuddered just a little.


Snipers and martyrs were always taking shots at the Tin Men, but he had never felt like a target until today.
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Corporal Kate Wade didn’t mind being deployed in Damascus. The anti-American atmosphere could be toxic, but there were a lot of places in the world where that was true. And Damascus was a damn sight better than the edges of the nuclear wasteland left behind after the meltdown of the Narora reactor in northeastern India. So long, Nepal. Nice knowing you.


Even better, she thought, you could be in Bangladesh. Her cousin Alonso had been deployed there ever since the food riots a couple of years back. Last time she’d spoken to him he’d told her serving there had gotten worse, that as ugly as it had been to watch people kill one another over food, watching them starve was worse.


Then there was Korea.


Tin Men had been deployed in a dozen locations around the globe where border disputes or religious hatreds had erupted into bloody warfare with no end in sight. In each case, the USARIC had shut down the conflict, forcing both sides into détente. Except in Korea, where the North Koreans and South Koreans continued to try to destroy one another while also expending huge portions of their arsenals attempting to expel the American interlopers.


But the U.S. Army could afford to be patient. They were losing hardware, not humans. As long as they were measuring the cost of keeping the world safe in dollars instead of in lives, the American people wouldn’t bitch too loudly. Bringing order to the globe had been just about the only thing that kept the U.S. economy from suffering the same ugliness as the rest of the world. Some of the strands of the web of interdependence that held the global economy together had frayed, a few had broken. Old trade alliances were tenuous, new ones untested. Many nations had turned inward, but the time had long passed when they could rely solely upon themselves for survival.


America, though . . . America had robots. Built by American hands. Programmed by American minds. Monitored by American eyes. That meant the United States had enemies that hated her more than ever, and allies who loved—or at least needed—her more as well. The whole thing made Kate uneasy as hell, but she was a good soldier. She followed orders. And at night when she closed her eyes she thanked whatever gods hadn’t turned their backs on humanity that the next morning would bring just another boring day running a robot around Damascus.


Not many of the soldiers she knew thought of their country as especially noble or heroic. The Tin Men of Platoon A were not under any illusions about the U.S. government’s motives. If they imposed peace on certain regions by force or intimidation, it was to make the world safer and the economy more stable for American interests, not out of any more honorable purpose. But over the years since the en masse deployment of the Tin Men, fewer civilians—fewer children—had been killed by collateral damage or violent oppression, and Kate considered that a win.


Most days, the rest of the world didn’t see it that way. Early iterations of Remote Infantry units had been drawn into conflicts with insurgents whose entire purpose had been to goad the prototype Tin Men into killing civilians, and they’d succeeded. At least a dozen small conflicts had broken out for no reason save that the aggressor knew the United States would send Tin Men to intervene and force peace before their enemies could muster a significant retaliation. Somalia’s invasion into Kenya had been especially bloody, and now that the USARIC had pulled out of western Africa it seemed likely the Somali dictator would do it all over again, eroding Kenyan resistance to Somali influence one attack at a time.


In truth, though, the growing worldwide resistance to American intervention had not sprung from concerns about casualties or the idea that the Tin Men were being used to shield bad behavior by dictators. The Tin Men had saved countless lives, but the backlash against them had always been centered on the idea of control. The right of self-determination. The idea that national sovereignty and individual voice no longer mattered infected the masses, a terrible poison that stirred first anti-Western sentiment and then outright anarchism. Terrorism and religious jihad had become secondary concerns. They were and always had been fringe elements, capable of doing great damage but with public sentiment against them.


The anarchists were different. Extremists controlled the core anarchist groups, but millions of people tacitly approved of their efforts to disrupt or destroy the robots as a message to the United States that their interference was unwelcome. Kate wished the whole world could see the Tin Men the way she did. They were there to protect and serve on a global scale, often by the invitation of one government or another. Many people did see them that way, she knew, but far too many did not.


Now she scanned the platoon, noting the identifying markings most of the robots had on their shells. She spotted one with a large-breasted blond girl riding a rocket—a reproduction of something that had been painted on the side of a WWII bomber—and strode over.


“Travaglini, you’re with me,” she said.


