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Chapter 1 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "Honey, it's time to get up." 
 
      
 
    Her hand on his shoulder felt soft and warm. He could feel the scratch of her nails against his skin, trailing across his shoulder and down his chest. 
 
      
 
    "Morning," he mumbled, voice distorted by a yawn and stretch. 
 
      
 
    "You're late," she said. 
 
      
 
    Her brown hair cascaded around her cheeks, framing eyes he couldn't help but get lost in everytime he stared at her.  He could feel his excitement, a growing urge as her hands pressed harder into his skin. 
 
      
 
    "We don't have time for that," she teased. "You have to get up." 
 
      
 
    He reached for her, gripped her shoulders and pulled her in for a kiss. 
 
      
 
    She punched him. 
 
      
 
    Lt sat up and screamed.  A woman he didn't recognize shook her bloody knuckles as she leaned back from him.  He didn't know where he was, just that it was cold. 
 
      
 
    His armor was gone, the suit chest plate beside him on a metal floor. He nursed an aching jaw with the back of his hand. 
 
      
 
    "What the fuck did you do that for?" he squinted at the woman kneeling in front of him. 
 
      
 
    "You fucking tried to kiss me, you mook." 
 
      
 
    He squinted harder.  She had short blond hair that looked like it had been hacked with a knife, thin cheeks from caloric depletion, and a scar that ran across her face that looked like hot metal had sliced and seared it.  
 
      
 
    "You're not my type," he shot back and glanced down at his torso.  "You make a habit of dry humping guys you strip while they're passed out?" 
 
      
 
    The memory of his wife cleared his head and he realized he wasn't dead.  Again. 
 
      
 
    "Where the fuck am I?" 
 
      
 
    "We're gonna answer your twenty questions later," he heard a voice in a shadowed corridor say. 
 
      
 
    Lt tried to move. That is to say, he willed his legs to move, but they didn't respond, not at first.  His arms felt heavy, leaden, and his head ached. 
 
      
 
    "Why can't I move." 
 
      
 
    "Nineteen left," the woman answered. 
 
      
 
    The guy in the shadows stepped out.  He was shorter than the woman, just as thin, his black hair streaked with grey.  No scars marred his face, just worry lines and wrinkles. 
 
      
 
    "You're suffering from a couple of things as far as we can tell. You can thank Annie for saving your life.  Mouth to mouth and CPR." 
 
      
 
    "You kiss like a girl," Lt said. 
 
      
 
    She raised an eyebrow and curled her lip. 
 
      
 
    "Is that a joke? Did you just joke with the woman who saved your life?" 
 
      
 
    Lt pushed up and got one leg under him.  It took a lot of effort, more than he cared to admit, to stand up, and he almost toppled over, but caught himself with one hand against a freezing wall. 
 
      
 
    "Joke's on you," he said. "My momma says I'm the best kisser in the whole county." 
 
      
 
    This time the lip curled into a smile that resembled a snarl. But her dark eyes sparkled. 
 
      
 
    "We haven't had many jokes up here in a long time," she said and held out here hand.  "Annie." 
 
      
 
    He made sure one hand held onto the wall, so he wouldn't fall and shook with the other, two quick pumps for fear more would send him tumbling to the deck. 
 
      
 
    "Lt. William Bonney." 
 
      
 
    "Bill-" she started to say. 
 
      
 
    "Don't call me the kid," he cut her off. "Lt will do. Bonney if you like, I'll answer to either.  Nice to meet you, Annie Warbucks. Now want to tell me where the fuck I am?" 
 
      
 
    "Short term memory loss is a symptom of oxygen deprivation," said the short man. "Captain Dawes.  You're on my ship.  Welcome to the Bezos." 
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    CHAPTER 2 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    He hated looking at the stars, but since the aliens arrived and stole the power that turned nighttime into day, it was all he could see. 
 
      
 
    He had been among them, though unable to look out at the time, and more concerned about staying alive than the winking blinking galactic signposts outside the window.  The first time was a trip to Mars courtesy of a tribunal that sentenced him to conscription. 
 
      
 
    That had been in a cargo ship hold, among other prisoners, packed in tight like cattle and dropped into a protected atmosphere to fight or die. They didn't expect him to live, but he did, the only survivor of a conflict known as Citadel. 
 
      
 
    Staying alive had made him an urban legend, though Weber knew he was just lucky. Too many close calls to be anything other than that. 
 
      
 
    He survived Mars, the battle for the Red Planet as a holding line against the onslaught of an alien invasion.  And when that was lost, he stole a ship, he and Renard, the only survivors of the last Martian conflict known as Beachhead. 
 
      
 
    They stole a ship and he was more concerned with flying it, with keeping the wounded vessel from imploding or decompressing as they limped home, than he was in the stars. 
 
      
 
    Then they crashed on Earth, at night, with only the stars for company until a group of human refugees pulled them from the wreckage.  They lived, but it wasn't an earth they had known. The aliens arrived first and destroyed all technology with some unknown means. 
 
      
 
    Weber suspected that was a partial reason for the crash.  He and Renard had keyed in the landing sequence in a pre-programmed computer designed to deliver them to an airstrip in the Mojave Desert.  More sand than he cared to see, but atmosphere, and with it, no space suits. 
 
      
 
    But things went sideways in the descent which delivered them to some flyover state in the middle. 
 
      
 
    He hated the stars.  They mocked him. 
 
      
 
    At least my leg doesn't hurt, he thought.  His hand drifted down to massage the ghost ache from pure habit, fingers tapping against the hard shell of the Gen One armor he wore. 
 
      
 
    He had learned to live with the pain of the crash, broken bones knit in crooked lines, ripped nerves that stayed numb.  But the nanobot packed suits removed the pain. Knit the bones. Healed his body. 
 
      
 
    They couldn't help his mind though. 
 
      
 
    There probably would never be enough help for that, he shrugged and continued to glare at winking Polaris. 
 
      
 
    Renard found him, moved to stand beside him and didn't say a word. 
 
      
 
    After they shared Beachhead, they didn't need to say much. The crash cemented it.  Any one you could walk away from was a blessing, but walking away with a comrade in arms meant something special. 
 
      
 
    "You trust this kid?" Renard said after minutes of shared silence. 
 
      
 
    "No," Weber sighed. 
 
      
 
    And that was part of what troubled him too.  Not just the memories of battles gone and lost, nor of the fight to prepare the resistance to rise up against the Licks. 
 
      
 
    It was the kid. 
 
      
 
    "The others do," said Renard. 
 
      
 
    "I don't think they do," Weber answered. 
 
      
 
    He had yet to approach it with Babe, the second who assumed command when the Lt went missing on a rescue mission to save one of his squad. 
 
      
 
    Weber thought missing, even though he was told the Lt was dead.  They all were. 
 
      
 
    Still, the kid called Chief was the one who told him. Told them. 
 
      
 
    And if he didn't trust the kid, should he believe that too. 
 
      
 
    "I almost expect the Lt to come marching up the road, bitching about how many aliens he had to kill by himself," said Weber. 
 
      
 
    "He killed a lot," Renard sighed. "A lot more than we did, if he can be believed." 
 
      
 
    "He can," said the older man. 
 
      
 
    A gloved hand went up to run his fingers through his long hair, but it was tucked in the helmet and the reflective visor was down.  Second nature, he snorted and still ran the glove over the thick dome topping his head. 
 
      
 
    "Are you going to the meeting?" 
 
      
 
    Weber sighed. 
 
      
 
    "We will," he made the decision for both of them. Not out of superiority or rank, but out of comfort.  He knew Renard would follow his lead, even though the man could think for himself.  They had been working together that long. 
 
      
 
    "It won't work." 
 
      
 
    "I know," said Weber. "We heard the arguments at home, before. This one wanted to unite to fight, and that one thought it would be a good idea to band together. The Licks showed them though." 
 
      
 
    "What happened to us?" Renard asked, but Weber could tell it was a rhetorical question. "We were soldiers once." 
 
