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Chapter 1

Sorry, road closed

The strip mine had been started just before the great cataclysm by one of
the few North American mining conglomerates that still operated at the end
of the 21st century. They had found a good limestone area to the south of
Youngstown and had mined it very efficiently for a number of years, cutting
deep into the earth. Once the cataclysm happened, the miners had abandoned
their operation pretty quickly, leaving behind equipment that could be re-
paired or used as templates for whoever would come along later.

In the years since Youngstown was re-founded, a stone master had identi-
fied the value a mine would offer the growing town and helped them begin
to revitalize it. As they cleared the area and got back into operation, the main
road through the mine had become preferred by travelers for its general shel-
ter from the elements and protection from predators in the wilderness. The
road from Youngstown to the mine was clear of trees, wildlife, and boulders,
something which couldn’t really be said for the surrounding area. The ben-
efits for travelers were hard to pass up compared to what they usually had to
endure in the eastern half of North America.

Winding along the western wall, halfway below the upper lip, the mine
road curved along the middle of the mine wall, 100 meters above the water,
and overlooked the lake that had formed in the middle of the mining opera-
tions. It was wide enough for two vehicles to cross paths if they both gave
each other as much room as they could manage. Above them, the top half
of the mine wall rose another 100 meters and was topped with an old berm
covered in trees, grass, and boulders that would eventually give up their fight
with gravity by falling onto the road below.

The day had been peaceful for the most part. As the sun set, the mine
awaited the workers that would begin blasting and carving its rock again the
following day. Birds nested and watched as a column of mercenaries, their
vehicles, and their robots passed along the road heading south and away from
Youngstown. Then, as if with an uncanny intuition, the animals all became
very quiet as they watched a huge yellow ore hauler launch itself into the air
from the top of the cliff above the mercenary group.

Precariously-situated boulders joined the torrential avalanche as the ore
hauler plummeted over the edge of the cliff wall and down near the lead of
the mercenary column. Spotlights from the mercenaries’ convoy jerked up
from the path before them up to search the mine walls for what was causing
the sounds of colliding stones and rending metal. Those unfortunate enough
to be nearest the descending avalanche were crushed and buried beneath
thousands of kilos of earth before they could react. Momentum carried the
200+ ton ore truck over a fleeing All-Terrain Transport Vehicle and slammed
it into a 2.5 ton Ulti-Max power armor unit. Emerging from dust and flying
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stone, the sixteen-foot-tall Ulti-Max sailed toward the water-filled quarry one
hundred meters below.

The ATV transport ground to a halt, its front set of wheels finding open
space beneath them. A vehicle-sized boulder hurtled past, splattering a mer-
cenary inside his armor and continuing on to make a rumbling decent. Slower
moving earth and rock overwhelmed the transport, obscuring it from the rest
of the company with a cloud of dust. The road shuddered and tremors rippled
underfoot. Rebel mercenaries fled the settling dust cloud as the cliff face gave
way underneath them. Cries from those not quick enough to escape were
drowned out in the rumbling collapse of earth and stone. Dust traveled out
from behind the falling transport as two hundred tons of metal screamed its
way toward a violent immersion.

As soon as the dust had cleared just enough to see, the Coalition forces at-
tacked the remaining mercenaries from the rear of their column. Laser beams
cut through the night and into the chaotic assembly of mercenaries. Rail
guns hurled kinetic slugs and fiery missile trails led to explosive destruction.
Troops in black composite armor advanced over the bodies of their fallen en-
emies; red eyes set in skull-like face plates met any who dared resist. Leading
the onslaught was Lieutenant Greg Merrick.

His battle damaged SAMAS exoskeleton leapt high into the air and came
down on the roof of another fleeing ATV. Shoving his C-40 electromagnetic
rail gun through the open top hatch, Greg shredded the dash, firing through
the driver. As one of the ATV’s wheels struck a boulder, Greg engaged the
thrusters of his power armor unit and used the momentum to launch even
higher into the air while letting the ATV somersault end over end.

Mercenaries fell to withering fire as the Coalition troops crossed laser-
burned ground to kill more. Partially submerged in avalanche debris, a battle-
modified NG-V10 labor robot struggled to free its large hand-held rail gun
from its earth and stone shackles before it was cut down by advancing troops.
Even as concentrated laser fire began burning through the twenty-foot-tall ro-
bot’s armor, another weapons lock alerted the V10’s pilot to a greater danger.
Atop the embankment where the ore transport had leapt over the edge and
started the fracas, stood the Coalition’s Enforcer robot. Mounted on the right
shoulder of the humanoid-style robot was a high-power rail gun that could
put a metal slug through an armored personnel carrier miles away. Mounted
on the left was a battery of fire-and-forget missiles with enough destructive
payload to level a city block. The Enforcer’s crew had many other armaments
to offer as well.

“Target lock, one NG-V10 Labor ‘Bot. Troops are clear of the blast area,”
Lisa responded to the onboard computer’s weapon lock confirmation.

“Take it,” the Enforcer’s pilot, Dave, replied unemotionally. His freckled
face and sandy brown hair gave him a boyish look far removed from the hard,
hungry expression the robot portrayed.



“Two mini-missiles away,” Lisa said as her finger pressed the fire button.
A torso-mounted, turret-style launcher spat the self-propelled rockets at their
target. Mini-missiles vied for positions to strike the target dot just before their
plasma warheads activated at the point of convergence.

The twenty-foot labor robot was engulfed in a white-hot ball of flame.
Rocks exploded and earth melted away from the expanding plasma explo-
sion. The NG-V10’s metal armor melted and bent away in protest. Free of
its earthen entrapment, the robot’s burning mass fell down the embankment
to the water, trailing smoke and flame. Burning metal hissed and screamed
the instant the robot plunged beneath the water’s surface. A pillar of steam
expanded away and shot skyward from the super-fueled blaze.

“Good shooting Enforcer 126,” Lieutenant Merrick’s voice came over
Lisa’s headset. She could see his SAMAS in the thick of combat below.

“Thank you, sir.”

“Any sign of our primary target yet?”

“No sir, the G-10 unit isn’t with the rebel mercenaries.” Lisa released
weapons control to Dave while she handled communications.

“Continue eliminating hostiles but take the G-10 with your heaviest arma-
ment the moment it appears. Merrick out.”

“126 out.” Lisa watched the Lieutenant’s SAMAS power armor cut a flee-
ing mercenary in half with its C-40.

“Lisa, how come the Enforcer’s rail gun won’t respond?” Dave asked
while repeatedly trying to get the shoulder mounted rail gun to fire on the
multiple targets below.

“Isn’t it obvious Dave? Flip the button labeled “smoke release” before you
fire the rail gun,” Lisa said sarcastically.