The robot dashed off a quick salute. “Yes, ma’am.”


At thirty-seven, Ernie Travaglini was by far the oldest member of the platoon, a fourth-generation soldier who had rejoined the military specifically to sign up for the USARIC. Like Kate, he was a corporal, but he had no interest in advancement—only service.


“Can you believe North?” Travaglini said. “Lieutenant’s going to fry his ass when this shift is over.”


“I knew he was an idiot,” Kate said. “I just didn’t know how big an idiot. I hope Morello has them leave the puke in his canister for tomorrow.”


Kate had always thought Thomas North a clown, but this latest display had pissed her off. Others in the platoon had come on duty hungover, but she’d never seen anyone miss a shift because of it. North had been ordered to the infirmary like some little kid being sent to the principal’s office. He ought to have been humiliated, especially with the way Sergeant Morello had dismissed him. Instead, Kate had caught a glimpse of his face as he turned away and seen the smirk forming there. The asshole thought it was funny.


North would pay for his amusement, though. The members of Platoon A would be hesitant to partner up with him on patrol. Nobody would want someone so cavalier about his duties to be watching their back.


“Screw him,” Kate said. “We’ve got work to do.”


Around them the platoon began to break off into their assigned pairs and head out, each team with a section of the city to patrol. With the ground speed of the Tin Men, any one of them who came under fire would have to find cover for only a minute or two before they had backup. Kate caught sight of Kelso and Torres heading into an alley to the southwest and Kelso seemed to take notice of her as well. He gave a small nod, half-turned toward her, and she had another glimpse of the target that had been painted on his torso. It gave her the creeps.


“Corporal Wade,” Sergeant Morello’s voice crackled in her ear. “A moment, please.”


Kate frowned as she scanned the street and found him still standing with Lieutenant Trang. Stupid as hell, the two of them together like that. If there were Bot Killers or local snipers around, they could both be taken out in seconds.


“Hang on,” she told Travaglini. “Sarge is calling.”


Trav nodded and she crossed the square, taking one last look at the alley where Kelso had vanished a moment before. He’d be headed for Al-Buzuriyah Souq, the long market street that would be the heart of his patrol sector today. Kelso was one of the good guys, smarter and kinder than he seemed to believe, but he was hard on himself. Kate was pretty sure the sexual tension she felt between them was not her imagination but for some reason she found it hard to let it go any further. He would flirt and laugh, and he was easy on the eyes, but if the back-and-forth went on too long he would close down like a turtle drawing into its shell—like he didn’t believe he deserved the pleasure.


She could have gone to bed with him, but sometimes his mask would slip and she’d catch a hint of pain beneath, confusion and loneliness, and she knew to keep away, that if she ever let things get physical with him it would lead to something more. People in pain were magnetic to each other, and in her experience that never ended well. So she never took Kelso home. Yet somehow, when they were piloting tin cans way out here in Damascus, it was harder to ignore what she had begun to feel. Why was that?


I’m more alive when I’m on duty than when I’m off.


Her therapist would have a field day. All the work they’d done to get her to come to terms with the loss of her legs and she still felt more whole, more like a person, a woman, remotely piloting a robot body while lying in a tube thousands of miles away.


As she approached Morello and Trang she pushed those thoughts off, vowing not to think about Danny Kelso for the rest of the shift.


“What’s up, Sarge?” she asked, then nodded to Trang. “Lieutenant.”


On commlinks, they could use private channels to talk to one another or open communications to the entire platoon, no matter how far they scattered on patrol, but up close they mostly used external speakers, just as they would while addressing locals.


“You see any faces?” Sergeant Morello asked.


Kate arched a robotic brow, cocked her head to study the lieutenant a moment, and then turned around to scan the square. Only half a dozen members of the platoon were still in view. But no locals.


“None.”


“That’s what I’m saying,” Morello replied.


“Don’t jump to conclusions, Sergeant,” Trang warned.


“I’m not jumping, sir. I’m making an observation.” Sergeant Morello grunted quietly, then focused on Kate again. “Just stay alert, Corporal Wade. We’ve seen it quiet before, but not like this. I don’t like it.”


“Yes, sir,” Kate replied.