      
 
    "And young," Weber reminded him. 
 
      
 
    He had been young on Mars, and it wasn't very long ago, though time had been difficult to track since the aliens arrived on Earth.  Less than ten years, he was sure, but each year of fighting felt like forever, and the wounds of battle and crashing made him feel old. 
 
      
 
    At least until he put on the suit. 
 
      
 
    Now he wasn't sure what he felt like. 
 
      
 
    "Up there," he nodded. "We had to fight to stay alive.  Here, we're not alive, but we don't have to fight. We could just hide and let the race go extinct." 
 
      
 
    "We wouldn't," said Renard.  "But we don't have to die to keep that from happening. You don't have to die. I don't." 
 
      
 
    "I'm not scared of death," Weber said. 
 
      
 
    Renard knew that, just as he knew Weber would say the same thing of him. But being scared wasn't the problem. It was what happened when they lived. 
 
      
 
    "The men are the same types who sent us up there." 
 
      
 
    Weber didn't remind him that the aliens killed all the politicians in the first and second wave of the invasion. 
 
      
 
    "I heard a joke before," he said instead. "What do you call a million lawyers drowning in the ocean?" 
 
      
 
    Renard snorted. 
 
      
 
    "A good start," they said in unison. 
 
      
 
    "They killed a million politicians," Renard said a moment later. "A million more cropped up in their place. That's what they're arguing about. Who to send to fight." 
 
      
 
    "We'll fight," said Weber. 
 
      
 
    "Because we must." 
 
      
 
    Weber shrugged. 
 
      
 
    "We tried to hide in an underground hall, but the fight came to us. It brought us the Lt and these Suits." 
 
      
 
    He reached over and rapped his knuckles against Renard's shoulders in a shave and a haircut tempo. 
 
      
 
    "Plus," Weber continued. "Tell me you don't feel brand new." 
 
      
 
    Renard nodded. 
 
      
 
    "There is that." 
 
      
 
    "There," Weber pointed to Mars. "We didn't have a choice. Here, we do." 
 
      
 
    "Is that why I found you out here? You made a choice." 
 
      
 
    Weber crossed his arms and cradled his blaster in his arms. 
 
      
 
    "I'm still making it," he said. 
 
      
 
    Renard stood with him in the growing darkness as they stared up at the blinking stars and pondered fate. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    CHAPTER 3 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "Tell us the last thing you remember?" said Dawes. 
 
      
 
    "Fuck that, tell me what ship? Am I dreaming? Is this a dream?" 
 
      
 
    He reached for Annie's breast pressed against the fabric of her frayed jumpsuit.  She slapped his hand away. 
 
      
 
    "I'll punch your ass again," she warned. 
 
      
 
    "First base comes after a kiss back home," he said. He slid his stinging hand to his throbbing jaw and rubbed.  "Alright, enlighten me to the situation. Last thing I remember is blowing up the Lick ship.  Then I wake up here." 
 
      
 
    "That was you?" Captain asked. 
 
      
 
    "I flew a shuttle into one of the big motherfuckers. It made a boom. I remember the boom." 
 
      
 
    "Sound doesn't travel in space," said Annie. 
 
      
 
    "Metaphorically speaking," Lt answered.  "Big fucking Ka-boom. Fire and shit everywhere." 
 
      
 
    "Which ship were you on?" Captain glanced at Annie. "We didn't get reports of any vessels lost." 
 
      
 
    "Star craft I flew up from earth," said Lt. 
 
      
 
    He took one hand off the wall and found his balance. Now that he wasn't concentrating so hard on staying upright, he could feel a dull vibration in the hull.  Goosebumps danced across his bare skin. 
 
      
 
    "You're from earth?" Annie scoffed. 
 
      
 
    "The aliens don't let ships leave atmosphere," said Captain.  "We haven't been able to land or resupply since the invasion." 
 
      
 
    "Ya'll think I'm lying?  I just blew up the alien HMFIC ship. You saw it." 
 
      
 
    "But from earth?" Captain glanced at the discarded suit on the deck.  "Is that why you're in a Gen one? We had word that tech was lost back home." 
 
      
 
    "It is," said Lt. "Now Sherlock, you've grilled me enough. How bout giving me some fucking answers and we'll quid pro quo this shit." 
 
      
 
    "We have a mechanic that is going to fucking love you," said Annie. 
 
      
 
    "You got a Scottie on this ship?  
 
      
 
    “What’s a Scottie?” 
 
      
 
    “TV thing,” said Lt. 
 
      
 
    “We’ve been in space a long time,” said the Captain. 
 
      
 
    “Yeah, we’ll I’ve been up here a couple of hours and I fucking hate it. Think you can give me a lift back home? I wasn’t cut out to be an astronaut.” 
 
      
 
    “Days,” said Annie. 
 
      
 
    “What?” 
 
      
 
    “You were in space for days,” she clarified. “We were scavenging supplies and picked you up.” 
 
      
 
    “What are the odds of that happening?” Lt said in wonder. 
 
      
 
    “Lower than you might think,” Captain answered. “Your suit started talking to our ship.” 
 
      
 
    Lt grinned at the armor on the floor. 
 
      
 
    “It did that to get me up here too.” 
 
      
 
    “In the ship you destroyed?” Annie scoffed. “Do you know how hard space ships are to come by?” 
 
      
 
    “I get that they’re rare,” said Lt. “Hell, I’ve only seen the one on earth until now. Then how many you got left fighting up here.” 
 
      
 
    “Twelve,” said Captain. “In addition to the Bezos.” 
 
      
 
    “Thirteen space ships,” Lt said, and he couldn’t keep the wonder from his voice.  “We’re living in the dark ages down on earth and you guys are like a technologically advanced race up here.” 
 
      
 
    “Say that after you’ve drank recycled piss for a couple of years,” said Annie. 
 
      
 
    “Look Warbucks, I don’t want to know about your sick sex lives up here. All I want is for you nice people to give me a ride home.” 
 
      
 
    “Warbucks?” her eyebrows popped up in surprise and confusion.  “The name’s Annie.” 
 
      
 
    Lt waved her off with one hand. 
 
      
 
    “Little orphan Annie,” he said. “Poor little rich girl. Annie Warbucks. Warbucks.” 
 
      
 
    “You could just call me Annie,” she said as she stared at him. 
 
      
 
    “Now where would the fun be in that?” he asked. 
 
      
 
    “It is my name.” 
 
      
 
    “Name ain’t got nothing to do with it Warbucks.” 
 
      
 
    “Then what does it have to do with?” 
 
      
 
    “If you get shot all to hell up here, and I know your name, people are going to ask me to say a few kind words or some shit like that. This way, I don’t know your name, I don’t got to say nothing.” 
 
      
 
    Her eyebrows stayed raised. 
 
      
 
    “But you won’t let people call you Billy the Kid?” 
 
      
 
    “Name’s William,” he said. “But you can call me L.T. Both capitalized. Like you mean it.” 
 
      
 
    “I can call you by rank and you get to refer to me as some cartoon character?” 
 
      
 
    Lt shrugged. 
 
      
 
    “Could have been worse. I got an Annie Oakley down in my squad. You could have been Minnie. Daisy or Jenna Jameson.” 
 
      
 
    “The last one’s not a cartoon,” Annie scoffed. 
 
      
 
    “Never met the woman in real life so she might as well be a cartoon.” 
 
      
 
    “As entertaining as this is,” Dawes interrupted. “And believe me, nothing worse than recycled piss except watching the same program or reading the same books for years. So this is entertaining. But before we go too much further, I’ve called a Council meeting. And you can call me Captain.” 
 
      
 
    “Wouldn’t consider anything else, Ahab.” 
 
      
 
    “Try on another,” Dawes grinned. 
 
      
 
    “Crunch, Caveman, Captain Planet,” Lt stared at the man with unblinking eyes. 
 
      
 
    “You always show this much respect to superior officers?” Dawes stared back. 
 
