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      She pulled the trigger and the world turned white. Did a city just die, or only her? White turned to black without an answer.
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      ‘Char’ Nelson could hear the rhythmic clanking of the weight machine nearby as she was doing chin-ups. It was always surprising how tiring it was to be a suit jockey, and while none of her team were large people they were all a bit obsessive about fitness. As a result the ready-room smelled vaguely like a locker-room. Her mother used to say, “Pigs sweat, ladies glow.” I guess that means I’m not a ‘lady’ because the way that I am ‘glowing’ would light up the room up like a searchlight.

      ‘Jockey’ was not the official term for suit drivers, but it fit. The members of the Special Operations team were all between five-foot four and five-foot eight inches, because the armor was expensive and the bean-counters didn’t want to make more than two sizes. Since they could only be fitted to a narrow range of heights it meant that physically the operators were all pretty much of a type. A lot of Special Ops people are big and beefy, but these men and women were more like greyhounds or whippets, lean and muscular.

      Sometimes she still couldn’t believe she was one of them though when she thought about how she got there it made a kind of sense. At five-feet four-inches tall ‘Char’ had always been on the petite side but she was far from delicate. The small, wiry brunette had been a gymnast in school. She had gotten into Free-Running as a teen and was always getting scuffed and torn up, but she loved it. Soaring over gaps between buildings, bouncing like a ball from stairway to stairway and vaulting just about everything that didn’t move and a few things that did; it was like being a super-hero. She didn’t give it up until broken bones put her scholarship at the University of Washington in jeopardy. Though she competed through her college years, even placing in the Nationals, it eventually became obvious that she was not Olympic caliber. With her gymnastic career at a dead end and no back-up plan she had decided to join the Army.

      She hadn’t exactly play it safe in the Army either, starting out as an Eleven-Bravo and then applying for Ranger training. Everybody said she was too small, and if she was perfectly honest with herself she knew they were right, but she made it through training on sheer bloody-minded determination. After a tour in the Middle East she was tapped for a CID assignment State-side. The Army’s Criminal Investigation Division always has a use for ‘cute little girls’ in undercover work. Especially cute little girls that can kick some righteous ass. She bitched but the truth was she mostly enjoyed the work. After an Op went sideways and things got ugly she was rethinking that choice when the call went out for Suit-Jockeys. She matched the physical and mental profile so she put in her application. The rest was, as they say, history, she thought wryly, or maybe more accurately science-fiction.

      Now she was back in the Middle East. The temperature outside was creeping towards a hundred and twenty degrees. Inside the ready-room attached to the armor lockers the air conditioning managed to keep it down to a balmy eighty-five or so. You’d think after decades of fighting in desert climates the REMFs would be better at keeping an air-conditioner running in spec, she thought resentfully.

      “Don’t overdo it, Char, we’re on alert.”

      She gave Needles an irritated look. Like I don’t know that? All was forgiven a second later when he tossed her an ice-cold water bottle. He was right, of course. She needed to stay in shape but she couldn’t afford to wear herself out with a proper work-out. She nodded and snagged her towel as she took a long pull on the water bottle. Needles was checking out her breasts, but the team was long past modesty. Their under-armor rigs left nothing to the imagination; there was a reason that they are called skin-suits. Show a guy a pair of breasts, any pair, and he’s going to look. If the women in the unit weren’t able to get over it they wouldn’t be in the unit. Her eyes tracked downward involuntarily but Needles was wearing Battle Dress pants over the suit. He caught the furtive glance and grinned but said nothing. They look, we look, she thought with a mental shrug. It was just one of the realities of being on the team.

      None of the team was hard to look at, but Char thought Needles was yummy. Tall for a Jockey at five-foot-eight with Vid-star good looks, sea-green eyes and a smile that lit up the room. She glanced around as she took another drink. Ten people, men and women with the chiseled look of low body-fat. They all had identical haircuts, a very short ‘buzz-cut’ so the suit’s sensors could get a good read on their central nervous systems.

      They were on high alert, eight hours on, eight hours off because of rumors of a Broken Arrow, the time-honored term for a lost nuclear weapon. Word was that the ‘Stans had gotten their hands on a North Korean sub and salvaged a nuke or two from an old Soviet Alpha that sank sometime around the end of the century. Cogito ergo Yellow Alert.

      Gamer was tucked under Hotrod’s arm as they dozed on the couch and Char frowned. The days of ‘don’t ask, don’t tell’ were long since history, but they were being a little chummy for fraternization regs. She gave a mental shrug. Needles was NCOIC that day and if he didn’t see fit to comment she wasn’t going to make an issue of it.

      Other members of the team were occupied with whatever passed the time. Crossword was reading a manual; Hobbit was reading. . . well, she was reading ‘The Hobbit.’ It was an ancient and tattered hard-copy instead of a reader and it seemed to be the only book she owned or read. Knife, Beggar, Goober and Clooney were playing cards and Hilltop was working the weights. Just another day in paradise, she thought.