“It’s a war, Sergeant,” Trang said. “If the insurgents are going to take a run at us today, so be it. We’ve got techs in the platoon to make repairs, and if anyone’s damaged too much for that, we’ll gather the parts and bring them in to base.”


The faces of robots did not provide a full range of human expression but if one spent enough time around them they became easy enough to read, and Kate could see that Sergeant Morello was barely able to hold his tongue. He didn’t like Trang lecturing him about things that even the greenest private knew. The lieutenant should have known better; if something was getting under Morello’s skin, it wasn’t just the fear of an ambush. When he worried, that meant there was something to be worried about.


Kate had been ambushed dozens of times and there had always been people around. Sometimes they fled just before the shitstorm, giving her some warning, and sometimes they took collateral damage. But Morello was right; she’d never seen Damascus this quiet. Birnbaum and Hartschorn were both techs—technicians who could repair Tin Men in the field—so she wasn’t worried about her own safety; she worried about the flesh-and-blood humans around her.


“I’ll keep my eyes open,” Kate said.


“Maintain an open channel,” Sergeant Morello replied.


She snapped off a salute and turned to rejoin Travaglini, who awaited her at the northeast corner of the street. She told him only that the sarge was spooked by the quiet, not that she herself was equally unnerved.


“Aren’t we headed toward Damneh Square?” Travaglini asked.


Kate nodded. “Eventually. But we’re gonna take the scenic route, up by the Umayyad Mosque first. Don’t ask.”


Travaglini shrugged. “Suit yourself.”


As they headed off into the labyrinth of this strange city, with its collision of the ancient and the modern, she kept looking through windows and at doorways. From time to time she would spot figures moving behind screens or in the cracks between shutters, but nobody came outside. Nobody watched them as they passed, almost as if they were invisible . . . or as if there was something in the streets of Damascus today that they did not want to see. Something more upsetting than American robots patrolling their city.


“Private channel, PFC Daniel Kelso,” Kate said.


A click signified that her commlink had been switched over to one-on-one. Even so, she knew her words would not be entirely private. The rest of the platoon wouldn’t hear, but all communications were monitored by Uncle. There would be a recording of whatever she said, so she had to watch her choice of words.


“Danny, you read me?”


A tiny burst of static. Weird, electrical buzzing that made her frown. Normally the lines were perfectly clear but today there seemed to be some kind of interference. The thought of it rattled her spine.


“I’m here. What’s on your mind?” Kelso replied.


“You seeing any locals out your way? Morello’s got me paranoid.”


“About what? Hell, I’m glad they painted a target on my chest. I could use a couple of beers and a few hours in some gamers’ realm where I don’t have to blow anybody’s head off.”


Kate chuckled. Apparently Kelso was counting on anyone monitoring Uncle’s audio back at the Hump to know he was joking. But as she saw it, military brass had a tree stump’s sense of humor.


“Seriously,” she persisted. “Are you seeing any activity where you are?”


“Am I seeing people on the street? Yes,” Kelso said. “I’m in the souq. Obviously I’m seeing people. Am I seeing a lot of people? Definitely not. Most of the shops are open but there are no street vendors and only a handful of cars have passed us. A holiday?”


“It’s not a holiday,” Kate replied, thinking hard and not liking what she was thinking.


Wall-unit air conditioners whirred on the façades of buildings. The smells of cooking wafted out through windows, local spices and minced beef. But where were the taxicabs and the children on their bicycles? Where was the music that sometimes played inside the grubby apartments and shops she and Travaglini were passing even now? The walls were crumbling and marked with graffiti, but Damascus had never felt to her like a ghost town until today.


“You’re getting me spooked,” Kelso said, his voice crackling in her ear, picking up some kind of interference.


“Listen,” she said, “you still tight with the Watermelon Man?”


“On my way there now,” Kelso replied.


“All right. Report back to me on this channel.”


“Yes, Corporal,” he said, all business now.


Kate turned to Travaglini, suddenly all too aware of the gaudy painting on his chassis. “Eyes and ears, Trav.”


The bot nodded and they continued their patrol, checking down alleys and watching rooftops and open windows. Patrol was a walk-through, nothing more, just a way for the Tin Men to be a visible presence in the city, to let insurgents know that if they started any shit, the U.S. Army would shut it down fast.