      
 
    “This much and more,” said Lt. “What’s the Council going to do?” 
 
      
 
    “Decide what to do with you,” Dawes answered. 
 
      
 
    And Lt didn’t have anything to say to that. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



CHAPTER 4 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Babe pushed through the roll up door and picked his way across the crowded corridor between the exterior and interior wall of the warehouse. 
 
      
 
    The survivors inside, refugees from a dozen other communities had built tents, tarps and lean to's against the walls so that the space was full of human bodies, metal pots and braziers burning wood that filled the air with a choking haze and the smells of waste and desperation. 
 
      
 
    He was glad of the helmet, though the memory of the smell lingered in his nostrils from the first time he entered the building. 
 
      
 
    There was more activity this time. 
 
      
 
    People moved out of his way, and a murmur in the crowd preceded him, so that the people stopped and stared as he passed. A couple of small children waved grubby hands and Babe waved back. 
 
      
 
    Lt had led them here at the suggestion of Doc, a prisoner they had rescued from a train ferrying alien supplies.  Babe and the other members of the squad wondered if it was a trap, but Doc held out the promise of a hidden lab where they could find weapons and supplies in their fight against the Lick. 
 
      
 
    Babe expected automatic rifles, maybe some RPG's, but Doc had gone above and beyond. He had access to a hidden room, the interior of the warehouse which the refugees hadn't been able to enter.  Steph, aka Oakley had the key they needed. 
 
      
 
    She cut a hole in the wall. 
 
      
 
    Doc delivered magic suits of armor, or at least what seemed like magic to a group that hadn't been able to use technology in years.   
 
      
 
    The Suits were bio-mechanical, paired with the wearer through nanobot technology and so far as Babe was concerned, the weapon he needed to carry out mass alien destruction. 
 
      
 
    Babe moved toward the doorway with the hole beside it. The two refugees turned civilian guards stood aside to let him pass, staring in awe at the armor he wore. 
 
      
 
    "Boys," Babe acknowledged them. 
 
      
 
    "Sir," they responded. 
 
      
 
    He wasn't sure if he could get used to that. The respect, he could handle.  
 
      
 
    His notoriety came from Lt, who christened him with a nickname, just as he did everyone he met.   
 
      
 
    Babe, short for Babe Ruth, and all because Lt shoved a baseball bat in the big man's hands and told him to pound on some Lick prisoners. 
 
      
 
    His field promotion came about because Lt was dead, killed in an attack on an alien base to save Lutz. 
 
      
 
    "Doc!" Babe called. 
 
      
 
    Doc moved from behind a row of cabinets, a soldering iron in one hand, a magnifying glass over one eye giving him a cyclopean look.   
 
      
 
    The older man lifted his head so he could peer under the lens, as if it was just a bi-focal perched on his nose and the newsprint was too close. 
 
      
 
    "Almost done," Doc called. 
 
      
 
    He spun something around and Lutz came with it.  Babe couldn't help but smile at his friend in the hot seat being outfitted with a set of armor formerly worn by one of their comrades. 
 
      
 
    The Suits were incredible, but in short supply, and Doc had told him he didn't think there would be more of them unless they found another cache. 
 
      
 
    The armor covered Lutz from toe to neck, just to the red irritated injection site on his carotid artery. 
 
      
 
    "Can't move yet," Lutz told him. 
 
      
 
    "Wait for it," Babe advised, excitement lacing his voice. 
 
      
 
    "It's going to be just a few more minutes," Doc said. 
 
      
 
    He cradled the helmet in one hand, making a small adjustment to the interior with a tiny screwdriver. 
 
      
 
    "I had to scratch around for enough nano-tech for this one to work," he said and looked up at Babe. 
 
    "I don't know if there will be more." 
 
      
 
    Babe understood. 
 
      
 
    "We'll try not to get shot." 
 
      
 
    Doc nodded and went back to the helmet. 
 
      
 
    "Try that anyway," he said. "I'm still working on uncovering other projects, but until I find them, we're at the mercy of how careful you are in a fight." 
 
      
 
    Lutz lifted one arm away from the stand holding him and stared at it in wonder. 
 
      
 
    "Sometimes we don't have a choice in a fight, Doc. This is so cool," he beamed at Babe. 
 
      
 
    "It gets better," Babe told him and turned to Doc.  "Are you coming to the meeting?" 
 
      
 
    "I could do better work in here," Doc said. 
 
      
 
    "Sorry Doc, I didn't mean to make that sound like a question." 
 
      
 
    Doc stopped working on the helmet and passed it to Lutz who held it in both hands. 
 
      
 
    "I said I could do better work in here," Doc lined his tools up on the orderly desktop. "I didn't say I wouldn't go." 
 
      
 
    "The others are waiting on us." 
 
      
 
    Doc nodded. 
 
      
 
    "I don't know what good I'll do there." 
 
      
 
    "You just tell them what you told me," said Babe. 
 
      
 
    "Come down," Doc instructed Lutz. "It would be just as simple for you tell them." 
 
      
 
    Lutz took a step off the raised platform like Frankenstein's monster, legs stiff as he moved them for the first time. Then he limbered up and squatted, movement coming easy. 
 
      
 
    "You have a credibility I don't," Babe answered. 
 
      
 
    "Babe, can you see this?" Lutz jumped and almost sent his head through the fifteen-foot ceiling. 
 
      
 
    "Put your helmet on before you break your head, Lutz," Babe ordered him. "Didn't you hear Doc say we're low on the nanojuice." 
 
      
 
    "I didn't call it nanojuice." 
 
      
 
    "Same thing," said Babe. 
 
      
 
    Lutz donned the helmet. 
 
      
 
    "Doc, can I get some games on the screen in here?" 
 
      
 
    "Games?" 
 
      
 
    "Yeah, when I was a kid, I had this gaming system. I could play all sorts of football, soccer, first person shooter." 
 
      
 
    "Lutz?" 
 
      
 
    "Yeah Babe?" 
 
      
 
    "You're going to get plenty of chances to do some shooting in person when we go after the Licks." 
 
      
 
    Lutz turned his reflective face plate toward Babe and studied him, as if the idea had just occurred. 
 
      
 
    "Oh yeah." 
 
      
 
    "Come on Doc," said Babe as he clapped his friend on the shoulder. "We'll escort you." 
 
      
 
    "No one in," Doc ordered the two civilian guards. 
 
      
 
    "Yes Sir!" they snapped back. 
 
      
 
    "We really need to get the door fixed," said Doc as he trundled through the inside village toward the meeting space outside. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    CHAPTER 5 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “What the fuck is this shit?” 
 
      
 
    Lt stormed into the small round room. He gasped at the lifelike holographic projections that dotted the cold metal floor. 
 
      
 
    “This is a closed meeting, Lieutenant.” 
 
      
 
    “Is this him?” 
 
      
 
    Lt turned toward a glowing pixilated column of light that looked like a white haired grizzled old man with a well-groomed beard. 
 
      
 
    “Him who, Kris Kringle? The guy who destroyed the Lick ship and saved your bacon?” 
 
      
 
    “Admiral,” the hologram answered. 
 
      
 
    “Admiral Santa,” Lt said. “Sir.” 
 
      
 
    “Would you believe our bacon did not need to be saved?” 
 
      
 
    Lt glanced around at the other holographs. 
 
      
 
    “Ya’ll must have had different seats to the show I was watching then, because your ass was about to be fried.” 
 
      
 
    "Get him out of here." 
 
      
 
    "This is a private meeting." 
 
      
 
    Lt heard the holograph's grumbling, but he couldn't help but stare in wonder, blue eyes glowing in the reflected columns of light. 
 
      
 
    Holographic communication.  He had heard of it. Before the invasion. But he had never seen it in action. 
 
      
 
    So much money went into the technology to stop the Licks, but those advances never made it to the population at large, or if they did, it was to small specialized segments. 
 
      
 
    Not to him. 
 
      
 
    He counted the eight men and four women glaring back at him in pixelated anger. 
 