      She glanced at the vid mounted on the wall of the shelter. Al Jazeera’s English-language service was playing, a serious-looking commentator talking about armed drones and autonomous combat vehicles. The use of these systems was a war-crime in most of the Middle East, but aside from complaining about them the ‘Stans all paid as much attention to the ban as they did to any of the ‘Rules of War.’ She shook her head in disgust. Screw you, she thought; tipping her water-bottle to the immaculately dressed commentator, we’ll stop using automated systems when you stop blowing up, shooting and gassing your own civilians.

      She shot another covert glance at Needles and mentally frowned. There was a situation developing there; they had some real chemistry and it was starting to be an issue. Fraternization within the team was a strict no-no, but what happens in Dubai stays in Dubai... The question was if sleeping with him on leave would interfere with ops. She heaved a sigh. Probably; Char was no prude but she had to acknowledge that she’d never been good at being ‘friends with benefits.’ She just got attached too easily when sex was in the picture. Her ruminations about her problematic and entirely theoretical love-life were interrupted when Top came striding into the ready-room.

      “Suit up, boys and girls, we’ve got a Jericho Alert and the party can’t start without us!”

      Cards hit the table; when First Sergeant Dillon spoke they listened, even when the situation wasn’t so grave. Uniforms were quickly shed as they moved to their individual lockers; even in the heat everyone was wearing their skin-suit. Char reached up, keyed in the code and the sealed compartment opened, revealing the armor. It was designed to operate in any terrestrial environment, but that didn’t mean that you wanted the local dust and sand sharing it with you. Especially the sand. That could make for epic chafing. She pulled up the hood of the skin-suit so that the sensors built into it could monitor her brain activity. The system couldn’t actually read her mind, but it could detect when she was focused. With some training a jockey could use the act of concentration to help control some of the armor’s systems. Sort of like a mental ‘mouse-click.’’

      “What’s the Op, Top?” asked Beggar, the inevitable query asked in the inevitable way.

      “Just get your fucking suit on, Beggar. Briefing en-route; we got no time to waste.”

      A murmur of curses sounded and they all stepped it up. A Jericho Alert was a nightmare scenario, a live nuke under terrorist control. Char backed into the armor, stepped into the lower legs and reached down to connect the skin-suit’s ‘dick.’ That was what they all, even the women, inevitably called the connector that would allow them to urinate without subsequent discomfort. On the kind of missions that called for their team, someone peeing themselves was a definite possibility. On a Jericho Alert it was a virtual certainty.

      She wriggled her arms into the control-sleeves and felt the fabric of the control gloves contract around her fingers. She leaned back and the clamshell armor closed in front of her, sealing her in. Magnetic connections clicked and locked as the under-garment’s sensors integrated with the hard-suit. The interior supports inflated, compressing her breasts uncomfortably until she relaxed into their pneumatic embrace.

      The suit came alive with an electric whine that was quickly overwhelmed by the ventilation system. There was a moment of absolute blackness, claustrophobic with the compression of the inflated supports, before the Head’s-Up Display came to life. The Tactical Heavy Operational Response suit--of course some geek just had to find a way to name them THOR—had no faceplate; Char’s head was safely behind the composite breastplate. The suit’s head was simply an armored sensor cluster atop the torso. She watched as the AI ran through the self-checks before announcing that it was good-to-go in Safe Mode. This gave the legs just enough power to allow her to move easily but the slave-arms remained locked out so that a random twitch or sneeze didn’t wind up killing a tech or other innocent bystander.

      Char stepped out of the locker, as always resisting the urge to duck. The shelter’s ceiling was eight feet high, which placed it just six inches above the suit’s ‘head.’ She paused while Sharky, her assigned suit-tech, ran the external checks.

      “Char, commo check, check, check”, she recited in the old ritual and watched as the system ran tests on all the different bands they would be using on this operation. Around her everyone else was doing the same thing, though of course they couldn’t hear each other. The verbal cue was just to tell the AI to ‘handshake’ to verify the comm channels and data links with the other team members.

      Char shot a quick look around. They were all armored-up and roughly at the same point in pre-ops, but then they’d had plenty of practice. The HUD vision system took some getting used to; it actually caused some people that were new to suits to duck when they didn’t need to. With the hi-rez full wrap-around screens it looked and felt like their head was exposed. What you were really looking at was a composite reality generated in real-time by the armor AI. Air circulated randomly within the head-space to enhance the illusion. It was supposed to reduce claustrophobia but in fact it could be unnerving when things got exciting, at least until they got used to it.

      Usually at this point they would have been jabbering and cutting up, but the Jericho Alert had them on edge. Char watched the squad’s suits ripple through several camouflage patterns, including Clearview, where liquid crystals imbedded in the paint projected an image of what was behind the suit. It wasn’t real invisibility but it did make it difficult for someone to spot them or draw a good bead on them at any distance.