It came as no surprise to Kate that the past seven years had pissed off almost the entire world. There were Remote Infantry units all over now—in Korea and Pakistan and Iran and Venezuela and the Ukraine and a dozen other spots. The Tin Men were mostly utilized for meddling in the business of other nations. They ended civil wars, oversaw fair elections, removed dictators, and by their mere presence they ended regional conflicts. Nobody seemed to notice that Remote Infantry units had not invaded Russia or claimed the Middle Eastern oil fields for the United States or toppled any governments that weren’t involved in actively torturing or murdering their citizens. Oppression was being suffocated and the result was a more just and peaceful world, achieved through force and intimidation.


And more people hated the United States and its citizens than ever. Nobody wanted to be forced to behave with a gun to their head.


Little kids in Damascus came in two categories: the ones who wanted to play with them and the ones who would spit and throw rocks as they went by. That was why she loved Kelso’s Watermelon Man. There were friendlies among the local population, people who appreciated the benefits that came from American interference and weren’t worried about the audacity of it. She knew a handful of people in Damascus she could trust—probably trust, because nothing was for sure—but if anyone would tell them what was going on, it was the Watermelon Man. He had always given Kelso a heads-up if there were insurgents or terrorists or Bot Killers—mercenaries funded by a conglomerate of foreign interests who hunted Remote Infantry units for cash—in the area. Kelso had saved the Watermelon Man’s daughter’s life, once upon a time, and the man had been indebted to him ever since. He believed in the Americans’ mission—that all this imposing of order would lead to peace and justice.


Truth was, the Watermelon Man believed in it more than Kate did.
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Alexa Day sat in the plush backseat of a gray Mercedes, its tinted windows and struggling air-conditioning shielding her from the worst of the day’s heat. Flanked by a pair of formidable security officers, she felt small and alone. When she’d spoken to her friends about this trip they had alternated between being terrified for her and thinking she was walking into some kind of fairy tale. Alexa had rolled her eyes but deep down she had wondered if they might all be a little bit right, if visiting her father in Syria might be dangerous and romantic in equal measure. He was the U.S. ambassador after all, and that had a certain regal air, even if it didn’t make her a princess.


Even if she didn’t like him very much.


Stop, she told herself. You promised Mom you’d give him a chance. Give this a chance. Keep your promise. But that was easier said than done. Since the day he had moved out of the family home six years before, Alexa had seen her father only rarely and never for long. His work kept him away much of the time—she knew that—but she had never felt as if he made much of an effort. Now he wanted to make amends by bringing her halfway around the world. He couldn’t come to her so she had been persuaded to go to him.


Keep your promise, she thought again.


When her plane had been met by a pair of military vehicles mounted with guns and a sleek Mercedes with blacked-out windows, she’d had a moment of fear followed quickly by bliss. A handful of U.S. Marines—some of them distractingly good-looking and only a couple of years older than her seventeen—were going to be her escorts. It had saddened her when she quickly realized that she wouldn’t be traveling in one of the Humvees but would instead ride in the Mercedes with the two brutish guys who were obviously embassy security. Still, she had gazed expectantly at the car. Despite her resentment, she had found herself excited to see her father. The last time had been the day after Thanksgiving—almost a year ago.


Her anticipation had evaporated the moment one of the security men opened the back door of the sedan and revealed that it was empty. Her father had sent these men to fetch her but had not bothered to come himself.


“Mr. Nissim, tell me again why my dad couldn’t meet me,” she said now, staring at the slim, darkly handsome man behind the wheel of the Mercedes.


Nissim glanced back at her. Like many Middle Eastern men she’d met, he had beautiful eyes with thick lashes that made her jealous. Alexa had watched a lot of Bollywood movies and if Bassel Nissim’s embassy job didn’t pan out, she thought he had the looks to be a film star.


“Please, call me Baz,” he said. “Your father truly regrets being unable to greet you in person, Miss Day. The delay in your flight caused a time conflict with a meeting he had scheduled with the mayor of Damascus. Not to worry, though, he should be no more than an hour or two and I can help you get settled into your room. I think you’ll enjoy your stay.”