      
 
    "Why're you so pissed at me?" he put a hand on his chest. "Seems like you should be thanking me." 
 
      
 
    "We had the skirmish under control," the man with the white beard countered. 
 
      
 
    "What kind of control was that?" 
 
      
 
    "Dawes!" white beard shouted and specks of spittle flew out of his mouth. Lt watched in fascination as electronic representations of the spit arced in the light and disappeared from view on the floor. 
 
      
 
    "Did you fucking see that?" he pointed and grinned over his shoulder at Annie. 
 
      
 
    "You need to go," Dawes instructed him.  "Clear the room." 
 
      
 
    Lt crossed his arms across his chest. 
 
      
 
    "Ya'll may be okay at space fighting, but first man puts his hand on me draws back a stump, got it?" 
 
      
 
    He glared at the two unarmed guards that stepped through the door. 
 
      
 
    "Seems to me if you're discussing what to do with me, I ought to have some say in it." 
 
      
 
    "You will," said Annie as she stepped across the room. "But Captain's orders. You need to clear the room." 
 
      
 
    "I'm warning you Warbucks." 
 
      
 
    Lt dropped into a crouch, hands up and ready.  Annie smiled. She reached forward, snagged his wrist and twisted as she spun around under it. 
 
      
 
    Lt tried to jerk her off her feet, pull her into a submission hold, but she folded around behind his bac and put his wrist between his shoulder blades. 
 
      
 
    "Damn Warbucks!" 
 
      
 
    "You said any man would get a stump," she huffed in his ear. "What about a woman?" 
 
      
 
    "Uncle," Lt tried to stand up straight and pull his arm free, but she lifted higher and kept him bent over as she walked him toward the door. 
 
      
 
    "I want to go back to earth," Lt called over his shoulder. "There's still fighting to do. This ain't over yet." 
 
      
 
    He wasn't sure if they heard him, but he saw the beams flicker in a power surge before settling back into the shifting columns of light. 
 
      
 
    "This ship ain't whole?" he asked. 
 
      
 
    Annie let the door close behind them before she let him go. He whipped around, but the two large men had settled in front of the opening to prevent his re-entry. 
 
      
 
    "We sustained damage in the battle," she told him. "Come on." 
 
      
 
    She started down the narrow corridor and didn't wait for him to follow. 
 
      
 
    "There's someone I want you to meet." 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    CHAPTER 6 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "Who the fuck are you?" 
 
      
 
    Lt squinted at the grease smudged man pulling himself out of the guts of the ship and wiping his ick covered hands on a dirty rag. 
 
      
 
    "I asked you a fucking question numbnuts." 
 
      
 
    Lt snorted. 
 
      
 
    "You think that's funny?" 
 
      
 
    The man was as short as he was wide, not an ounce of fat on him, though Lt wondered how such broad shoulders could fit into the tiny spaces he knew ran under the ship's corridors. 
 
      
 
    "Alright fireplug we ain't getting off on the best foot. You might want to reconsider your approach before I take offense." 
 
      
 
    "Offense?" the man blustered, the narrow eyes above his pug nose growing wide. "You're on my ship, you son of a bitch. I don't care who's escorting your VIP ass around, if I ask you a fucking question, you drop everything you're doing and give me an answer." 
 
      
 
    "Told you he'd like you," she smirked. 
 
      
 
    "Ya'll making this pretty hard on me," said Lt. 
 
      
 
    "What?" she asked. 
 
      
 
    "Which one of you I'm gonna punch out first." 
 
      
 
    The pug nosed man stepped closer. 
 
      
 
    "You want to take a fucking swing at me, new meat." 
 
      
 
    "Name's Bill Bonney," Lt closed the distance between them so that the man's chin was almost touching his chest. "Lot of folks call me Lt." 
 
      
 
    "Billy the kid?" the short man mused. 
 
      
 
    "Nobody calls me that. Least no one that doesn't want a concussion and stiches. Ya'll got a pretty good Doc up here?" 
 
      
 
    "HIs name is William," said the woman. 
 
      
 
    "Doc's got my name," said Lt. "Think I'm gonna like him." 
 
      
 
    "She's talking about me numbnuts," the man in front of him spit. "I'm Bill too." 
 
      
 
    "Bill too." 
 
      
 
    "Just Bill." 
 
      
 
    "Alright Just Bill, you want to start over and shake hands and shit, or you just want to come out swinging." 
 
      
 
    "They call me Wild Bill." 
 
      
 
    Lt shook his head. 
 
      
 
    "Every Bill I ever met had this fucked up nickname he wanted folks to call him. Wild Bill. Buffalo Bill. Pecos Bill. Why do you think that is Bill Too? You think them fellas is just afraid their simple name means they're simple men, and they got to put a spin on it." 
 
      
 
    "Wild Bill, not Bill Too," the short man growled. 
 
      
 
    "What about it Too? You a simple man?" 
 
      
 
    Too sent a roundhouse punch up toward Lt's chin, but he telegraphed the blow, twisting at the waist and balling up his fist.  Lt ducked his head back and watched the grit stained knuckles sail past the end of his nose. 
 
      
 
    He let the man overbalance with the rotation of the swing, then rammed into him with his shoulder and sent him sprawling to the deck. 
 
      
 
    The woman stepped between them, grinning. 
 
      
 
    "Did you think that was going to happen?" she reached down and lifted Bill Too up by his arm. 
 
      
 
    The short man shook his head and stared at Lt. 
 
      
 
    "Thought you would take a swing at me, for sure." 
 
      
 
    Lt squinted at the two of them. 
 
      
 
    "This the kind of games you play up here?" 
 
      
 
    "Games?" said the woman. "Test, more like it." 
 
      
 
    "What kind of test?" Lt asked. 
 
      
 
    "The kind you pass or fail," Bill Too answered. 
 
      
 
    Lt waited for more, but neither offered. 
 
      
 
    "Well," he said after a moment. "Which is it? Do I pass or fail?" 
 
      
 
    "Neither," said the woman. "You get to move on to the next round." 
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    CHAPTER 7 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The meeting went sideways from the start and Babe knew why. 
 
      
 
    Jake's Dad. 
 
      
 
    The man had shown up a week ago at the head of a column of bandits he called warriors with the intent to take the warehouse from Burmage and the refugees. 
 
      
 
    Jake did a good job of heading off that fight, Babe thought, just by being. Turns out he and the old man hadn't seen each other since the nights the aliens invaded earth and destroyed the East Coast. 
 
      
 
    Family reunion aside, now Jake's Dad considered his son like he would his own personal super man, and Babe didn't like it. 
 
      
 
    He could tell Weber didn't either.  He kept stealing glances at the veteran of the Mars campaign, and his blank faceplate was turned toward Jake and his Dad the whole time.  Babe imagined the man wasn't even blinking underneath his suit. 
 
      
 
    "We have an advantage," Jake's Dad was saying. "We need to press it." 
 
      
 
    "WE don't have an advantage, Russel," Burmage seethed.  "We have the start of something and we should guard it." 
 
      
 
    The men gathered on both sides of the campfire muttered at each other. 
 
      
 
    Russel had the numbers, that much was clear. He had relieved the prisoners of being prisoner’s moments after he arrived, and instead of fighting, his men set up camp outside of the fence line. 
 
      
 
    They had been good neighbors for ten days, but tonight, they were all inside to attend the meeting.  Babe didn't like it. 
 
      
 
    The squad was outnumbered twenty to one. 
 
      
 
    And with Jake up beside his Dad, Babe wasn't sure which way he would flop if things went sour. 
 
      
 
    "I know there's more in there," Russel ignored Burmage.  "More weapons, more things we could use against the damn aliens.  You've been too afraid to use it." 
 
      
 
    "We just found it!" Burmage threw up his hands. 
 
      
 
    "You didn't find it," Doc spoke up and Babe shifted.  This was the part he was waiting for. "I found it and I put it in the hands of the man I thought would be best in charge of it." 
 
