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“You name it?” Reyes asked.

Cass kept his eyes on the tablet screen and did not answer right away. The screen showed WREN’s joint-torque readouts — left shoulder, right knee, cervical pivot — all green, all nominal, all about as interesting as a grocery list. He had already checked them twice. He was checking them a third time because it was better than looking at Reyes.

“The unit,” Reyes said. “Did you name the unit.”

“No,” Cass said.

Reyes turned back to the cargo bay where the MK-2 stood strapped to its transit rack, the four-point restraints cinched across its chest and thighs the way you’d secure a motorcycle or a refrigerator. The robot stood with its arms at its sides and its visor dark and its matte-black ceramic shell giving back nothing of the gray Ukrainian morning light that came through the porthole above the wheel well. It looked like a man who had been asked to stand very still and had decided to take the request seriously.

“Looks like a WREN,” Reyes said.

Cass set the tablet face-down on his knee. “It doesn’t look like anything.”

“Sure it does. It’s got that thing.” Reyes made a vague gesture in the direction of the robot’s upper body, the way you might describe a painting you’d seen once and half-remembered. “That posture. Like it’s waiting for something it already knows is coming.”

“It’s a transit rack posture,” Cass said. “The restraints put load on the shoulder servos. It compensates by redistributing through the thoracic column. It’s not waiting for anything. It doesn’t wait. It idles.”

Reyes looked at him. “WREN,” he said again, and smiled, and went back to his seat near the cab partition.

Cass picked up the tablet.




His name was Cassian Delvecchio, which he had spent thirty-one years shortening to Cass because Cassian sounded like a minor Roman emperor or possibly a cologne. He held a master’s in applied systems engineering from NC State, had written his thesis on adaptive joint-load distribution in asymmetric bipedal frames, and currently worked for Archon Dynamics as a Level Three Field Integration Technician, which was a title that sounded more martial than it had any right to, given that his primary job was to stand next to expensive hardware in uncomfortable locations and make sure it did not fall down.

He was not a soldier. He held no rank, carried no MOS, had never been to TRADOC or gone through any process that would have given him a number and a beret and a tribe. What he had instead was a six-month field certification from Archon’s contractor pipeline, a laminated badge on a lanyard, a Glock 19 in a holster on his right hip that he had qualified with on a flat range in Fayetteville, North Carolina, under conditions that bore no resemblance to whatever was happening outside this vehicle.

He also had the MK-2.

The Archon Dynamics Phantom MK-2 — internally, within the company, they called the whole program Phantom, which Cass thought was either inspired branding or the kind of hubris that preceded structural failures — stood one hundred and seventy-two centimeters tall and massed ninety-one kilograms without payload. Its ceramic composite shell sat over a titanium-alloy endoskeleton with twenty-nine degrees of freedom across the major joint complexes. It ran on a distributed battery array with twelve hours of operational endurance at moderate tempo, eight at sustained high-intensity. Its sensor package included optical, thermal, LIDAR, and acoustic arrays. Its processing core handled real-time environmental modeling, gait optimization, threat-vector calculation, and communications intercept at speeds that made the phrase “processing time” technically applicable but practically irrelevant.

It could carry a rifle. It could carry a man. It could breach a steel door or climb a rubble pile or go thirty-six hours without sitting down. It could, under the right conditions and with explicit authorization from its assigned technician, shoot things.

Cass had never authorized it to shoot anything. He had authorized it to walk, to carry equipment, to follow him at a prescribed distance, to log sensor data. He had spent six weeks in the Archon simulation environment practicing authorization protocols. He had done all of this in a building in Raleigh with climate control and a coffee machine on every floor.

He looked at the MK-2 in its restraints. He looked at his tablet. He looked at the porthole above the wheel well, through which the landscape moved in shades of brown and gray and an occasional skeletal tree.

He checked the joint-torque readouts a fourth time.




The convoy was three vehicles. Lead vehicle was a Ukrainian Army MRAP — a Kozak-2, up-armored, with two soldiers up front and a third in the gun ring. Trail vehicle was another Kozak with a different crew and the same unsmiling efficiency. The middle vehicle, a lightly modified Iveco that Archon had contracted for the trip, held Cass, Reyes, the MK-2 in its rack, and two equipment cases that between them held more money than Cass made in three years.