      The external tests seemed to take forever, but thirty seconds after the team had stepped out of the lockers, preliminary checks were complete, and the team began to file outside. They did the power-train tests out of doors to avoid suffocating their techs with exhaust fumes. Even their advanced power systems, Lithium-ion cells with nano-textured anodes supplemented by super-capacitors, wouldn’t run the armor for very long. The THOR suits were hybrids like long-range cars or trucks. Once outside Char could hear the muted whine as the generator, a high-efficiency ceramic gas turbine, spun up to operating speed for a few seconds and shut off. The unit would be using transport power so there was no need to waste fuel which brought up the question of what sort of transport and where they were going. The arms locker rolled up while the team finished the power checks and moved to their arming stations.

      “You are getting the UI pack,” Sharky told her as he began to check items from the locker. Shit, she thought, the nuke is in a city. The Urban Intrusion Pack had a five-barreled 7.62mm Serial Gun System and a 25mm single-barreled grenade launcher that held six breaching rounds. These two systems used caseless ammunition with the rounds loaded one atop another in the barrel, with each shot fired electronically in sequence. They were very space efficient and had no moving parts.

      There was also a ‘Stunner’ packed into the armored nacelle. This weapon was supposed to provide a ‘less-lethal’ capability, and Char supposed that it was technically less-lethal than shooting someone. The weapon pulsed a high-energy laser to strip the electrons from a column of atmosphere, and then fired an electrical pulse down the highly conductive column of ionized gas. In theory this would stun the target without killing them. In practice it would cause third-degree burns and it flat-out killed the target about twenty-percent of the time, but at least it was less certain to be deadly than simply shredding the target with bullets.

      Char grimaced as she recalled that the ‘Stunner’ was how she had gotten her call sign. On the team’s third op she had tried to stun an insurgent, not realizing that he’d gotten doused with fuel in the course of the firefight. The resulting fireball was impressive and horrifying. Because of that incident and the fact the fact that her first name was Charlene... Spec-Ops teams tend to have a dark and twisted sense of humor.

      Char had to deactivate Safe mode to load the weapon pack which attached to a track on the outside of the right slave-arm. The large, powered arms mimicked the movements of her own in the control sleeves. Char’s head was actually between the shoulder joints of the two massive limbs, and combined with the small, armored sleeves that protruded below them they gave the four-armed suit a decidedly alien appearance. Someone told her that the basic layout went clear back to a Japanese comic from the 1980s. If that’s true whoever came up with the idea was pretty damn smart, she thought.

      Diagnostics scrolled across her vision as the system integrated with the UI pack and she felt the handle with three triggers and a thumb-safety ‘form’ in her right hand. This was actually a result of tactile feedback from the control glove; there was no physical handle. At any given time two of the triggers were inactive but a simple press of the thumb allowed her to select which weapon would fire. Once she ran the verification test she released the ‘handle’ and the weapon pack retracted far enough to clear the slave hand.

      “Confirm positive function all systems and weapons lock-outs,” Sharky said formally.

      She checked the tell-tales and said, “Char confirms all systems nominal, lockout’s active. All systems show green.”

      Char looked to see how the rest of the team was doing and saw bright yellow stripes appearing around the torsos of each suit as a visual indicator of status. Yellow meant they were armed and ready with lock-outs in place. She noted that everyone was good-to-go except Beggar, who was ‘Disco-ing.’ Char shook her head in annoyance. The suits were sensitive to inputs, both physical and neural. If you let your motions and emotions run away with you it could get an uncontrolled feedback loop going and the suit would... well, dance. It happened to everyone in training. When it happened in garrison it was embarrassing to you and hilarious to your team. In the tension of the moment Char found it amateurish and annoying.

      He got it under control even as Needles said, “Dammit Beggar...”

      “Sorry, Sarge. Guess that I’m a little worked up about this one,” the soldier said, sounding sheepish. Beggar wasn’t a bad jockey by any means, and once the mission was on he was as cool as anyone. He just had a tendency to be a bit excitable in the pre-mission stuff. Char had a pretty good idea that if they survived this one Beggar was going to have a new call sign. She mouthed the word ‘Boogaloo’ to herself and snickered. Oh yeah, he’s going to love me...

      Ten minutes later they were airborne, packed like sardines into a tilt-rotor aircraft headed for their target. Top’s voice came over their comm systems as he began the briefing.

      “Six months ago a Japanese corporation moved into the hundred-and-fifty-third and hundred-and-fifty-fourth floors of the Burj Khalifa.” The team members nodded inside their suits; they’d all been on leave in Dubai and were familiar with the third-tallest man-made structure on earth. “It appears that this corporation was a front for the Rising Dawn terrorist organization.”