      
 
    Russel shot a glance at Babe. 
 
      
 
    "And now that man is dead," he said. "Sorry for your loss." 
 
      
 
    A thick hand reached out and gripped Chief by the wrist. 
 
      
 
    "My son told me he was an excellent leader and we're all worse off for him being gone. But now you need someone strong in charge." 
 
      
 
    This time, the glance stayed on Babe, daring him to speak up. 
 
      
 
    "Someone with leadership experience," Russel kept going. "Someone who knows how to deploy weapons and has learned the strategies and tactics it’s going to take to beat the Licks for once and for all." 
 
      
 
    "Is that why you made so much headway before Lt took the fight to them," Lutz shot back.  "Or were you so busy killing other people that you didn't bother to fight the fuckers at all?" 
 
      
 
    Russel took a breath to say something, but Waldo cut him off. 
 
      
 
    "We fought your men collaborating with the Licks," he shouted. "And now you're standing with them and telling us what you think we need to do." 
 
      
 
    Renard and Weber let their hands drift over their weapons. 
 
      
 
    "I did what was necessary to buy us time," Russel didn't raise his voice. 
 
      
 
    "You collaborated," said Lutz.  He spit it out like a curse. 
 
      
 
    "We can't always pick how we survive," said Russel. "But we needed to survive so we could keep fighting." 
 
      
 
    Lt would say something, Babe thought. But the words caught in his throat. 
 
      
 
    Russel glanced over in of his shoulders in a dramatic way, indicating to the men sitting across from him that he knew what position he held over them. 
 
      
 
    Burmage sniffed and stuck out his bottom lip.  Doc crossed his arms over his chest. 
 
      
 
    Sure, the men were armed, but Doc had the squad on his side.  All but Jake, thought Babe. 
 
      
 
    "How long are you going to let this go on?" Lutz said, working hard to keep his voice low. 
 
      
 
    "They can talk as long as they want," Babe answered just as softly. "So long as they don't start taking shots at each other." 
 
      
 
    "Doc isn't bulletproof," Lutz reminded him. 
 
      
 
    "And neither are we if Chief decides to side with his Dad." 
 
      
 
    "Of course, he's going to side with him," Lutz scoffed. "It's his Dad." 
 
      
 
    "You ever go against your old man?" 
 
      
 
    "All the time," Lutz sneered. "Oh." 
 
      
 
    "Oh is right. Now shut up and stay ready." 
 
      
 
    "This is a call to war," Russel said as he glared at the two men in front of him.  "We have something they don't. My son has been telling me about the power these Suits give us and you're fools if you don't want to use them." 
 
      
 
    "We have been at war," said Doc. 
 
      
 
    "With you," Lutz called out. 
 
      
 
    "Soldier, you're gonna have to let that go. I told you, we did what we had to do." 
 
      
 
    "But you didn't," Lutz shouted. "You're talking to a group of people who didn't choose to work with the enemy, just so they could stay fed. They didn't choose to send people to the slaughter, to be slaves, just so they could live one more day." 
 
      
 
    "Lutz," Babe said. 
 
      
 
    "You didn't do what you had to do, you did what was easy for you." 
 
      
 
    "I'm getting fed up with you," Russel heaved himself out of the seat, his hand on his pistol. 
 
      
 
    "Does the truth hurt?" 
 
      
 
    Russel drew his pistol and aimed at Lutz, but before he could fire, Jake slammed his arm up and the shot went wild in the air. 
 
      
 
    Lutz raised his blaster and aimed at Jake's father, but the boy put his suit between the man and the other members of his squad as they readied their weapons against the contigent of former bandits. 
 
      
 
    "I think we're done for tonight," Babe's voice cut across the campfire and commanded their attention. "Unless you want me to get my bat?" 
 
      
 
    Russel turned to his men and motioned them to lower their guns. 
 
      
 
    "Good idea," he said, trying to reassert control.  "Jake, stick with us for a few minutes." 
 
      
 
    Babe and Waldo moved to block Doc and Burmage from the men, in case any of them got an errant idea to shoot them and eliminate a roadblock. 
 
      
 
    Weber, Renard, Steph and Crockett joined them. 
 
      
 
    "That could have gone better," said Weber. 
 
      
 
    "What? You don't think pissing him off and getting him to show his hand was a good idea?" said Lutz. 
 
      
 
    "The round could have ricocheted off you and hit a civilian," said Babe. "You want that on your head?" 
 
      
 
    Lutz turned to look at the crowd that lingered behind them, villagers from inside the warehouse, and many of the men, armed with ancient and tattered traditional weapons scrounged from wherever they could be found. 
 
      
 
    "I wasn't thinking," Lutz said. 
 
      
 
    "Damn right you weren't," said Babe. 
 
      
 
    "None of us were," Weber said. "He's got this going according to his plan." 
 
      
 
    "This is his plan?" 
 
      
 
    "Don't be fooled," said Weber. "He wants in that building and he's got enough guns to do it. We would have to kill a damn lot of them to stop it." 
 
      
 
    "If that's what it takes," Lutz sneered. 
 
      
 
    "No," said Babe. "The mission was to combine forces and increase the resistance. Lt wanted us to work with all the groups." 
 
      
 
    "Lt wouldn't have wanted us to work with collaborators," Lutz said. "He fucking hated them." 
 
      
 
    "Yeah," Babe sighed. 
 
      
 
    "We need an end game," Weber told him.  "What are you working towards?" 
 
      
 
    "Resistance." 
 
      
 
    "Resistance is futile," said Weber. "They're going to fight us to get these suits, and then what?" 
 
      
 
    "We don't know that," Babe said. 
 
      
 
    "We don't know anything. But no plan survives contact with the enemy. Right now, we don't even have a plan, but we damn sure have enough enemies." 
 
      
 
    "So, we make a plan?" 
 
      
 
    "We make a plan," Weber agreed as the others nodded with him. 
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    CHAPTER 8 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Lt wants to return to earth. 
 
      
 
    “We can’t.” 
 
      
 
    “Just take your little Tang licking finger and push that button on the console that says land.” 
 
      
 
    “There’s no button on the console that says that.” 
 
      
 
    “Don’t give me that shit. The one I was on had a button to self destruct. Just press the damn thing and get me home.” 
 
      
 
    “That shuttle was idiot proof,” Annie snapped. 
 
      
 
    “You know how to fly this thing, right?” Lt ignored her and focused on Columbus. 
 
      
 
    The pilot nodded. 
 
      
 
    “Then do your job. Fly me home.” 
 
      
 
    “We literally can’t,” the pilot explained. “The Lick won’t let us.” 
 
      
 
    “Didn’t you ever wonder why no ships came back from Mars?” CHECKNAME asked. 
 
      
 
    Lt squinted at her and shrugged. 
 
      
 
    “The way I figured it, we didn’t have any ships left. Turns out I was wrong on that count. Now I am a man who can admit his mistakes. We got us a fleet up here. Still a little confuzzled on why the fleet is up here and the fighting is down there,” Lt pointed. “But since ya’ll was doing a little fighting of your own when I got up here, I’m gonna guess you had your hands full.” 
 
      
 
    “They won’t let us land,” Annie tried to hold the exasperation out of her voice and failed. 
 
      
 
    “Let us. It’s our planet.” 
 
      
 
    “They shoot down anything that takes off. Anything that lands,” she explained. 
 
      
 
    "Tell me about this whole landing, can't land situation," Lt prodded. 
 
      
 
    "What's there to tell," Annie answered. "We've been stuck up here for three years or longer." 
 
      
 
    "Yeah, but you could have found a way I bet," said Lt. "We get reports about other parts of the world fighting back. They're doing better than what's left of the good old USA." 
 
      
 
    Annie shook her head. 
 
      
 
    "Have you ever seen a picture of the earth at night before they came?" 
 
      
 
    Lt shrugged. 
 
      
 
    "I guess I saw the same things most everyone else saw. Blue marble floating in space. Earth from the moon. Shit like that." 
 