Reyes was not a soldier either, technically. He was Archon’s Director of Battlefield Integration, which meant he was the person who had convinced the people with the checkbooks that sending a prototype combat robot to an active war zone constituted a demonstration rather than a liability. He had done this with charts. He was good with charts. He was forty-four, ex-Marine, with the kind of face that looked like it had been field-expedient repaired a few times and the kind of manner that said he found most situations mildly amusing, including the current one.

“You eat?” Reyes asked.

“On the aircraft,” Cass said.

“That was four hours ago.”

“I’m aware.”

Reyes reached into his kit bag and produced a wrapped energy bar and held it out. Cass took it. He did not eat it. He put it in the pocket of his field jacket, which was olive drab and slightly too large and had been issued to him by Archon’s logistics coordinator back in Kyiv along with the Glock and a field tablet and a look that said: do not break anything expensive.

“General Marchenko wants footage,” Reyes said. “Full operational footage. The unit moving under real-world conditions, real-world terrain, alongside real Ukrainian troops. He wants to watch it walk through a cleared sector and confirm it walks like a soldier and not like a filing cabinet.”

“I know what he wants,” Cass said.

“He’s got six procurement officials coming in from Warsaw next week. This demonstration is the whole pitch.”

“I know what the pitch is.”

“Then stop looking at those readouts like you’re waiting for something to fail.”

Cass set the tablet on the bench beside him. “Everything is nominal,” he said.

“I know everything is nominal. You know everything is nominal. What does your face know?”

Cass looked at the middle distance, which in the cargo bay of an Iveco was approximately the equipment case marked ARCHON DYNAMICS — SENSITIVE COMPONENTS — HANDLE WITH CARE. “My face knows we’re forty minutes from a forward staging area in a country that has been shooting at things indiscriminately for three years,” he said. “My face is processing that.”

Reyes nodded as if this were a reasonable answer. “WREN handles the threat environment,” he said. “That’s the whole demonstration. You don’t have to do anything except walk it through the sector and hit the authorization keys when the time comes.”

“And if the time comes before we reach the sector.”

“It won’t.”

“If it does.”

Reyes looked at him for a moment. Outside, a tree line moved past the porthole, close enough that individual branches were visible, stripped bare, reaching up at the overcast sky like something that had given up on subtlety. “Then it won’t be your problem anymore,” Reyes said. “WREN will handle it.”

“WREN doesn’t handle anything without my authorization. That’s the whole architecture.”

“Right,” Reyes said. “So authorize it.”

“I can’t authorize a hypothetical.”

“Then authorize when it stops being hypothetical.”

Cass picked the tablet back up. The readouts were still green. He stared at them anyway.




He had first seen the MK-2 in a hangar outside Raleigh on a Tuesday in February, in bad light, standing next to a field tech named Gruber who was explaining something about the knee actuators. Cass’s first thought had been that it looked like a man who had been asked to audition for the role of a man. Everything was right — the proportions, the stance, the scale — and nothing was quite right in a way that Cass could not immediately locate. He stood there while Gruber talked about actuators and tried to figure out what was wrong.

It was the stillness. That was what he arrived at eventually. A standing human being is in constant small motion — weight shifting, breathing, the micro-adjustments of balance that the body makes without consulting anyone. The MK-2 stood the way a photograph stood. Every surface was present and accounted for and nothing moved that was not instructed to move.

He had mentioned this to Gruber when Gruber stopped talking about actuators.

Gruber had said: “Yeah. That’s the thing. You get used to it.”

Cass had not gotten used to it. Six months of integration work and he had not gotten used to it. He had learned to work around it — to focus on the screens, the readouts, the operational parameters — but some part of his brain that had evolved to notice when the thing standing across from you was and was not a member of your species continued to file reports.

The report it filed, consistently, was: that is not a man.

The report it filed second, more quietly, was: but it is very good at something.