      This caused a stir. What was an Eastern-Asian terrorist group doing sticking their nose into the Middle East?

      “A few months ago we got intelligence that the ‘Stans had recovered one or more old soviet nukes, and yesterday we received information that these had been passed along to Rising Dawn. They have rebuilt at least one of these weapons and moved it into the Burj. We can only assume that they intend to detonate it.”

      Char pondered the problem; nukes have a shelf-life and the ones from that old soviet sub would not have been functional. Time and radiation exposure would have degraded them too much, and subconsciously she’d expected the weapons to be recovered before they could be refurbished. The local governments and terrorist organizations were surprisingly inept at concealing such activities, but Rising Dawn were conspicuously high-tech and discrete. The fissile materials would still be usable and the bomb itself was a perfectly workable design.

      Top continued, “Assuming that they have reconstructed the bomb they are now in possession of a ten megaton thermo-nuclear weapon, and have placed it in a nearly ideal location to devastate Dubai. Conservative estimates for such a weapon at that location top two million casualties, and it would rip the heart out of the entire Middle-Eastern economy.”

      “So no pressure, then?” quipped Hotrod. They all chuckled a bit and Top went on.

      “We suspect that Rising Dawn may be working for a local fundamentalist group that lacked the technical resources to reactivate these bombs, but that’s not really relevant to your mission. The locals do request that you use non-lethal force when ‘prudent and possible.’ As you might imagine they are eager to have a little talk with their Eastern guests.”

      “We’ll insert our main force through the building. By the time that we arrive the local SWAT team will have evacuated the four floors below the target under total communications blackout. The element of surprise is vital here, so Needles, Char and Hotrod will be making a ballistic insertion on the 154th floor as we enter from 152.” Char winced; that was going to really suck. “The mission is simple—secure the nuke. The local SWAT team is prepared to ‘flash’ the bomb with a directed EMP once we have it under control, then it will be dismantled and removed.”

      Top took a sip of water, cleared his throat and went on.

      “Officially we are going to attempt to take prisoners, but I am not going to second-guess you once you are in contact. The rules of engagement are simple. If it moves stop it. If it fights kill it. Try to use your stunners when you can but don’t take chances. The Terrs must not be allowed to detonate the weapon at any cost. They will not be able to remote-detonate it wirelessly; we’ll begin broad-spectrum jamming as you enter, but that doesn’t mean that they won’t have some sort of fail-safe hard-wired detonator.” No one asked what would happen if the Terrs got to the bomb first. Most likely they’d never know it.

      Top continued, “Interior layouts for both floors are being uploaded to your system. Be aware that the Terrs may have made internal modifications, so don’t rely too heavily on the floor-plans.”

      Char had to grin at that. No interior modification they might have made would make any difference to a THOR suit. She opened a side-channel with Needles and Hotrod and they started going over the schematics of the 154th floor while Top outlined the intrusion team’s entry through the building.
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            BRADLEY—JUST ANOTHER KILLING MACHINE

          

        

      

    

    
      Being back stateside wasn’t what it was cracked up to be. After three tours in ‘The ‘Stans’ Corporal Nathan Bradley had been looking forward to getting back to the U.S. and eventually to civilian life. Now he was here, a virtual prisoner in an underground R&D facility. All because some asshole Lieutenant lost it and got his ass fragged. By a machine. Which, OK, is pretty weird, he had to admit to himself.

      The Middle East never did settle down after the ‘War on Terror.’ The U.S. hadn’t officially been in combat in a decade or more, but when they shoot at us and we shoot back in doesn’t really matter what you call it. Nation Building, ‘‘Hearts and Minds’ or whatever the trending term is this week, it still boils down to combat.

      Bradley had never planned on being a ‘Lifer.’ Get away from the same-old same-old for a while, maybe sow some oats before he settled down to school or farming. But the signing bonus for a second tour was just too much to pass by, and if he decided on schooling after he got out Uncle Sam would pick up the lion’s share. Then one more tour didn’t seem like too big a deal and the money was good, but honest to God he was done. Sooner or later he knew he was going to run out of luck, and lately was starting to feel worn down. Even if the odds didn’t catch up, if I’d spent too much longer over there there’d be nothing left of me, he reasoned.

      So he had been ‘short,’ just weeks away from rotating back to a nice, comfortable base in the US. Six months of getting used to life outside the combat zone and then he would have been a civilian again. Of course that’s when everything went to shit.

      His unit had just rotated out of Forward Base Foxtrot for a month with the REMFs and some R&R. They had been out of the bush for about a week when he was tapped to go with Deepo—that’s what they called Sergeant Parks—to pick up the unit’s new walker.