“No worries,” she said. “He’s got other priorities. Story of my life.”


Nissim didn’t seem to know how to reply to that, and Alexa was glad to let it drop. As the Mercedes rolled through Damascus with its Marine escort she caught glimpses of buildings and parked cars, but she was surprised that she didn’t see more people.


“Is it prayer time or something?” she asked.


“No. Just quiet in the city today,” Nissim replied.


“Hunh. Maybe Damascus partied too hard last night.”


Nissim laughed softly. “I doubt that.”


Alexa focused on him. Maybe twenty-five, no wedding ring, obviously intelligent. She leaned forward and peered out through the windshield, then turned to get a better look out the left side of the car.


“Don’t worry,” Nissim said. “There’s nothing to be afraid of here.”


“I’m not afraid,” she lied.


In truth, she had been terrified ever since the moment she had first agreed to this visit. Her parents’ divorce settlement gave her father four full weeks per year with her but he hadn’t made much effort to take advantage of that time. Every year, he extended a perfunctory invitation to have her join him—first in Bahrain, when he’d been ambassador there, and now in Syria. Coming home to spend time with her had apparently always been too much trouble.


It wasn’t entirely his fault, she knew. Circumstances had conspired against them. Given her father’s line of work, her mother had insisted that the divorce agreement include an exception stating Alexa never had to join him in areas where she might be in danger. Since the divorce, that had been pretty much always. But her sixteenth birthday had triggered a codicil to that agreement, giving her the power to decide whether or not she felt safe joining him wherever he might be working. Her mother had not been fond of the idea of her coming to Syria but Alexa had decided it was time to call her father’s bluff. If his invitation had been genuine—if he really wanted her there—she’d find out pretty quickly.


Him not showing up to meet her plane did not bode well.


“Really,” Baz Nissim said. “You’re okay.”


“If there’s nothing to be afraid of,” she said, “then why do we have an armed escort just to drive from the airport to the embassy?”


Nissim arched an eyebrow and seemed to reassess her. “How old are you again?”


“Seventeen.”


“Old enough, then, to know there are always dangers, but that the armed escort and your silent companion back there are the reasons why you needn’t fear.”


Alexa glanced at the security officer seated to her right, a stocky, square-jawed African-American who’d shaved his head down to the gleaming skin. She couldn’t argue Nissim’s point. She was probably as safe as she could be—under the circumstances. Syria had been locked in a cycle of violence and rebellion that repeated itself every few years for two decades before the Tin Men had been deployed there to depose an unelected president willing to slaughter every last one of his own people to keep power. Alexa had been listening to her father talk about the situation for as long as she could remember.


She looked out the window again. “You can’t really blame them, y’know?”


Nissim studied her. “What do you mean?”


Alexa watched buildings roll by. “We took away their freedom. It’s only natural some of ’em are going to hate us.”


The security officer shifted awkwardly.


“We gave them freedom,” Nissim said. “The Syrian people can be anything they like. Men and women. Thanks to us, they get to choose their own paths.”


Alexa shot him a dubious look, giving him a small shrug. “Unless they want to fight about which path to take. That’s not allowed.”


“We brought democracy—”


“Democracy by intimidation,” she corrected. “Not quite the same as freedom, is it?”


“You’ve got a lot of opinions for a seventeen-year-old.”


Alexa met his gaze. “Trust me, if you grew up with Arthur Day for a father, you’d understand. If I came to the dinner table without an opinion and the ability to defend it, there was no dessert. That started when I was in the fourth grade. It’s one of the reasons my parents aren’t married anymore. I never minded it, but it drove my mother crazy.”


“I don’t expect your teachers appreciated it much, either,” Nissim said.


Alexa grinned.


“Well,” he said, “you’ll be happy to know your father hasn’t changed much. He still insists that everyone around him have an opinion. Fortunately for me, he doesn’t withhold dessert if I can’t back it up.”


The car slowed and Alexa looked up to see that they were approaching a building surrounded by a twenty-foot wall, which was itself surrounded by a chain link fence topped with barbed wire. Armed sentries were posted atop the walls. The gates drew back to let the lead car pass through.
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