      
 
    She shook her head. 
 
      
 
    "I'm talking about the lights on the planet.  The Eastern Seaboard of the US was lit up like a Christmas tree. All of Europe glowed at night," she explained.  "Almost the whole world glowed, and some pockets shined brighter than daylight, there were so many lights.  Sure, parts were dark. The deserts and the third world countries. But even these had bright spots." 
 
      
 
    "Yeah," said Lt. "I've seen those pictures." 
 
      
 
    "It's not like that now," Annie said. "The whole world is dark.  Gone. The light just disappeared, along with the rest of the technology.  It stopped working as soon as they took over." 
 
      
 
    "They turned out the lights," Lt agreed. "And the tv, and the radio, and the internet." 
 
      
 
    "It's not just that," said Annie. "It's like they threw a blanket over every advancement we've made in the past hundred years.  Two hundred years? I don't know. From up here, we can't make contact with the world below. And no one knows how they're doing it." 
 
      
 
    Lt mulled it over for a minute, his eyes glazing as he stared at the image on the monitor. It didn't look like the picture books, but it was the earth at night. He was looking at the nightside of the planet, little more than a dark oval against a dark backdrop of space, a circle of light glowing on the edges as the sun on the other side shot rays through the galaxy. 
 
      
 
    "You got a bunch of pedes up here," he asked. 
 
      
 
    "What's a pede?" 
 
      
 
    "Philosophy doctors. We got one down there," he nodded. "He built the Suits and got them going. I figure up here, you'd need some real big eggheads to keep all this running." 
 
      
 
    Annie grinned. 
 
      
 
    "We have a few." 
 
      
 
    "And none of them can figure this out?" 
 
      
 
    "We have more fighters left than doctors and engineers," she told him. "We had to repurpose a lot of people when we escaped from Mars." 
 
      
 
    "Fighters, huh?" 
 
      
 
    "The fall of Mars was a cluster," she told him, and he watched her eyes crinkle at the corner as she searched her memories. "There was a lot of fighting, a lot of running and a short time to get away." 
 
      
 
    "But you made it," he said. "With some pedes." 
 
      
 
    "Who can't figure it out," she said. "They need more information." 
 
      
 
    Lt pointed at the screen. 
 
      
 
    "Can they get it down there?" 
 
      
 
    She shrugged. 
 
      
 
    "It's a dead planet. Besides, we can't get there." 
 
      
 
    "I'm thinking on that part," he said. "But if we could, do you think we could get your eggheads to get together with our pede and we can figure this shit out?" 
 
      
 
    "I don't know." 
 
      
 
    "I do. Besides," he glared at the dark image on the screen.  "I got some ass kicking to do down there. A boy left me for dead and I'm going to return the favor. Where ya’ll keeping my suit?” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    CHAPTER 9 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Sherill stepped out of the shadows and seated himself on a log in front of the fire. 
 
      
 
    Crockett held out a smoking stick with a charred bit of squirrel on it, and he slipped it off with his thick fingers to gnaw the meat from the tiny bones. 
 
      
 
    “Well?” Babe said. 
 
      
 
    “Let the man eat, Babe,” said Lutz. 
 
      
 
    Sherill popped the last tiny morsel in his mouth and wiped the grease from his fingers on his pants leg. 
 
      
 
    “I could kill him,” he said.  “That’s not the hard part. Figuring out what the others are going to do when his head pops off. That’s what’s tough.” 
 
      
 
    “Told you,” said Waldo as he leaned against a tree. 
 
      
 
    “I was just gathering information,” Babe defended. “It’s not like fighting Licks. We can kill all of them.” 
 
      
 
    Sherill shrugged. 
 
      
 
    “The boy hasn’t left his side yet.” 
 
      
 
    “We figured that much,” Babe nodded toward Oakley.  “She’s been to see him a couple of times.” 
 
      
 
    “Order him back?” Sherill asked. 
 
      
 
    “I did. Said he’ll be here if we need him, but he’s staying with his dad.” 
 
      
 
    “Can you blame him?” Steph played with her visor, slipping open and closed so that shadows danced across her face one moment and the next the small glowing fire reflected off the face plate. 
 
      
 
    “Lt would call his Dad Lazarus,” said Lutz.   
 
      
 
    “Or Dracula,” said Waldo. 
 
      
 
    “Zombie?” Crockett offered. 
 
      
 
    “Lt wouldn’t be skulking off in the woods for a private meeting,” Sherill told them. 
 
      
 
    “Too many eyes back at camp.” 
 
      
 
    “That where the other two are?” the big man noted the absence of Weber and Renard. 
 
      
 
    “We needed to keep a watch and be ready in case something happens.” 
 
      
 
    “You got any ideas about what’s going to happen?” Sherill asked. 
 
      
 
    Babe shrugged. 
 
      
 
    “We like playing the speculation game, but nothing concrete.” 
 
      
 
    He stared into the fire for a few minutes. The flames felt warm on his exposed face, but he didn’t need the heat. The Suit took care of that. 
 
      
 
    Still it felt good, familiar.  The squad had shared hundreds of campfires over the past year. 
 
      
 
    He sighed. 
 
      
 
    Too bad they didn’t have the Suits back then. A lot of good men were gone in the fight against the alien invaders, and the exo-armor would have made a big difference in the fight. 
 
      
 
    “You have any ideas?” Babe asked Sherill. 
 
      
 
    “Kill him.” 
 
      
 
    “It’s not that simple,” said Steph. “It’s Jake’s Dad.” 
 
      
 
    “You asked. I answered. He’s a threat. We don’t know what kind yet, but he collaborated with the Licks. Lt would say kill him.” 
 
      
 
    Babe nodded. 
 
      
 
    “If you get the shot, take it.” 
 
      
 
    “Babe?” Steph protested, but he held up a hand to forestall her argument. 
 
      
 
    “We’ll deal with the fallout with Chief after,” Babe stared up at Sherill. “Just do it.” 
 
      
 
    The big man nodded and lifted his rifle. 
 
      
 
    “Roger roger,” he said and turned toward the darkness. 
 
      
 
    “You won’t be getting that shot.” 
 
      
 
    Jake’s Dad stepped out of the woods as his men surrounded them, rifles raised. 
 
      
 
    Babe lunged for his blaster, but Jake hopped out of the woods and punted him on the chin.  The big man collapsed in a heap beside the fire. 
 
      
 
    “Get their weapons,” his Dad ordered, and his men jumped to strip the Squad of their blasters.  “Good work, Jake.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    CHAPTER 10 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The lab served as a hydroponic garden and a relaxation room, in addition to housing the rediscovered generation one suit that hung on a rack on one side of the room. 
 
      
 
    Lt had to nudge the door the rest of the way open when it got stuck halfway, but other than that, the room looked brand new. 
 
      
 
    If you ignored the smell. 
 
      
 
    “Smells like shit in here,” he gagged 
 
      
 
    A scrawny bowlegged man with a pale shiny pate looked up from the boot of the suit of armor. 
 
      
 
    “We use it to fertilize the garden,” he said in a serious voice. 
 
      
 
    “Is it real?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes,” the man stood up and wiped a gritty hand on his stained coveralls. “I rerouted the waste compacters to eject into the hydroponics system.” 
 
      
 
    He sounded proud, and Lt supposed he would. 
 
      
 
    Since they weren’t landing and as far as he knew, farms didn’t work on the moon, the surviving astronauts had to eat somehow and growing seeds in their own feces seemed to work. 
 
      
 
    “Did you get the nanobot injection?” the thin man ran a purple tongue over his dry lips. 
 
      
 
    Lt nodded. 
 
      
 
    The man giggled. He was older, a veteran of the original Mars conflict and so a decade or two more experienced than Lt. At least in space flight, he amended. 
 
      
 
    “Deter,” the older man held out his hand. 
 
      
 
    Lt just looked at it. 
 
      
 
    “I didn’t get to meet you on my nickel tour,” said Lt as he pushed past him and examined the suit hanging next to the wall. “Guess you was busy.” 
 