      Autonomous vehicles were nothing new to the infantry. On foot patrols through the mountains of the ‘Stans they would often meet up with a supply MULE. These six-wheeled vehicles carried restocks of consumables and had a generator to recharge the squad’s LB2Es, the compact Load-Bearing Lower-Body Exoskeleton that bore the weight of their field gear. The folks at base would simply load up the MULE, tell it where to meet the soldiers and send it on its merry way. It would figure out its own route, avoid hazards and hostiles and make the rendezvous like clockwork. But the Walkers were a different story. They were ACVs, Autonomous Combat Vehicles.

      It’s axiomatic among the infantry that you can’t ever carry enough firepower. Rockets, grenades, man-pack missiles—such things could only be miniaturized so much before they became ineffective. Eventually you needed fire-support from something bigger and there weren’t a lot of choices. There were places vehicles just couldn’t get to; remote mountain terrain, inside buildings, down tiny back-alleys.

      There were basically two options and they both boiled down to having a machine carry the weapon for you —either you wore a full-body exoskeleton or you gave the gun legs and a brain of its own. Remote-Operated vehicles could do a lot, but there were limitations on ground-based systems because of terrain, structures and other considerations. Worse yet, in recent decades signal-jamming tech had gotten small and cheap enough that almost anyone could get their hands on it. That meant trusting a machine to pull the trigger, and to only do so when it was appropriate.

      So Bradley and Deepo went to pick up the squad’s new walker with some trepidation. They arrived at the base Central Supply and were directed to the warehouse. A tubby civilian tech was waiting for them with a tablet and a sour expression.

      “You Parks from Bravo Company?” he asked.

      Deepo grunted, “Yeah. Where is it?” From the look on Deepo’s face Bradley could tell the older man was annoyed and maybe just a little nervous.

      The tech gave them an insincere smile, beckoned with his tablet saying, “Right this way, gentlemen,” and waddled off into the depths of the shop. At the a loading dock in Receiving he gestured to a large composite container in the middle of the floor. He pointed to a couple of impact wrenches on the bench and said, “Open ‘er up.”

      Deepo grunted, nodded to Bradley and they picked up the pneumatic tools. They removed the shipping bolts, then the tech undid the catches on the container, dropping the sides and there it was – big as life and twice as ugly.

      “There she is,” the tech said, looking as proud as if he’d made it himself. He reached over to the panel on the back of it and did something inside. It whined quietly for a moment then suddenly stood up.

      The pair of soldiers were startled by the abrupt movement. The walker moved like a cat, smooth and fast, but there were no visual or auditory clues to warn them. The tech smiled.

      “Boys, say hello to your new soldier. This is the M-1037 Stalker.”

      It looked mean as hell. The torso was horizontal and about two meters long with a small turret at the front set back under the dorsal armor. The hips were mounted on a swivel affair at the back, and the legs extended well forward giving it sort of a poised look. Even standing still it looked like a guard dog straining at its leash. The tech patted the weapons platform affectionately, then pulled out a long, thin cable from under another panel and gestured for Deepo’s helmet. He connected the wire and after a second there was an incongruously musical chime.

      “We use a hardwired connection for the initial ‘Handshake’ for security reasons,” he explained, then repeated the process with Bradley’s helmet and explained that they would need to do this for each member of their squad.

      The tech took a few minutes to explain the machine’s impressive capabilities. It had a turret mounted 12.7mm chain-gun that could tear up light armor out to a thousand meters and a 25 millimeter grenade launcher that used a version of the same caseless ammo that the soldiers weapons used. It had a dual-feed system so that it could fire explosive smart rounds or clusters of airfoil flechettes. In addition they learned that the machine was surprisingly agile, could low-crawl, hide in a drainage ditch or fit through a standard-width house door.

      The tech chatted animatedly as he worked, explaining its various systems. He reached over and casually closed the visor on Bradley’s helmet. “Take a look at your HUD.”

      “Act-HUD,” Bradley said and the helmet turned on its Heads Up Display. In addition to the usual system prompts and range indicators there was now a box in the lower right corner with a small amber light in it. The tech explained that the light indicated the interface with the ACV was working. If the light started to flash and move, that meant trouble. The machine could also use the cursor to point out targets to other members of the squad and they could activate a “window” that would display what the ACV was seeing on a portion of their HUD. He asked if there were any questions.

      Deepo looked thoughtful for a minute, then asked, “What’s it take to take one of these out?”

      The tech looked at him suspiciously for a moment before replying. “Well, a heavy machine gun or chain-gun might do it. An anti-armor missile could do it if it didn’t dodge it or shoot it out of the air.”

      The two soldiers gaped at him for a moment before Bradley blurted, “Shoot a missile out of the air? Gimme a break!” It wasn’t so much that he didn’t believe it as that he didn’t want to believe it.

      “No shit, happened to Charlie Company last week. They were on patrol and some terr a couple of clicks away popped off a Hellfire missile at ’em. All of a sudden their walker just spun around and blasted it outta’ the air. Must’ve spotted the launch signature or guidance laser, ‘cause those Hellfires are cursed fast. Of course if I was going to try it I’d use a Gauss Rifle.”