The road got worse. Cass could feel it in the bench under him — the smooth Ukrainian highway giving way to something that had been repaired too many times with insufficient materials, then not repaired at all, then driven over by things that were too heavy for it. The Iveco’s suspension worked at the problem. The convoy slowed.

Through the porthole: a village. Or what had been a village. Three walls of a brick building stood with the fourth wall missing, like a stage set, the interior open to the sky, roof timbers collapsed to the floor and covered in frost. A telephone pole at a thirty-degree angle, the wire still strung between it and the next pole, both wires drooping. A car on its side in a ditch, stripped, the paint burned off in one long stripe down its flank.

Nobody moving. No lights. The village was empty the way a space is empty after something has been removed from it — not absent of history, just absent of present.

Cass watched it through the porthole.

Behind him, in the rack, the MK-2 was still. Its visor faced forward, which meant it faced the back of the cab partition, which meant it faced nothing. Its sensor array ran passive — logging, recording, building its environmental model, doing none of this in any way that was visible from the outside.

Reyes was looking at his own phone, something non-operational, his thumb moving in the way that meant he was reading rather than working. Cass had no idea how Reyes could read on a road like this. He supposed it was a talent, like parallel parking or eating while standing up.

“How long have you been doing this?” Cass asked.

Reyes did not look up. “Forty-four years.”

“This. Demonstrations. Selling hardware to people who shoot at each other.”

Reyes looked up then, with the mildly amused expression he appeared to keep on standby. “Twelve years. Marines before that. Infantry. Before you ask.”

“What did you do in the infantry?”

“Walked places and hoped nothing happened. Sometimes nothing happened.” He looked back at his phone. “Sometimes something happened.”

“And this is better.”

“This pays better,” Reyes said. “Better is a different category.”

The vehicle lurched over a crater-patch in the road and steadied. The lead Kozak’s brake lights came on briefly, then went off. The convoy kept moving.

“The MK-2 is a good system,” Reyes said, without looking up. “I’ve seen the sim data. I’ve seen it in the controlled environment. It’s a good system and it’s going to change the way this works, this whole thing—” he gestured in a way that seemed to mean the war, or wars generally, or the organized application of violence as a category of human enterprise. “But somebody has to get it in front of people with the authority to write checks. That’s what today is.”

“I understand what today is,” Cass said.

“You understand it intellectually.”

“What other way is there.”

Reyes put his phone away and looked at Cass directly, which Cass had noticed he did when he wanted to make sure a thing landed. “There’s the other way,” Reyes said. “The way where you’ve been in the place where somebody’s actually trying to kill you, and you know the difference between a map and a territory.”

Cass did not say anything.

“That’s not a criticism,” Reyes said. “You’re here because you know the system better than anyone alive except maybe three engineers in Raleigh. I’m here because I’ve been in the territory. We’re a unit. You run the machine, I read the room.”

Cass looked at the MK-2 in its rack. “And WREN?”

Reyes glanced at the robot. He almost said something about the name, and then did not. “WREN runs the problem,” he said. “Whatever the problem turns out to be.”




The driver — a Ukrainian corporal named Olek, who had communicated everything he needed to communicate in the first five minutes of the trip and had nothing further to add — began to slow the vehicle. The road ahead forked. The lead Kozak took the left branch, which angled north and slightly downhill, toward a tree line and beyond it a cluster of low buildings that the mission brief had identified as the staging area.

Cass pulled up the waypoint data on his tablet. Thirty-eight minutes, current road speed. He overlaid the environmental data WREN had been collecting — elevation profile, surface composition scan, ambient thermal signature — and the overlay confirmed what the mission brief said: cleared sector, low threat, regular Ukrainian Army patrol presence.

Low threat. He looked at the word on the screen. Low threat was not no threat. Low threat was a statistical range. Low threat included everything up to and not including whatever the threshold was where someone had decided to upgrade the designation.

He thought about asking Reyes what the threshold was.

He decided he did not want to know.

He put the tablet on his knee and looked at the MK-2, and the MK-2 stood in its restraints the way it always stood — complete and present and absolutely indifferent to the category of risk that Cass was occupying.