“Of course! Why didn’t I think of that?” Dave responded, following a fast-
moving tri-wheeled vehicle with the targeting laser on his main view screen.

“I had to scrap the normal circuits and replace them after our battle at
Akron.”

“Now you tell me.” Dave flipped up the smoke release trigger guard
and pressed the new rail gun switch. The three-wheeled ATV with the top
mounted mini-gun sped away from Merrick’s power armor. Tracers from its
spinning barrels created a beam-like effect, arcs bouncing with each rock the
ATV rolled over.

Forty metal slugs crossed the distance at supersonic speed from the En-
forcer’s rail cannon and carved their way through the ATV’s light armor
plating with a vengeance. The engine compartment exploded, its vital engine
parts slagged and steering column severed. The vehicle rolled over the mini-
gun and operator, killing them painfully. Dave rotated the robot at the torso
and set about to locate another recipient for his kinetic steel.




Reesa tried to block out the constant hail of bullets pelting against her full
environmental composite armor. The rebels sure had some obsession with
trying to scratch her armor.

“Rex! I need a frag in here!” She shouted to her partner and ported the
CR-1 rocket launcher for reloading. Crouching down to provide her attackers
a smaller target, Reesa viewed her unit’s advance by the illumination of fires
the battle produced. Very few enemies could stand for long against the might
of the Coalition military.

“Locked and loaded! Your shot!” Rex smacked her helmet after slapping
a fragmentation mini-missile into the breach. Reesa barely heard him over
the crack of automatic weapons. Rex stepped from behind the launcher and
pulled another rocket from a hard case for rapid reload. Lowering the multi-
optics weapon sight to her eye, Reesa brought the crosshairs to the middle of
her assailants’ group. Infrared optics revealed a familiar emblem sewn onto
the attackers’ clothing.

“Army of the New Order” she breathed. “Try and make some order out
of this!”

Flames spewed from the exhaust port at the rear end of her launcher and
the rocket’s retractable fins extended the instant it left the breech. Some of
the rebel mercenaries tried to escape the trajectory of her mini-missile, but a
fragmentation warhead didn’t need a direct hit.

Those closest to the blast point were separated into an assortment of meaty
projectiles. Bone fragments became deadly shrapnel to catch any who es-
caped the hundreds of high-density missile shards leaving the explosion on
random trajectories. Reesa ported the launcher for another load, content her
enemies were slain.

An armor-piercing mini-missile slid into place with a thunk, then Rex
cried out in pain and shoved Reesa face down. Taking cover behind a large
rock, Rex looked down at his chest to see layers of composite armor burned
away from a laser blast. He hoped it wasn’t damaged much worse than it
looked. The skin beneath his armor was blistered and hurt intensely.

“You all right!?” Reesa shouted from a prone position, searching the op-
posite side of the strip mine for a target.

“Damn, this hurts! You got ‘em?” His voice was strained.

“No!”

The rock exploded and Rex received an identical burn on his back. Rex
knew his armor couldn’t withstand another direct hit, indeed it wasn’t meant
to take direct hits at all. Feeling the skin peel away from his scorched uniform
under the armor, he bolted for a giant boulder six meters away. Another laser
beam sliced past him to crater the earth where he’d been moments ago. Reesa
still couldn’t locate where the shots had come from.

“Sharp! This is Reesa! Rex and I are pinned by a sniper!” She shouted on
the comm.



“Sharp here,” the unit’s sniper responded in a cool, controlled voice.
“What’s his probable location?”

“Opposite side! Someplace higher than we are!”

“You all right?” Sharp’s voice suddenly showed concern. Having gotten
to know each other only recently, the two were fast becoming more than just
friends. He didn’t want to lose her to a rebel sniper.

“Yes, for now. Rex is hurt though.”

“Keep hidden if possible. I'm on the sniper. Sharp out.”

Opting for passive night vision over infrared optics, Sharp scanned the
opposite side of the strip mine from his position two hundred yards from the
Enforcer. For somebody to hit a target at nearly a quarter of a mile away with
such precision meant the enemy sniper was either well trained or had excel-
lent gear. As Sharp scanned with a thermal overlay on his pre-Rifts AQ-3
targeting system, he discovered the sniper had both.

“Juicer,” he said, grimacing.

The distinctive plate armor of his opponent betrayed the chemically en-
hanced warrior for what he was. A drug injection system under the plate ar-
mor accelerated the human response time and created an augmented warrior
with reflexes, strength, and speed beyond the range of normal, un-augmented
humans. To take a Juicer by surprise was seldom possible and Sharp now had
the rare opportunity to try. If he missed the first shot, he probably wouldn’t
get another.

He steadied his JA-11 assassin’s rifle and flipped up his helmet’s heads up
display. Linked to the targeting system on his gun, what the weapon saw, he
did also. His target moved to another spot higher up the embankment so as to
not draw fire on any one location. Magnification flipped up two notches and
the AQ-3’s passive enhancement fell directly on the Juicer’s weapon sight.
Sharp breathed steadily, blocking out the world around him. The only thing
now was the target in his sights. His finger tapped the trigger lightly and an
infrared targeting beam spotted his prey at 1225 meters.

The Juicer ducked.

High-intensity photons charged through the JA-11’s light amplification
chamber and struck the sniper’s weapon sight with little loss of cohesion.
Glass melted and composite atomized instantaneously. The laser beam cut
through stone behind the sniper’s broken weapon. Somehow the enhanced
sniper had escaped death.

“Crap!” Sharp seethed. The Juicer’s damaged weapon was still visible
but its owner was not. “Sharp to Reesa. Resume heavy cover fire, the sniper
won’t be firing on you again.”

Just the same, Sharp carefully examined the opposite side for other aug-
mented warriors. A good sniper always had some type of backup weapon,
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even if it was only a close-range pistol or blade. It wouldn’t take the Juicer
very long to cover the space between them.

Jet wash blazed white-hot to Lieutenant Mike Sorenson’s thermo-imaging
optics. Banking his SAMAS power armor hard to the left, he followed a
retreating, jet pack borne mercenary out of the mine site into the open. Goos-
ing the two main thrusters on his winged exoskeleton, he tried to place the
targeting dot on the erratically flying merc. The Heads-Up Display registered
intermittent locks but never stayed long enough for him to fire. Now the mer-
cenary rebel skimmed three meters above the ground and Mike brought the
SAMAS maneuver jets down to stabilize his low-flying pursuit. After clip-
ping the top of a small tree with his left wing had caused him to stray off tar-
get, Mike assumed a higher altitude to avoid another collision. The Coalition
Military Specialist was unhurried in giving chase. At 110 mph, the mercenary
couldn’t go much faster and the SAMAS was traveling roughly one third its
top speed. The Headhunter wasn’t going to get away.