      
 
    Deter moved to stand next to him, the cloying scent of fertilized sewer water clinging to him like a miasma. 
 
      
 
    “We haven’t seen a Gen One in years,” he exclaimed. “They’re very- volatile.” 
 
      
 
    “This one’s behaved,” said Lt. “Guess it only likes doing one thing.” 
 
      
 
    “Killing the Lick?” Deter guessed. 
 
      
 
    Lt grinned. 
 
      
 
    “It’s what it was designed to do,” said Deter. “When we attempted to change the mission, that’s when the trouble started.” 
 
      
 
    “See now there’s your problem. There is only one mission. Kill every last damn one of them fuckers. Anything that deviates from the mission would piss me off too.” 
 
      
 
    “It was the politician’s problem,” said Deter. “Too many struggles back on earth.” 
 
      
 
    Lt glanced at the wall and beyond it, the planet. 
 
      
 
    “Still are.” 
 
      
 
    “I miss it though,” Deter took a deep breath. “Clean air is something you take for granted.” 
 
      
 
    “Drinking piss. Growing potatoes in your own shit. And it stinks in here. Stinks all over your god damned ship. I don’t take nothing for granted Hoss.” 
 
      
 
    Deter chuckled. 
 
      
 
    “The Captain said you were unorthodox.” 
 
      
 
    “That what he said, huh? Well me and your Captain are gonna have to get eye to eye to get me back home.” 
 
      
 
    Deter grunted. 
 
      
 
    “Is that what you want to do? Go home?” 
 
      
 
    “Shit yeah. What else did you think?” 
 
      
 
    Deter shrugged. 
 
      
 
    “I thought you would go hunting for the lost bomb on Mars.” 
 
      
 
    “What lost bomb?” 
 
      
 
    Deter stared at Lt for a moment, debating on how much information to share with a man he just met.  Then he shook his head, wispy hair dancing like cobwebs in the wind. 
 
      
 
    “I wasn’t there, mind you, but the Captain was, so I’m only telling you second hand information. The government landed a secret weapon on Mars, a weapon that could destroy all of the Licks. But we were overrun and lost the Red Planet before it could be used.” 
 
      
 
    It was Lt’s turn to stare. 
 
      
 
    “It’s just sitting there?” 
 
      
 
    “The Captain was in charge of the Global when it went down. One of the pods had the bomb on it, and he saw it land.” 
 
      
 
    “If he watched it land, why didn’t he use it?” 
 
      
 
    Deter shrugged. 
 
      
 
    “I wasn’t at that fight. I was on another vessel in another battle.” 
 
      
 
    “Plenty enough of those to go around.” 
 
      
 
    “Back then,” Deter sighed. “Too many. And still.” 
 
      
 
    “Twelve ships are doing a pretty good job up here.” 
 
      
 
    “We had three times that many when we started. Our numbers dwindle.” 
 
      
 
    Lt watched him in silence for a moment. 
 
      
 
    “We could have used a fleet that size back on earth.” 
 
      
 
    Deter shook his head. 
 
      
 
    “Then we wouldn’t even have twelve ships.” 
 
      
 
    “Alright, I guess you’re right. Still, that’s a lot of firepower just hanging out up here.” 
 
      
 
    “Annie hasn’t told you what we do?” 
 
      
 
    “Harass the line,” said Lt. “We called it scoot and shoot on the ground.” 
 
      
 
    “We’re not strong enough to engage in a pitched battle. Every ship is precious, and so yes, we attack the outlying alien vessels when we can.  But we are holding the line.” 
 
      
 
    “What line?” Lt asked. 
 
      
 
    “The armada. We have held them away from earth for years.” 
 
      
 
    Lt mulled that over and let it marinate.  
 
      
 
    Maybe he had let his anger get the better of him, and cloud his judgement. He couldn’t discount their bravery, and knowing that they were down one third of the force they started with made a difference. 
 
      
 
    Maybe the difference in how the Council had looked at him. 
 
      
 
    He knew loss too, though.  His men. His family. His home. 
 
      
 
    And still he fought. 
 
      
 
    The Gen one Suit made it easier, but it was just an enhancement. 
 
      
 
    Real warriors had grit. 
 
      
 
    “Your tech works up here,” he said in a soft voice. 
 
      
 
    “It does,” Deter agreed. “I am technically a technician, by nescessity if not training.” 
 
      
 
    “I mean the technology,” Lt moved to the Suit and fumbled the helmet off the workbench. 
 
      
 
    “Yes?” 
 
      
 
    He slapped the helmet on his head and read through the heads up display that scrawled across the screen as the computer components inside the armor began to communicate with the nanobots in his system. 
 
      
 
    He used his chin to stop on radio and began scrolling frequencies. 
 
      
 
    “You can send light beams from ship to ship,” he said as he tried to read. His excitement made the words almost jumble on the screen. 
 
      
 
    “The holo-communicator.” 
 
      
 
    “Holographs,” said Lt. “But I bet you used the damn radio to send them.” 
 
      
 
    “Radio signals.” 
 
      
 
    “That’s what I said, right. So if your radio works up here, I can send signals to earth.” 
 
      
 
    “We tried that,” Deter explained. “It was the first thing we did on entering orbit.” 
 
      
 
    “You tried broadband,” Lt grinned. “I’m going string to string.” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



CHAPTER 11 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Are you seeing this?” 
 
      
 
    Renard tapped Weber on the arm to draw his attention to the fence. 
 
      
 
    “This is not good,” his old Sgt. Said. 
 
      
 
    A group of men led the armored squad through the front gate at gunpoint, but it was Jake who drew their attention. 
 
      
 
    “Guess he picked a side,” said Renard. “What do we do?” 
 
      
 
    “Go home,” Weber sighed. 
 
      
 
    “Or we fight,” Renard suggested. 
 
      
 
    But Weber didn’t listen.  He turned and slipped back into the shadows, then when he was hidden by the building jogged toward the far corner, Renard on his heels. 
 
      
 
    “We could take them,” Renard said. 
 
      
 
    “Yes,” Weber said in a soft voice. “We could kill them all. Then what?” 
 
      
 
    “Then we win.” 
 
      
 
    Weber stopped on the far side of the building and began stripping the armor off piece by piece. He set it in a careful pile next to the wall. 
 
      
 
    “What do we win?” 
 
      
 
    “The battle.” 
 
      
 
    “And after that? How do you think the survivors would see us? Doing the alien’s dirty work? Doing the same thing the Lick’s do?” 
 
      
 
    “But we’re soldiers,” Renard argued. “We can’t let them do this.” 
 
      
 
    Weber finished stripping from the armor and picked up his helmet.  He tucked it under his arm. 
 
      
 
    “We don’t have much time,” he said.  “Come with me.” 
 
      
 
    Renard turned his head to look over his shoulder then back at the man in front of him. 
 
      
 
    It was a short lived debate. 
 
      
 
    He began stripping quickly and soon two identical piles of armor lay in the darkness. 
 
      
 
    “We need clothes,” said Weber. 
 
      
 
    He jogged around the corner, and to the open door. 
 
      
 
    The mob hadn’t reached it yet, but they soon would. 
 
      
 
    Weber rolled into the building and as soon as Renard was through, he kicked the door shut and looked around for something to bar it with. 
 
      
 
    “Block this!” he yelled and a couple of the civilians inside jumped to comply, the urgency in his voice commanding action. 
 
      
 
    They moved several box crates turned into homes in front of the door. 
 
      
 
    It would have to be good enough. Weber raced toward the lab. 
 
      
 
    The two civilian guards gave a small laugh as he approached. Weber glanced down and realized the sight he made, a wild eyed man in his underwear. 
 
      
 
    He wasn’t sure it they remembered him from before the armor. 
 
      
 
    “Get the Doc,” he said. “Trouble.” 
 
      
 
    One of the guards glanced at the helmet Weber carried under one arm and rushed inside screaming for the Doc. 
 