      Deepo and Bradley nodded in agreement. Each squad had a Gauss Rifle to deal with enemy armor. It was a kind of shoulder fired railgun that spit out a lightweight aluminum slug with a DU core at about six kilometers a second. A Gauss Rifle kicked like a bitch and had a slow rate of fire because it needed to recharge the firing capacitors between shots but a well-placed round could take out an light armored vehicle at two kilometers.

      “Uh, just how smart is this thing, anyway?” Bradley asked.

      The tech looked vaguely unhappy. “Well, for most things figure she’s as smart as a well-trained dog.” Bradley got an unpleasant feeling, like maybe he didn’t know how smart the thing was.

      “Swell,” said Deepo. “Any final words of advice?”

      The tech grinned. “Don’t piss her off.”

      As the men were talking the machine was looking around the shop. While it possessed 360 degree vision, its primary high-resolution sensors were located between the guns. Bradley, used to machines sitting still when they weren’t actively engaged in a task, found it unnerving. It was almost as if the walker were alive.

      “By the way, you need to give her a name so that she’ll know you are talking to her.”

      Deepo took a deep breath and rolled his eyes skyward. “Right.” He looked at it and said, “Your name is Dumbshit. Let’s go.”

      They spent the next week of their ‘R&R’ training with the ACV, putting it through its paces. They had to learn how to reload the guns, recharge the batteries and maintain its systems. Bradley grew more comfortable working with the machine but still found its lifelike actions creepy. The squad would be sitting around talking when someone would make a comment or joke and the ACV would suddenly turn looking at them. Several times when it wasn’t busy the machine simply wandered off, exploring the base. That wasn’t too big a pain in the ass, because they could just call it back with their helmet comm and after a minute or two it would come trotting over like some big mechanical dog.

      It also had a tendency to sneak up on them. While you might expect half a ton of armor and composite stomping around to be as loud as a tank it was actually very quiet. Up close you could hear the muted sounds of its internal workings but at anything over a few feet, normal ambient noise levels drowned these slight sounds out. It walked funny, too. It would swing a foot forward and for just the tiniest instant it would pause, then set its foot down light as a feather. The online manual said it had something to do with sensors in its feet that read the ground it was about to step on. It looked oddly dainty and bird-like for an armored combat machine.

      The squad was sitting around cleaning equipment one day and Dumbshit walked by. One of the guys commented on the way it walked and Corporal Cruz said that maybe Dumbshit was a Queer. Cruz is gay himself so no one took offense. They all started to laugh, but Dumbshit stopped in its tracks and looked at Cruz for a few seconds. The group all backed off quick – instinctively clearing the line of fire. Bradley heard a couple of people mumble something about fragging the widget the first time it hit the fan, but never too loud and never when the ACV was anywhere around.

      About a week after they picked up the ACV Lieutenant Khozurov, known to one and all as ‘The Loot,’ called them to assemble in the day-room.

      “The Intell Weenies are catching some chatter from this region,” he said, indicating a mountainous area about thirty kilometers to the south, “They think the Terrs are mounting an operation based from there. They want us to do a walk through, talk to the local Elders and show the flag.”

      It would be their first operation with the ACV, and Bradley was interested to see how it would perform in the field. The area of operations was close terrain and would be a death-trap for armored vehicles. A Valor medium tilt-rotor dropped them off and they hiked from there. It was nervous work; the country was made for ambushes. Bradley found he was glad for the presence of the ACV, both for its advanced sensors and for its heavy firepower. They met up with a MULE the first night out and topped up the charge on Dumbshit and their equipment. As a treat the REMFs had also sent along a hot meal, which was especially welcome; no matter how hot it was during the day it got cold at night at the altitude they were operating in. The food was nothing special but it was better than Rat-Pacs.

      They were approaching their fifth village and everyone looked OK. People were moving in the streets and a bunch of old men sat around in front of a cafe smoking. The village children rushed to greet them, excited by the visitors and their exotic equipment. The soldiers tensed up and looked sharp, because even a six-year-old girl is the enemy when she’s got a couple kilos of explosives strapped to her guts.

      “S’okay,” said Deepo over the common frequency. “Dumbshit’d tell us if any of ’em were live wires.” The amber light of Bradley’s HUD flashed in agreement. That was Dumbshit’s way of agreeing. It wasn’t anything it’d been taught or programmed to do; it just started doing it one day, which the soldiers found a little eerie.

      The village was being swept by drones every couple of hours and was listed as a safe zone. Everything looked normal and they relaxed slightly. The kids were jumping around, asking for money, candy and that sort of thing. Soldiers tend to have a soft-spot for children; kids the world over realize this and have no qualms about taking advantage. The Squad clustered up a bit, paying attention to the children. Which was exactly what the Terrs were waiting for.