Gripping his C-40 rail gun with the power armor’s right hand, Mike
brought the flying unit to within 60 meters before pulling the trigger. The
ammunition feed belt jerked, metal slugs being force-fed into the electro-
magnetic acceleration chamber. Current surged down the rails inside the
barrel, creating powerful magnetic fields which repelled the slugs in rapid
succession. The stream of forty slugs showed up like tracers on the SAMAS
thermo-imaging sensors, the dense metal projectiles superheated by the arc
of current from the acceleration rails.

Supersonic slugs struck with deadly accuracy, transferring their kinetic
force to their target. The jet pack blew apart and propelled the flying merce-
nary face-first into the ground.

Mike slowed to watch the rebel mercenary plow a flaming furrow in the
coarse, stony earth. The jet pack still burned brightly when the incessant tum-
bling of its former owner was ended by a tree stump. There was no need to
waste another forty rounds on the mercenary; the impact into a tree stump at
over 100mph was more than enough to finish what Mike had set in motion.

“Awlright, we got a couple of hover vehicles and a Samson P.A. makin’
tracks outta here. One of ‘em is the rebels’ command vehicle,” Cowboy ad-
dressed his four-man fireteam. They had been positioned on the southern-
most end of the mine, where they’d have the last advantage of leveraging a
blind curve in the mine road against fleeing troops before they exited out into
the wilderness. “Here’s the plan,” the big soldier said as he flipped the safety
off his large, menacing C-27 plasma rifle.

1"



“What?” Nim asked, having missed Cowboy’s not-so-subtle action.

“We’re gonna waste ‘em!” Cowboy spoke enthusiastically.

“That’s the plan?!” Jose, the new recruit asked incredulously, “There’s
four of us and two rovers full of them, not to mention a Samson power armor
with a really big rail gun! Jefe, they gonna make US dead!”

“Jose, after all this time — you still have no faith in us?” Bill patronized
the recruit. Both he and Nim were veterans of Cowboy’s battle tactics and
were still alive.

“So they outgun us,” Cowboy shrugged it off. “The Lieutenant told us to
keep them rebel scum from gettin’ back out of the mine site and here’s our
chance to take out that scumbag Suka once and for all! They sure as hell ain’t
gettin’ past us!”

Jose didn’t seem reassured by Cowboy’s usual pre-battle pep talk.

“Okay then. Jose, how many grenades did you bring?”

“Two frags.”

“That’s it?!” Cowboy sounded equally incredulous.

“Shhh!” Nim quieted the group, “I can hear the rovers coming.”

“You ready Jose?”

“Yeah.”

“Give me your C-12.”

“Here.”

Taking the Coalition-made laser assault rifle, Cowboy flipped the selec-
tor switch to level one and the discharge rate to full-auto. Jose’s eyes grew
wide in astonishment as Cowboy thrust the weapon back. He’d been taught in
training never to use anything below level 3 and to preserve ammo by using
targeted shots.

“Now you’re ready.”

The four crept toward the row of boulders resting near the edge of the em-
bankment. Below them, a pair of hover rovers ascended the small access road
set in the side of the strip mine. Cowboy smiled under his faceplate. This was
the kind of battlefield he liked best; no buildings to accidentally demolish,
no friendly troops or civilians in the line of fire, no worries about where the
high-powered weapons fire would hit if misplaced and, best of all, nobody to
yell at him for the liberal use of explosives.

Nim held up his hand and signaled five occupants per vehicle. The Sam-
son power armor unit hadn’t reached them yet. Stepping around the boulder,
Cowboy held down the trigger on his C-27 plasma cannon.

“Detour!” He yelled, “Road’s closed due to extremely hazardous condi-
tions!”

Plasma poured down on the unsuspecting craft. Nim’s C-14 rained high-
explosive grenades and the two other soldiers sprayed what was left with
rapid laser fire. Burning vehicle fragments flew away from the expanding
crater. What once had been a solid road became a treacherous one-sided hole
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to the rocky terrain a hundred meters below. The foursome redirected their
fire to the frantically slowing command craft. Inside were men wearing stolen
Coalition armor and one short figure in plate and chain.

“That’s gotta be that sack-of-sick Suka!” Cowboy yelled back.

Hover thrusters kicked up a cloud of dust and blew the rising smoke into
a fury. Two quick discharges from Cowboy’s C-27 burned through the wind-
screen and ignited the plate and chain armor. Grenade explosions rammed
shrapnel into the air intakes and sent the rover on its own course over the
edge. Laser beams and grenade concussions followed the tumbling rover all
the way to the bottom of the strip mine.

“Yee-Haw!” Cowboy did a victory dance, high-fiving Nim and Bill. Jose
walked to the edge for a better look, watching the burning wreckage finally
roll to a stop and looked at his C-12 with new respect. No wonder Sergeant
Winters never let the recruits use setting one — it was too much fun.

“Jose! Git yer butt back away from the edge before I kick it over myself!”
Nim yelled. A series of high-velocity metal slugs tore up the embankment in
a line to Jose.

“Crap!” the recruit yelled as he scrambled away, catching a few rounds
in the back as he ran. He pitched forwards and crawled the rest of the way to
the cover of a boulder. Four large gouges in his armor reminded him of his
stupidity.

“You okay, man?” Bill helped him up.

“My back hurts like hell!”

“Good thing he got ya at an angle. Yer just a little bruised, man.”

“A little!?”

“This one’s a boomer boys, it’s goin’ bye-bye big time!” Cowboy held up
a pair of brick-sized high explosive charges.

“Wait!” Nim and Bill fumbled with their belt pouches to produce their
own. Jose took a grenade in each hand, pulling the pins with Bill’s C-12 gun
barrel.

“I owe this guy!”

“Now yer gettin’ it!” Cowboy spoke approvingly. The whine of hydrau-
lics came from just below the edge of the embankment.

Climbing the steep slope with the aid of its rear booster jets, the eleven-
foot infantry power armor noticed the multiple objects sailing toward it only
too late.

The shock wave that raced back up towards the Coalition soldiers almost
knocked the four men off their feet. Some overhead rocks tumbled violently
from the hillside and many more came loose as shock waves rolled away
from the detonation point. Four type-three fusion blocks and two grenades
were more than mild overkill for one Samson power armor. Temporarily
deafened by the explosion, Cowboy giggled like a little boy who had just
planted a small barrel of nitroglycerin in the neighbor’s petunias.
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Curiosity won over Jose and he just had to see how big the crater actu-
ally was. Stumbling to the edge, he discovered a still-glowing shard of metal
embedded in a large rock nearby. Jose never even heard his teammates yell
to get back before he was splattered across their armor.

“Oh crap!” Cowboy shrieked as the sonic boom caught up with the two
hundred projectiles that had preceded them.