      
 
    The bespectacled man reappeared a moment later. 
 
      
 
    “Where’s your Suit?” he asked in confusion. 
 
      
 
    “No time to explain, Doc,” Weber thrust the helmet into the man’s gloved hands. “There’s a mob outside with the rest of the squad hostage.” 
 
      
 
    Weber didn’t answer any more questions, just turned and continued running up the corridor, stopping only long enough to snag clothes and boots that were unattended. 
 
      
 
    Renard followed, searching for garments of his own. 
 
      
 
    “But!” Doc called after them, wanting more, but the men disappeared into the corridor and were gone. 
 
      
 
    He could hear Burmage screaming, a doppler effect echoing off the narrow walls as the man raced for the lab. 
 
      
 
    “They’re coming! They’re coming.” 
 
      
 
    Doc looked at the door behind him. 
 
      
 
    He couldn’t bar it. There was a hole in the wall next to the door and only two men to defend it. 
 
      
 
    He would have to face them, the men in the mob. 
 
      
 
    Doc could hear them as they poured through the door. Screams preceded them as they made their way through the inside refugee camp. 
 
      
 
    They were coming. For him. He knew it. 
 
      
 
    And they would find him ready. 
 
      
 
    He didn’t have armor. Truth be told, he was afraid of putting it on. Afraid of what the Gen One Suit’s might do to him. 
 
      
 
    He wasn’t sure what he was afraid of more. 
 
      
 
    He could see them, closing the distance fast.  A large group of a dozen, led by the man Jake called his father. 
 
      
 
    Doc settled the helmet on his head and readied for his approach. 
 
      
 
    The faceplate glowed in a scrawl of instructions, the Suit trying to connect with its missing parts. 
 
      
 
    It took a few seconds to get used to, while his brain adjusted to the overload of information presented in front of his eyes. 
 
      
 
    The screen cleared and he could see one of the men approach. It flashed red as the man punched him in his unprotected stomach. 
 
      
 
    Doc fell to his knees, mouth open in a scream. His chin hit something inside the helmet, and the last thing he heard was Lt’s voice. 
 
      
 
    “Anyone copy?” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    CHAPTER 12 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "This ain't going to go down like you think it's going to go down," said Lt. 
 
      
 
    Annie touched her thumb to the tip of her nose as she brushed a fist across her face. 
 
      
 
    "You think I got this scar from being too pretty?" 
 
      
 
    They circled each other on a well worn mat spread out in the cargo hold of the ship. Most of the space had been converted into multi-use facilities, a necessity of life aboard a ship, but this part of the hold had been kept clear. 
 
    Now he could see why. 
 
      
 
    She darted in and sent a punch toward his head. 
 
      
 
    He ducked to the side and spun away before she landed it, and came up smiling. 
 
      
 
    "You know Kung Fu," he said.  "I know Kung Pao." 
 
      
 
    "What the hell is Kung Pao?" 
 
      
 
    "My favorite food before the fucking Lick's showed up." 
 
      
 
    He stalked toward her, pressing her as she danced backwards to keep out of his reach. He didn't stop, hands raised in loosely balled fists as he drew closer. 
 
      
 
    She let him get within a foot, dropped and swept his legs. 
 
      
 
    Lt had her in his sights. He didn't plan on hitting her hard, just a little love tap, his daddy would have called it. 
 
    He moved in fast, then stared up at the ceiling as his diaphragm spasmed and stars danced on the edge of his vision. 
 
      
 
    "Son of a bitch," he managed to groan, but before he could roll over, she straddled him and gripped him by the throat. 
 
      
 
    He could see her fist held back by her ear, ready to pound into his unprotected face, and he still couldn't breathe. 
 
      
 
    "Say uncle," she grinned, proud of herself for winning. 
 
      
 
    "Damn it Warbucks, you're giving me a semi." 
 
      
 
    Lt planted his feet against the deck and bucked upwards.  Her legs were tight against his arms, but not squeezed tight enough.  When he lifted, he jerked his arms up too, sent her sailing along his chest, neck and forehead. 
 
      
 
    He didn't account for her uniform scraping a red angry welt from his chin, across his nose and into his hairline, but at least he was free. 
 
      
 
    He rolled over and pushed up from the mat, used the back of one hand to wipe his watering eyes as he tried to focus on where she landed. 
 
      
 
    Except she wasn't there. 
 
      
 
    He spun around to find her behind him, waiting, with a swift kick into his unprotected groin.  It was just a glancing blow, but still enough to pop blue stars behind his eyes and make it harder to catch his already lost breath. 
 
      
 
    "Uncle," he groaned and flopped to the mat gripping his tender groin and bruised ego. 
 
      
 
    Annie plopped down beside him, her shoulder rubbing his. 
 
      
 
    "And that's what we do for fun around here," she said. 
 
      
 
    "Fuck me," said Lt. "Remind me not to piss you off. That's fighting dirty." 
 
      
 
    "We don't fight for fun," she said. "We fight to win." 
 
      
 
    She ignored his hand massaging his balls as he tried to move the ache out of them. 
 
      
 
    "I think you popped the right one," he moaned. 
 
      
 
    "Get over it," she said. "You weren't using them up here anyway." 
 
      
 
    He turned his head to see if she was grinning or if busting his balls after a kick to the groin was her idea of flirting, and felt a small thrill throb under the ache as he saw the corner of her mouth curl up in a smile. 
 
      
 
    "That another way to have fun up here, Warbucks?" 
 
      
 
    The smile dropped from her face and he could see the lines reappear. Worry lines that crinkled the corner of her eyes, deeper frown lines bisected by the scar that traced along her features. 
 
      
 
    "Space is a fucking deadly place," she said in a raspy voice. "We don't get attached up here." 
 
      
 
    "Hold on now," Lt elbowed her with his free arm, the other still cupping his recovering injury. "Nobody said nothing about getting attached. You got a ring you want to put on it, Warbucks?" 
 
      
 
    The smile came back, a ghost of its former self, but still there. He was glad to see it. 
 
      
 
    "If you fucking try to kiss me right now," she warned him. "I'll knee you in the balls so hard, you'll have testicles for eyes." 
 
      
 
    "Kissing costs extra," said Lt. 
 
      
 
    He pushed up off the mat and held out a hand to pull her after him.  She didn't let go right away, just a moment to linger, but he noticed and she smiled a little harder. 
 
      
 
    "You could start an account if you wanted," he leaned in. 
 
      
 
    "You blew it, Lt," she grinned.  "Way to fuck up a perfect moment." 
 
      
 
    She let go of his hand and let him watch her strut to the door.  She glanced back over her shoulder before she went through and nodded. 
 
      
 
    "Thanks for the workout." 
 
      
 
    "Thanks for kicking my ass," Lt waved. 
 
      
 
    "Anytime." 
 
      
 
    Then she was gone, and he put a hand back on his crotch. The pain was still there, a low dull throb that vibrated down to his feet. It took a moment for him to realize the engines were firing up, the power shuddering through the deck plating. 
 
      
 
    Engines meant they had to move, and that meant trouble.  Lt hobbled as he put a shirt over his tank and ran for the bridge to see what was going on. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    CHAPTER 13 
 
      
 
      
 
    Lt arranges with Babe and Waldo to clear out a base of Licks so they can land the ship. 
 
      
 
    They land and get ready to load up.  But Lt has to go hunt for the two missing men. 
 
      
 
      
 
    He tracks them and convinces them to return with him to Mars. 
 
    “It’s a myth, you know.” 
 
    “The size of my johnson,” Lt snorted. “That’s no myth.” 
 
    “The secret weapon. It’s not real.” 
 
    “That a fact?” 
 
    “No one found it. And we looked. Dozens of patrols sent out to search. No one ever came back.” 
 
    “They have a map?” 
 
    Weber shook his head. 
 
    “I didn’t think so.” 
 
    Lt reached into his pouch and pulled out a folded piece of paper and spread it on the table. 
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