      Bradley noticed that Dumbshit was looking around and seemed kind of hesitant. He wondered what all this looked like to it and on a sudden impulse opened a window on his HUD to show Dumbshit’s view. The ACV had stopped looking at the kids, however. It was looking towards the houses at the edge of the village.

      Suddenly the amber dot started flashing across his visor towards the buildings. Threat cursors began to pop and he heard the jackhammer sound of Dumbshit’s twenty-five mike let loose as he saw Rogers buy it. She had slung her weapon and had a little boy in her arms. A line of tracers climbed the child’s back and her faceplate exploded in a shower of blood and composite. Out of the corner of his eye Bradley saw Rico swinging her Gauss Rifle around as the kids went down under the hail of bullets. He could see muzzle-flashes from the windows as he snapped up his Individual Weapon. He picked a couple of control icons on the HUD that set the smart grenade to detonate two meters inside the room and fired it through a window. He moved through a shower of high-velocity blood-spray as he sought cover. As one of the walls exploded under a salvo of 25mm grenades he heard the hammering of a heavy machine-gun and felt a massive blow to his chest.

      He went over backwards and stars exploded across his vision as his helmet made contact with the ground. He kept trying to draw a breath but his chest was too tight, felt like it was full of broken glass. He couldn’t make any sense out of what was coming over the comm, just a lot of shooting and shouting.

      Dumbshit’s window on his visor was a kaleidoscope of scenes. Huts flowed forward at great speed, a wall blasted apart under a spray of grenades, startled faces. A twelve-year old boy, his eyes wide with fear as he spun to bring an assault rifle to bear only to vanish backwards into a scintillating cloud of flechettes and blood.

      The ACV moved so fast that the flow of images in the window, coupled with the pain in his chest, the knock on the head, and the sounds of battle kept him stunned and disoriented. Then someone was shaking him, he managed to draw a breath and gasped, “S’alright, I’m OK... took one in the chest is all.”

      As it was they had three dead. He’d seen Rogers get it. Franklin took a round through the thigh that smashed the bone and he bled out before anyone could get to him. Rico caught one in the shoulder. Her armor stopped it, but as she went down she popped off a round from her Gauss Rifle that caught Jones side-to-side at the waist. The shock from the hypersonic round literally blew him in half. Bradley had caught a round from a .50-cal on his breastplate. Christ, no wonder it knocked the wind out of me, he thought.

      There had been four machine guns set up in the nearest huts, but they’d cleaned them out pretty quick. The Terrs had some AT4’s too, but Dumbshit nailed the gunner with his chain-gun first thing. The surviving members of the squad found about twenty of the villagers and rounded them up in a clump while the medics tried to help the kids cut down in the ambush. Two or three of them might survive.

      The soldiers were all pretty shook up and not thinking any too straight. The Loot was the worst. Seeing those kids mowed down like that really tore him up and he was stamping back and forth, looking like a grenade with no pin rolling around in a foxhole. He kept glaring at the villagers, then away as if he couldn’t bear the sight of them.

      Bradley noticed in the window on his HUD that Dumbshit was watching him too. Looking at it himself he could see himself through the ACVs ‘eyes.’ He didn’t look so hot. Dumbshit started looking around again, at the villagers then back at the Loot.

      The Loot strode forward and grabbed one of the old men by the arm and shook him. He spoke to him, low and intense. “What the hell are you people? That you could do that to your own flesh and blood?”

      He waved his free hand to indicate the dead children. His voice rose as he continued, “How could you do that?”

      Bradley turned away but he could see the old man’s eyes squeezed shut, tears running down his cheeks as he shook his head. The window showing the ACV’s view was still on so no matter which way he turned he couldn’t get away from seeing the old man crying in the Loot’s grasp.

      “Sir? “ asked Deepo, ““Should we...?”

      The Loot flung the old man away and he staggered, sprawling in the dirt. The Loot looked at Deepo. “Should we what, sergeant?”

      “Well sir... I mean, shouldn’t we call Battalion and have them pick up the prisoners?”

      “Why?” said the Loot, “So they can question them, then turn them loose so we can do all of this again next week? Great. Maybe next time they get us all. If they have any kids left to shoot.” He had his visor up and was grinding his knuckles into his forehead.

      “Why don’t we just waste them?” said an anonymous voice.

      Dumbshit was looking at the villagers so Bradley was too. He could have turned off the window so he wouldn’t have to see them, but his head felt thick and he couldn’t remember how. The Loot looked around.

      “Who said that?”

      No one said anything. He looked at them all, put his hands on his hips, then spoke. “Right—that’s it then. We don’t call anyone. We all know they’re Terrs—we all saw what they did. We burn ’em. Here and now.”

      His expression had gone stony, his voice flat. “Do it.”