Across the expansive mine site, a single unit with dense, reflective armor
aimed its electromagnetic mass driver at the group of three remaining sol-
diers. Using the shoulder mounted rail gun on ground troops was like shoot-
ing mosquitos with a howitzer, but they were the next-closest targets. Not
that the pilot was worried that three Coalition soldiers would be much threat
to his pre-Rifts manufactured power armor. Dense, molecularly bonded
chrome alloy made laser weaponry not only ineffective but highly danger-
ous to everyone outside the armor. Its polished, mirror-like surface gave the
“Glitter Boy” its name.

Typical tactics for the Glitter Boy pilot were to eliminate the nearest tar-
get before they got in range to fire back. Not many opponents had much of
a chance against the G-10’s rail cannon. Unlike conventional electromag-
netic rail guns that fired a stream of single-file metal slugs, the Glitter Boy’s
cannon shot two hundred projectiles in one destructive cluster. More than
enough to shatter armor and destroy most implements of war.

“Get down!” Nim shouted, but the others were already crawling. A car-
sized boulder shattered in front of them, as several already-mushroomed
slugs impacted on Bill’s armor but did not pass through.

“Sergeant Winters! Sergeant Winters! Glitter Boy, northeast side!” Cow-
boy yelled over the radio, another sonic boom echoing throughout the mine.

“No kiddin’!” the Sergeant’s voice responded sarcastically. “You were
makin’ too much damn noise to hear my warning! Anybody bite it?”

“Jose! Sarge, we can’t even see it!”

“Well get ‘yer worthless butt to some cover and wait for the SAMs to spot
it.”

“Yes, sir!”

The three men crawled back behind the bend in the road and waited for
the G-10 to blast them.

Having been on the receiving end of the Glitter Boy’s “Boom Gun” one
too many times, the Enforcer’s two-person crew wasn’t about to take any
chances this time. Lisa activated the pair of medium-range missiles she had
remaining in the left shoulder-mounted launcher and locked them on their
chrome-plated nemesis. Even the heavy plasma warheads in the missiles
wouldn’t be enough to destroy an undamaged G-10, but after many costly
battles, the Glitter Boy was far from pristine. With the aid of the two airborne
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exoskeletons they had left, the Coalition forces just might have the capacity
to destroy the well-made armor.

“Gotcha this time,” Lisa breathed and lit the sky with flaming missile
trails. Both self-seeking missiles arced high into the air, readjusting their
course mid-flight to compensate for the Glitter Boy’s sudden running move-
ment. Perhaps the G-10’s pilot intended to trick the approaching missiles
into striking the strip mine walls or maybe he just panicked. As the missiles
reached their objective, the enemy power armor unit leapt over the edge of
the mine toward the water below.

Detonating a split second apart, the plasma warheads illuminated the
whole mine in bright, white light. Superheated gas spread out in a cloud,
completely enveloping the area that was once a Glitter Boy. Out of the ball of
incendiary turbulence, the smoking power armor fell, tumbling end over end
before crashing into the water below.

Coalition troops stopped their onslaught for a moment to cheer the final
destruction of the devastating war machine. As the cheer of victory rose from
the Coalition troops, what little remained of the opposition fled in terror in
any direction they could.

Cowboy and his friends slapped each other on the back and slammed ar-
mored hands together in high fives.

“Kickin’ butt an’ takin’ names, we’re goin’ home boys!”
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Chapter 2
AWOL ain’t so bad

Light sifted through beige and cream-colored curtains. Awakening to find
himself in unfamiliar surroundings, Darren Corley shut his eyes and tried to
recall the events that had brought him there. He remembered his unit engag-
ing rebel and mercenary troops in New Youngstown and his own ill-fated
battle with the Glitter Boy the night before. He remembered seeing the after-
math of the rebel occupation after his unit drove them from the town. Scenes
of carnage played back through his mind and he focused on events rather than
images. Darren recalled the direct orders he had disobeyed, abandoning his
post and leaving his unit, to hunt for the rebel leaders on his own. Then came
the discovery of atrocities left behind in the town and the survivors.

He distinctly remembered his efforts to save the tortured and dying. The
battle between Youngstown’s militia and the corrupt mercenary police force
had come closer and he felt the burning pain of a bullet as he carried a sur-
vivor to safety.

The bullet wound.

Darren sat up and felt his bruised body protest. Where the splayed flesh
of an exit wound had been, was now smooth and unscarred. Only a black
and blue discoloration marked where the bullet made its departure. Someone
must have magically healed the grievous wound while he was unconscious.
Just one more thing to come up at his court-martial when his seek & destroy
unit returned to Coalition territory.

A raised black and blue bruise covered much of his right forearm. Darren
wondered if it penetrated deep into muscle tissue. Slowly clenching his fist,
he discovered it most certainly had. Thankfully his SAMAS power armor
had stopped the rail gun projectiles, but even exoskeleton armor did little to
lessen the impact from a Glitter Boy’s rail cannon. Darren still wondered how
he’d been lucky enough to survive. The Coalition Robot & Power Armor
pilot considered himself fortunate most of the kinetic slugs had dispersed and
lost velocity before striking.

There was someone sitting cross-legged at the foot of the bed. Motionless
and silent, the woman had gone unnoticed until now. Darren recognized her
as the Mystic he’d met days earlier, only she looked different than he re-
membered. A shower and a hairbrush had done wonders for her appearance,
though she wore sweats and a large, flannel shirt that concealed her shapely
figure. Anja’s dark, rust-colored hair brushed the floor and retained an un-
tamed element even when neatly combed. Her presence didn’t evoke the ap-
prehension Darren expected, just a mild uneasiness. Normally he would be
loath to spend time near a known practitioner of magic arts, but his views had
changed over the past few days. If his commanding officers knew the extent
of his skewed beliefs, they probably wouldn’t even wait for a court-martial.
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Not only had he broken fundamental Coalition edicts by associating with
non-humans, D-Bees, and practitioners of magic, but he had been healed by
magical means and become friends with undeclared enemies of the Coali-
tion. Going back to his Seek & Destroy squad wasn’t an option Darren could
actively entertain.

“Good morning,” Anja greeted him.

“If you say so. Where am [?”

“Van’s house. He brought you here last night after you rescued those peo-
ple.” Anja stood at the foot of the bed and surveyed the Coalition RPA. Large
bruises marred his handsome physique, but his green eyes were still bright
with life. Black hair fell partly across his eyes, but more from his usual hair
styling than having been in bed. A roguish smile returned to his face.

“Wearin’ Van’s clothing again I see.” Darren grinned. Anja blushed at the
comment.

“It’s better than what I had on before.”

“That all depends on your point of view,” he winked, visually recalling
the gossamer fabric she wore the time they first met. “Did you do this?” He
pointed to his shoulder and the healed bullet wound.

“Yes. Van would have, but he was too tired from healing the people you
rescued. I hope that won’t get you in trouble with your Lieutenant.” Anja’s
aqua eyes searched for some sign of assurance.

“Merrick probably won’t, but Lieutenant Sorenson’s gonna have my head
no matter what, so it doesn’t matter what you did. Thanks anyway.”

“I don’t think Mike Sorenson will be mad at you,” Anja spoke confidently
of the Coalition Military Specialist whose orders Darren had flagrantly disre-
garded before promptly deserting.

“What makes you say that?”

“Oh, just intuition, I guess. Sir Renfield told the town militia what you did
and some of them want to thank you. Mike won’t get mad at you for helping
other people, will he?”

“You must not know the Lieutenant very well. I don’t even know how you
found out his first name but trust me, Lieutenant Sorenson is not what you
think. He ordered me NOT to go back into town. Maybe I'll get lucky and
he’ll be dead. Do you know if the Glitter Boy popped him last night?”

“No, I don’t think so. Your unit pulled out of town just before the militia
began pushing out any rebel forces that were left. Thanks to your people, the
militia was able to restore order. There was a big fight between some rebel
mercenaries and your unit outside of town in a mining area, but I don’t know
what happened. I can ask Sir Renfield when he comes to pick me up.”

“Where are you going?”

“To help with the relief effort. The rebels did many bad things while they
were here and when you fought them, it caused a lot more damage. Sir Ren-
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field and I are trying to reorganize Youngstown’s leadership and help the
people who got caught in the middle of your war.”

“Itisn’t MY war.”

“I'm sorry, Darren,” Anja apologized sincerely. “I didn’t mean for it to
sound that way. You’re a good person and your unit tried to keep most of the
fighting in non-residential areas, it’s just that there were lots of people hurt
anyway. A lot of people hate the Coalition, but what you did last night will
lessen their anger. The bad things that happened weren’t your fault.”

Darren thought about what she had said, taking a moment to mull it over
before he remembered that he needed to get on with his day. “Where’s my
uniform? I was wearing it under some other clothes.”

“It was soaked with blood so I threw it in Van’s washing machine.”

“You’re washing my uniform?” Darren’s question was more a statement
of disbelief. Hundreds of miles from home, deep within enemy territory and
there was a magic user doing his laundry. “Dang, I'm gonna get hung for
sure.”

“Maybe Van will let you borrow some of his clothes. You two are about
the same size.”

“Where is that lazy Techno-Wizard anyway?”

“I think he’s fixing his special armor. He was in a really bad mood because
it got messed up during the fighting last night. Don’t you think it was nice of
him to let some of the refugees stay in his house until they find new homes?”

“Yeah and real out of character. How’d you talk him into it?”

“I just asked and he said yes,” Anja wore an innocent look on her face.
“His house is so big, there’s room for lots of people.”

Darren smirked, “I gotta talk to him. Show me where he’s at?”

“Sure!”

Darren crawled out of bed and walked to the door.

“Oww... ow... uuuhhhgg!”

“Maybe you should rest longer.”

“I’ve been in worse shape.” Darren grinned and followed the Mystic down
carpeted halls with vivid paintings of alien beings and places. Darren noticed
for the first time how short Anja was. Wearing Sinclair Van De Graf’s cloth-
ing emphasized her small stature. The hall led to a large, circular room with
vaulting stone spines and large windows. In the center of the room was a cir-
cular fire pit and stone chimney reaching up to a high ceiling. The room was
vacant save for a woman sitting on one of the rows of seats encircling the pit.
Her flaming red hair was nearly as intense as the fire she intently stared into.
Darren vaguely recognized her from the night before. The oozing cuts and
bleeding body that had shocked him were gone, leaving no visible traces of
the torture she had endured. Anja continued around the room and led Darren
down another stone hallway.

“Wasn’t that one of the people Van and I rescued?”
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“Yes, her name is Cyndiara.”

“She didn’t even notice us.” Darren expected at least some kind of re-
sponse, even if it was just to him walking past in grey boxer shorts. A thank
you would have been nice, but obviously, she was dealing with other things.
Anja stopped and looked up at him.

“Darren, the people you rescued were hurt both physically and emotion-
ally. It’s going to take them a long time to heal the wounds inside them — in
their minds. Cyndiara hasn’t spoken to anyone, but that doesn’t mean she’s
not grateful for the risk you took to save her. For a while, she should be
alone with her grief but not forever. Be patient and understanding, she’s been
through some horrible things.”

Anja continued on. A gleeful child’s voice sounded from the next room.
Inside, resting on his head, a wild-bearded man with his head touching the
ground and his feet stretched up the wall. A small D-Bee child sat and lis-
tened as the upside-down man read an upside-down book to her.

“And the big bad wolf knocked on the door saying ‘open up and let me in.’
But the little pig said ‘not by the hair of my chin-e-chin-chin.” ‘Okay, so I'll
huff and I’ll puff and I’ll blow your house in.” And the big bad wolf huffed
and he puffed but he couldn’t blow down the pig’s brick house. Then he got
an idea and climbed to the roof and started down the chimney.”

“Delwin?” Darren said, recognizing the strange, inverted character.

“That’s me, man. Just readin’ the wee one a tale, man.” Delwin’s voice
held its usual drugged intonation.

“Why are you standing on your head?”

“It makes me see pretty colors. You should come join me, man.”

“Delwin, is Van still in the workshop?”” Anja asked, trying not to laugh.

“Van should learn to stop sending out such negative waves while he
works. I tried to tell him to concentrate on positive waves and he told me to
leave or he would put his welding torch where the sun don’t shine. Totally
negative waves, man. He’ll never get anything done with vibes like that.”

“I’ll tell him.” Anja took Darren’s hand and led him away before Delwin
caught them up in more of his disjointed logic and conversation.

“Delwin’s a full-on basket case, ya know,” Darren commented.

“Yeah, but he’s a kind and thoughtful basket case,” Anja giggled.

“Certifiable fruitcake.”

“A good-natured fruitcake,” Anja countered compassionately.

“It’s those stupid implants he’s got. Make him the fastest, strongest and
most agile fruitcake that ever dared to call itself a cake.”

“He’s also good with children,” Anja added.

“He makes up stories about as good as he plays the flute. ‘I’ll huff and I’ll
puff and I’ll blow your house in.” What kind of story is that?”

“Actually, I think that’s what it says in the book. It’s a pre-Rifts Earth
book of Van’s. Three hundred and some years old.”

19



“Probably on the ban list.”

Anja stopped and pointed down a very long flight of stairs, “I think the
workshop’s down there.”

“You’re not going down?”

“Van’s mad at me for something, so I probably shouldn’t. Besides, I need
to be where Sir Renfield can find me. Are you going to be all right?” She
examined the black and blue bruises on his arm.