      It got very quiet for a moment. Bradley could hear a baby wailing—a high, thin cry almost lost in the sound of the blood pounding in his ears. Dumbshit looked around for the source of the sound, and against his will Bradley saw it. Saw Sanders, their medic, working on the baby that had been torn open by a bullet, low down. He squeezed his eyes shut but couldn’t stop seeing it. When he opened them again Dumbshit was looking at the villagers.

      “We can’t do that, sir!” There was a rising babble of protest, then Deepo’s voice cut through it. He ripped off his helmet, flung it to the ground and strode towards the Loot, shouting, “Have you lost your fucking mind? There’s rules in this Goddamned army! What about the freakin’ Geneva Convention? These people have got...”

      The Loot drew his pistol and gestured hysterically in Deepo’s direction. He seemed stunned when the gun went off. Deepo was considerably worse than stunned. The Loot watched him fall and stared at him for several seconds, trembling visibly. Then he turned to us and shrieked, “We’re gonna burn ’em. Right now! Any of you got a problem with that?”

      They all stared at the Loot in fascination. He had lost it completely. Bradley heard the sound of the safety on someone’s rifle click off. The widget was looking at the Loot, then at the villagers, then at Deepo lying there in a pool of blood. He knew what was going to happen with a sickening certainty and he knew that he couldn’t stop it. Dumbshit looked at him again and he could see himself as the ACV saw him.

      Just another killing machine.
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      Once they were wheels-down at DBX (Dubai International Airport) they did final checks before splitting up for their separate approaches. Char almost giggled when they topped up their tanks; they had six hours endurance on fuel. It wasn’t really funny but if this mission didn’t go off in less than sixty seconds they were probably all dead.

      The rest of the team piled into a pair of UPS vans. They had to be ‘converted’ to take the suits, which in this case meant reaching in with the slave-arms and ripping the shelving out. No time for finesse there. Char watched the vans depart and then they were escorted to a hangar to rendezvous with their own transports.
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        * * *

      

      ‘Ballistic Insertion’ was the kind of insanity Special Forces do when it gets really dark and deep. They’d actually practiced this entry method once, but Char didn’t know that anyone had ever done it for real. Nobody had ever been desperate enough to try it before.

      She was seriously considering the risk/reward balance as she soared through the air a half mile above sea level. She was clamped to the side of an unmanned air-jeep between the front and rear ducted fans, swooping towards one of the world’s tallest structures. She was abruptly glad that she could pee herself without worrying about it. At a precisely calculated moment, angle, and velocity the air-jeep suddenly slewed sideways. Char tucked up her legs and held the slave arms before her like a boxer trying to stay ‘on guard’ in the fetal position. Sliding sideways, the jeep flared out just as the clamps released and she hurtled through the air towards the windows of the 154th floor, screaming like a little girl. Thankfully the suit’s AI knew it didn’t need to transmit that.

      Encased in the better part of a half-ton of armor, she hit the shatter-proof windows at about eighty kilometers per hour. The windows promptly shattered. Airbags slammed into the space around her head as the armor rolled through the offices like a wrecking ball. Several desks and a couple of walls later she had shed enough velocity for the suit to stand her up. No rest for the wicked, she thought inanely as threat indicators ‘pop-corned’ across the Head’s-Up Display. As she looked at them the suit tracked her eyes and automatically aimed the weapon pod wherever she looked. Three bolts of lightning slashed across the room as she took out the targets they indicated without really checking to see what or who they were. Then her brain took over and she was moving toward the interior spaces that they thought were most likely to house the nuke.

      Needle and Hotrod had made similar entrances from the other sides of the building and a caret appeared on the wall next to her as one of her team-mate’s suits identified a threat. Infra-red showed body heat so she reached through the wall with the left slave arm, grabbed the target and closed the suit’s power-assisted hand. End of threat.

      Char was distracted and came under fire from across the room to the right. THOR suits are described as ‘Highly Resistant’ to small-arms fire up to 12.7mm, but that doesn’t mean you want to stand there and take it; someone could get lucky. Bullets ricocheted off her armor and she actually heard the thunk of a 40mm grenade bouncing off the suit. Idiot she thought; she was well within the minimum arming distance of the grenade. She waved the Stunner and held down the trigger. As the weapon’s arc crossed body-heat signatures lightning spat and the gunfire stopped.

      The suit warned of another threat from behind and she spun, swinging the left slave-arm. The limpet-mine the Terr was trying to stick to her back stuck to the arm instead, and if smashing the Terr through the wall didn’t finish him the limpet-mine did when it detonated. It also trashed the arm so badly that she couldn’t withdraw it from the wall. With a curse she jettisoned the ruined arm and continued. Twelve seconds after Char hit the window she was facing the door of target One—the first likely location for the bomb to be housed. She toggled to the grenade launcher and fired.