“I’'m ignoring it. I never take painkillers so I don’t get used to them. That
way if I get hurt I've already built up some resistance to pain. ‘Sides, if I get
really thrashed, then the medication works better cuz I don’t have a tolerance,
understand?”’

Anja didn’t appear to.

“Yes, I'll be all right.”

She smiled.

“I would heal you more but there might be people who could suffer greatly
at the shelter Sir Renfield set up, so I better save my strength for them. Maybe
I can finish tonight, okay?”

“One more legal infraction won’t make a difference now. I'm about to
see if Van can fix my power armor and trust me, if anything could get me
a .45 caliber court-martial, letting a magic user play doctor on a Coalition
exoskeleton will.”

Darren found the workshop to be a gymnasium-sized room with twenty-
foot-tall doors leading to the outside courtyard. Several conventional vehicles
were parked beside a large, three-wheeled all-terrain vehicle. Scorched armor
plating bore witness to the crossfire it had been caught in during a daring
rescue. Darren’s blood still caked the floor of its cargo bay. His wingless and
battered SAMAS leaned against the far wall.

The Techno-Wizard sat at a long worktable disassembling a modified
TX-5 projectile pistol. Absorbed in his work, the dark-haired man appeared
not to notice he wasn’t alone. Darren took note of several Coalition-issue
weapons locked in racks of the large, open safe set into the wall.

“Afternoon,” Van said.

“Is it? Anja said it was morning.” Darren sat next to the Techno-Wizard.
“What time is it?”

Van set the weapon down and looked up at a clock on the wall, “two
something.”

“What’s the matter with your TX-5?”

“Busted it last night. Finally decided to just convert it fully over to magic.”

Darren looked at the copper wires and rose-colored crystal inside the mag-
azine of the weapon. Magic made him uneasy.

“Where’s the blood sacrifices and twisted, ritualistic stuff?”

“It’s nothing even remotely like that,” Van laughed. “All I'm doing is con-
verting this to fire telekinetic projectiles rather than normal exploding rounds.
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‘Got the idea from that Xiticix weapon over there.” Van pointed to a large,
insectoid-styled rifle down the table from them. “I’m not sure how that thing
was made, but I can reproduce the effect it creates.”

“So... it shoots magic,” Darren summed it up for himself.

“More or less. It’s more like a telekinetic shotgun though. See this honey-
comb grid? It focuses energy into 20 balls of telekinetic ‘mass’ and fires them
simultaneously. It’s like buckshot, only much more powerful. I'm building
an adjustable choke for it so I can control the dispersion pattern. Best of all
I’m not dependent on the availability of ammunition. Once I channel energy
from a ley line into the crystal matrix, it will only take a little energy to re-
charge each blast.”

“I’ll take a normal weapon thank you.” Darren looked back at the safe.
“Acquired quite a few Coalition weapons I see.”

“Uh, well some of ‘em I took from rebels last night. Wouldn’t want them
laying around where just anyone could pick them up,” Van grinned, dark
eyes glowing with devious humor.

“Naturally.”

“Naturally. Don’t worry, I haven’t done anything to your SAM. If you can
explain why you haven’t reported in, then you can probably take it back to
your unit, whenever you’re ready.”

“I’m not going back to my unit.”

“You’re not?” Van was incredulous.

“I went big-time AWOL last night and basically told my C.O. to die a long
and hairy death. If I go back, I get a field court-martial. Ya know, .45 caliber
style?” he said, using his fingers to make a gun motion to his head. “Maybe
they’ll think I’'m KIA and not come looking for me.”

“Jeez, Darren. You didn’t tell me about this last night.”

“Like we had time.”

“Well, I guess we can hide you until your unit goes back to Coalition ter-
ritory. What are you going to do?”

“For starters, I wanna nail that S.O.B. who trashed my unit and this town.
You know if he got away?”

“My guess is he probably did. Nobody’s seen him except some of the
people we pulled out of the police station and that was before you got there.”

“There’s only so many places a scum-sucker like Zenjori can go.”

“More than you think. If he’s cleared out of town, there’s no quick way
to track him down. Zenjori Suka is pretty slippery from what I’ve heard. It’s
probably a bad idea to take that Coalition exo of yours out in public for at
least a month or two.”

“I don’t want him to get away with what he did.”

“He won’t. Somebody will get him eventually, assuming he’s still alive.
We’re not ready to give pursuit anyway. Look at yourself.”

Darren did and his stubbornness faded.
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“Okay, so I'm half-naked and covered in bruises, don’t have armor or
weapons, haven’t got a clue where the scumbag’s at and I’'m labeled a traitor-
ous criminal by the Coalition. When do we leave?” he joked.

“After Anja gets the refugees settled and we have proper time to recuper-
ate. First, we can get you something nicer to wear. You’re going to scare
people walking around like that.”

The two men left the worktable and ascended the stairs.

“This is a radical pad ya got dude. How much did it run you?”

“My parents left it to me when I was ten.”

“Wow, Lucky you.” Darren ran his hand along carvings in the stone walls.
The floors were carpeted and light fixtures seemed to be melded right into the
stone ceiling.

“Yeah, my mom made it.”

“The whole place? No way!”

“Of course, it took a while. I haven’t even been into every room and I’ve
lived here twenty-five years.”

“My parents got wasted in a ‘Burbs turf war. Me an’ my sis pretty much
hacked out our lives in the slums ever since. How’d your parents bite it?”
Darren asked nonchalantly.

“Huh? Oh, they’re not dead. My dad went to learn some weird ancient
magic in another dimension. They left the house and everything in it just as
it was.”

“Cool.” The two walked into the room Delwin had occupied earlier. The
child and Crazy were gone, but the book remained. Darren picked it up and
carried it with him. “They leave you this, too?”

“And a whole bunch more. If you want, you can check out my library. My
parents left me over a thousand pre-Rifts books, only I never figured out how
they got a hold of so many in perfect condition.”

“I don’t read books much. Too expensive. How can you afford to keep this
place up when you’re not here?”

“Picked up two dozen outdated Northern Gun Labor ‘Bots and fixed ‘em
up. I check up on the place once in a while and I’ ve got several alarm devices
built into the grounds in case of intruders. I didn’t want to come here with
that dictator in charge of the town ‘cuz he’d probably try to steal everything.”

The two men walked back through the circular room with the fire pit. The
red-haired woman looked up as they passed. Darren met her emerald green
eyes, wondering if she even recognized him. Another flight of stairs led from
there down to a series of empty rooms. A washing machine and drier sat si-
lent, racks of clothing hung throughout the room.

“Anja said she washed my uniform.” Darren opened the door and retrieved
his own torn, black and grey clothing.

“Mucho malo idea. If you ask me, wearing those would be a big mistake
around here. Besides, here’s a hole in them.” Van stuck his finger through a
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hole in the uniform’s shoulder. “Just take some of mine, it’s not as though I’ll
be wearing them all.”

“I’ll buy my own as soon as I can.”

“That reminds me. I'll pay you 50% of the market value for any high-
power energy weapons you can get your hands on.”

“50%? That’s a heck of a lot better than selling them on the black market
back at Chi-Town. How can you afford that?”

“Techno-Wizards make a good living, trust me. I’'m not even commercial
and I make plenty when I need to. You’re an ace pilot, so maybe we can come
up with some kind of gig to make a few credits.”

“Sounds cool to me.” Darren selected some clothing and they returned the
way they came in.

“Later this summer I was thinking about heading out to the east coast. A
friend of mine at New Lazlo was telling me ‘bout these alien artifacts he saw
in Maryland. Wouldn’t hurt to have another pilot in case things get nasty.”

“Works for me. You got someplace I can stay?”

“Oh yeah. Is the room you were in okay? We just put you there last night,
it wasn’t pre-planned.”

“Sure, it’s bigger than my apartment. Guess I won’t have to worry about
sharing a room with Dave anymore either.”

“Okay, but just a few house rules. Don’t go near the pyramid or into the
basement.”

“What, don’t tell me. That’s where you keep all the dead bodies.”

Van laughed, “Look, this isn’t a horror flick, but I'm a magic user and if
I don’t know what’s in the basement or the pyramid and I avoid them, you
might want to as well. Dad did something to both places that raise the hairs on
my neck whenever I go within 20 feet of them. The pyramid was never really
finished, not that it would have worked.”

“Worked?”

“We’re too far from the ley line here. Hey, I gotta go work on the TX-5
while the info’s still fresh in my head. Wander around a little, there’s food in
the kitchen and the entertainment center’s down that corridor.” Van pointed
to the largest of the halls leading from the circular room.

Thanking him, Darren headed out of the workshop to explore the house.
Cyndiara sat staring into the fire, still failing to give any sign of recognition.
Darren thought about talking to her but decided it might be better left for
another time.

Van'’s clothing fit remarkably well. Opting for a more loose-fitting cotton
shirt and shorts, Darren discovered a few more deep bruises he hadn’t no-
ticed before. Pre-Rifts clothing designs were popular in Chi-Town, but Van’s
clothing was mostly modern fabrics and weaves.

The hall outside Darren’s quarters led to a pair of glass doors and a bal-
cony. Darren found a spot in the sun and sat back on the stone bench to look
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at the children’s book. Pictures of pigs and wolves covered the pages and
Darren wondered if the vaguely humanoid figures were supposed to be mu-
tant animals or some kind of dimensional beings. Finally, he found the page
showing a wolf huffing and puffing at a brick house.

“I’ll be damned.” Delwin had been right on.

The doors opened quietly, and Darren glanced over to see Cyndiara ap-
proach tentatively.

“Come sit down. Enjoy some rays.”

She sat on the far end of the bench from him and looked out over the
well-kept gardens and stone pyramid. Her curly, red hair fell down her back,
contrasting beautifully with the velvet green robe she wore. The robe’s color
brought out the brilliance of her eyes. Velvet cloth hung to the ground and the
robe appeared to be made for someone nearly seven feet tall, not five. Darren
ran his hands through his black hair in an effort to tame the unruly strands
that constantly fell over his right eye.

“Pretty cool place, huh?”

No response.

“You feeling better?”

She nodded.

“Cool, what’s your name?”

No response. Darren waited but she only stared at the several story pyra-
mid.

“This is a pre-Rifts book Van had. You want me to read it to you?”

She nodded and Darren slid closer. She cringed.

“Easy. I just want you to be able to see the pictures with me,” he spoke
gently. After a moment, Cyndiara seemed to release a little tension from
her body, so he continued. “Okay, here’s the story. The big bad wolf, that’s
this dude,” Darren pointed to the evil grinning wolf. Cyndiara looked at the
open book and Darren felt some relief that she had some touch with reality.
“Knocked on the pig’s door and said open up and let me in. But the little
mutant pig said ‘not by the hair of my chin-e-chin-chin, you hairy poser. And
the wolf got pissed and said ‘I’ll huff and I'll puff and I’ll blow your house
in.” And the big bad wolf huffed and puffed but the mutant pig’s house didn’t
move. Then the wolf got really pissed and got this radical idea. He went and
got his SAMAS power armor and blew the house into tiny pieces.”

Cyndiara leaned closer and stared at the book. Her nose crinkled and she
gave Darren a baffled expression.

“I just thought I’d embellish a little,” Darren grinned.

“Okay, you win. The wolf didn’t have a SAMAS cuz it was before they
let mutant animals have weapons. So, the big bad wolf climbed down the
chimney instead.” Darren stopped and turned the page. A scene with a pig
boiling water in a kettle appeared on the other side. Cyndiara waited for him
to continue.
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“B-but the pe, pi, pi-g, pig wha, wha-s, was,” Darren sounded out the
words. “But the pig was s, smm, shah, rrr, te, r, smah-rrt-er.”

“Smarter.”

“Yeah, smarter! But the pig was-" Darren stopped. Cyndiara had spoken.
Turning to gaze at her he saw emotional turbulence rising from the depths
of her eyes. He reached his arm around her and lightly placed his hand on
her shoulder. She cringed but didn’t remove it. When he pulled her close
she burst into tears. Darren was never sure what to do when a woman cried
and was even more lost now. All he could think of was to hold her while she
wept. After several minutes passed and she still sobbed, Darren set down the
book and held her awkwardly with both arms. Eventually, the flood of tears
ended but Cyndiara made no effort to break away. Darren wondered if she
had fallen asleep. His arms already had. Cyndiara stirred and sat up.

“Feel better?” he asked. She sniffled and rubbed red, tear-stained eyes.

“Yes.”

“I wish I had something to say that would make everything right, but I
don’t.” Silence fell. Darren finally picked up the book.

“Wanna find out what happened to the little mutant pigs?”

“Sure.” A faint smile on her face gave Darren hope.

“Okay, but I'm gonna make it up as we look at the pictures cuz I can’t
read.” Any humor he could add to the story would be beneficial. Darren
wanted more smiles. “But the pig was really a mutant genius and boiled the
big pot of water in the fireplace. And the big bad wolf used magic to fit in
the tiny chimney and fell into the boiling water. And he got cooked and the
mutant pig ate him. And then the other mutant pigs built their homes next to
the genius pig cuz he was smart and would keep them from getting eaten by
large D-Bees with sharp teeth. The end.” Darren closed the book. “Did I get
it right?”

“Pretty close,” she smiled.

“Van’s got a whole bunch more books he said. We’re not allowed to have
pre-Rifts books at Chi-Town. That’s why I never learned to read.”

“I can teach you.”

“Really? I mean for real? I already know my alphabet, well mostly. S’pose
if 'm gonna be ‘round here I should learn to read. You really offering to
teach me?”

“Of course. Most people here can read. There used to be a university here
in Youngstown before the Rifts and most of the books were salvaged and
reprinted. I would love to teach you.” Cyndiara saw something to focus her
mind on instead of the horrors of the past few days.

“Cool. Ya know, I’'m like way starved. Are you hungry?”

“Yes.” Cyndiara couldn’t remember the last time she ate.

“Let’s go see if Van’s got something good to grub on.”

“Why don’t I cook us something?” she offered.
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“Righteous!” Darren stood and took her arm. Her hesitance was very pres-
ent, but she appreciated his gesture and could tell he just wanted her to be
happy. As they walked to the kitchen, Darren envisioned his new life away
from the Coalition as a promising one.
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Chapter 3
Robbing the Reaper

Lisa’s sleep-deprived eyes searched the Coalition encampment for her fel-
low technical officer, Brian Adams. She was tired of staying alert for enemy
attacks, tired of eating military field rations, tired of always wearing body
armor and just wanted a warm shower, food and a bed. Lisa was even willing
to flirt with Brian if it meant they could fix the Enforcer and leave for home
sooner.

Cold wind bit her face as she crossed the camp to the command rover.
Most of the troops were still sleeping in hard domed trenches, but the small
gathering near the unit’s three hover rovers seemed awake and in high spirits.
With their mission accomplished, the Seek & Destroy unit had every reason
to be cheerful. It wouldn’t be much longer before they left the demon-ridden
magic zone of Ohio and returned home to the protective walls of Chi-Town.

For a man who had cheated death the night before, Greg was in a remark-
ably good mood. Sergeant Winters was poking fun at Greg’s close-range
encounter with the Glitter Boy’s Boom Gun in the streets of Youngstown.
Brian wrapped the Lieutenant’s bruised and swollen chest.

“Oww! Take it easy Brian! I need to breathe, ya know.”

“Sorry, sir, but you’re fortunate to be breathing at all. Good thing you had
all this upper body muscle, otherwise you’d probably have shattered ribs, not
just cracked ones.”

“So how come it hurts more now than it did last night?”

“Probably because you have time to think about it now. I can still slap you
with a painkiller derm if you want.”

“Nabh, it doesn’t hurt that much.”

“It should,” Brian finished. “Try moving your arms.”

“Ugh! That hurts!”

“Your muscles are bruised extremely deep and more than likely torn. The
Internal Robot Medical Surgeon System I injected you with should take care
of that, but you’re going to feel every move you make.”

“Wonderful.”

Lisa had never seen her commanding officer partially clothed before and
was very impressed with what she saw. The unit’s days in the field had giv-
en him a very attractive, rugged look. Lisa caught herself fantasizing and
snapped herself back to reality. Making a pass at her superior officer might
look like a calculated attempt at advancement. Best to hold off for now. After
all, she needed something from Brian first.

“Good morning, Lieutenant. You really robbed the reaper last night.”

“That’s what everyone keeps telling me. I suppose anyone stupid enough
to stand in front of a G-10 rail cannon and live to tell about it has cheated the
grim reaper. What’s the word on Darren? Have you been able to raise him?”

27



“No, but I'll keep trying.” Lisa hadn’t made an attempt at all. “He may be
dead, sir.”

“I want to be sure before we leave, understood?”

“Yes, sir.”

“What’s the status of the Enforcer?”

“It’s really messed up,” Brian answered first. “That leg took some serious
damage to the main hydraulic stabilizers and there’s several snapped control
rods. When Lisa and I are finished the most you're going to get out of it is
30 mph.”

“How long?”

“Four hours,” Lisa injected.

“Six hours,” Brian contended, annoyed at the communication specialist
making an estimate for him.

“Do it in five, then spend a little time on my SAM. It kept overheating last
night.”

“Sir, that’s because one of your two cooling units is completely pulver-
ized. Without a replacement, all I can tell you is to limit your flight to short
periods of under ten minutes each.”

“Brian and I will try and fix it, sir.” Lisa grabbed Brian’s arm before he
could protest and pulled him away from the rovers.

“What did you tell him that for?”” Brian demanded. Unshaven and with his
mop of curly red hair more chaotic than usual, Brian stared at Lisa with his
bloodshot brown eyes. “I’ve been up most of the night working on his SAM
while you slept! If I say it’s broke, then, believe me, it’s broken. Now he’s
gonna expect me to work a miracle! I can’t believe you told him we’d fix it!”

“I’m sorry, Brian.” Lisa looked sincerely forlorn and Brian’s temper sub-
sided. “You’re right, I shouldn’t have spoken for you. You know much more
about robot mechanics than I do and I should have asked you first. Next time
I’1l check with you first, okay?”

He was being manipulated and it was so obvious even he knew it. Brian
assessed the voluptuous blond, blue-eyed technical officer in front of him and
rationalized that being manipulated was a good thing.

“Okay, just don’t put me on the spot like that again.”

Laid out on its back, the giant UAR-1 Enforcer awaited the celestial pall-
bearers to carry it off to the great robot graveyard in the sky. Pitted, blackened
armor plates slid off to reveal mangled servos and hydraulic mechanisms. A
few high-density slugs were still embedded in the legs’ inner workings. Lisa
remembered the robot pitching forward as the shot from the Boom Gun al-
most severed the Enforcer’s right leg. It was a shame they hadn’t been able
to destroy the Glitter Boy in the town, but fortunately, the quarry battle had
finally finished it. Facing a Glitter Boy was something Lisa never wanted to
do again.
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A mushroomed slug fell onto the ground, pried loose by Brian’s constant
efforts.

“I think that’s the last one. This leg shouldn’t have been moved after sus-
taining a direct hit. See this groove scored into the retractor rod? That was
caused by running with the tri-stabilizer broken.

“So, we can fix it, right?” Lisa knew little of robot mechanics; her spe-
cialty was computers and communications.

“Yes and no. Yes, we can make something that will work, no we can’t fix
it. Hand me the ratchet.”

“The what?”

“This.” Brian reached past her and pulled an odd-looking tool from the kit.
Lisa watched him, feeling useless.

“Check out Reesa and Sharp.” Lisa looked over at the couple sitting next
to each other under a tree. “That’s so cute.”

“I heard Reesa really showed some daring last night,” Brian spoke into
the machine.

“You should have seen her, just ran out in the middle of this firefight
and started shooting the Glitter Boy down the street after the CR-1 team got
killed. She and Rex will probably get medals, at least that’s what Sergeant
Winters said. I wouldn’t run out into the middle of a battle and risk being
shot.”

“You’re not supposed to. I just hope things work out between Sharp and
her, he doesn’t date much.”

“Well, he sure picked a fighter this time. I think they’ll 