Outside, the tree line came up on both sides of the road. The overcast sky pressed down. The convoy moved forward, and the village fell behind, and ahead there was only the road and the trees and the thirty-eight minutes between here and the staging area where Cass would unlock the unit’s authorization protocols and hand General Marchenko his footage and get back in a vehicle pointed toward Kyiv.

Thirty-eight minutes.

He put his hand on the authorization tablet in his jacket pocket, the secondary device, the one that keyed the MK-2’s engagement protocols, and felt its edges through the fabric. Solid. Present. He had never used it in the field. He had used it in the sim environment forty-seven times. In the sim environment, his hands had not shaken.

In the sim environment, the road had been smooth.

The Iveco hit another rough patch and the suspension worked and Reyes put his phone away and the MK-2 stood without moving in its rack, its visor dark, its sensor array running silent, building its model of the world with perfect patience while Cass sat across from it and watched the tree line move past the porthole and tried to remember whether he had told anyone back home how long this trip was supposed to take.

He had not. He had not told anyone anything, because telling anyone would have required explaining what he was doing here, and explaining what he was doing here would have required explaining to himself first, and that was a conversation he had been postponing since Raleigh.

Thirty-seven minutes.

The road bent left. The lead Kozak’s running lights disappeared around the curve. The Iveco followed. The trail Kozak held its interval behind them.

Above and behind the convoy, at an altitude of three hundred meters, moving on a heading that did not correspond to any registered flight path in the Ukrainian Army’s current operational database, something small and quiet and patient turned in a slow circle and watched the three vehicles move through the trees.
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The first explosion lifted the lead Kozak’s front axle eight inches off the road and set it back down facing a different direction.

Cass heard it before he understood it — a compression in the air that his body registered as wrongness before his brain had filed the paperwork. Then the sound, flat and hard, a sound that had no interest in being dramatic. Then the Iveco’s driver, Olek, saying something in Ukrainian that Cass did not speak but understood completely.

Then the second explosion, closer, rear of the convoy, and the Iveco slewed left and Reyes was already moving, one hand on the oh-shit bar above the door, the other reaching toward Cass’s chest to push him down against the bench, and Cass went down and felt the floor come up under his knees and the equipment case slide two feet across the cargo bay and strike the opposite wall.

The Iveco went off the road.

It did not go off the road the way a car goes off a road when the driver drifts — it went off the road the way a vehicle goes off a road when the driver has stopped having opinions about where it goes. Left rear into the drainage ditch, hard enough that Cass’s teeth clicked together. The vehicle pitched, held, pitched again, and rolled onto its left side with a sound like every piece of metal it contained being introduced to every other piece of metal it contained.




Dark. Dust. The smell of hydraulic fluid and something chemical that Cass could not identify and did not want to.

He was on the cargo bay wall, which was now the floor. The equipment cases were on top of him, one corner of the larger case against his left shoulder blade with enough force that he registered it as a problem he would deal with later. The porthole was above him, showing a rectangle of gray sky at an angle that confirmed the vehicle was on its side.

He moved his hands. Fingers. He moved his feet. Everything present.

“Reyes,” he said.

A sound from the direction of the cab partition. Movement.

“Here,” Reyes said, from somewhere above and forward. His voice had the quality of a man taking inventory. “You mobile?”

“I think so.”

“Think faster.”

Cass pushed the equipment case off his back and got to his hands and knees on the wall-floor and took a breath and assessed. Left shoulder hurt. Right knee had caught something on the way down and was registering a complaint. His field jacket had a tear across the left forearm that had not been there before. None of these were the problem.

He looked for his tablet. Found it wedged under the bench that was now a wall. Screen cracked across one corner but the display live — WREN’s readouts still scrolling, still green. He grabbed it.

Then he looked for WREN.

The MK-2 was still in the rack. All four transit restraints held. The robot hung at an angle now that the vehicle had gone lateral, its weight shifted against the lower restraints, and it stood — hung — in the rack the way it always stood anywhere, with that specific absence of concern that Cass had spent six months failing to get used to. Its visor was live. The sensor array had switched from passive logging to active scan without being told to, because active scan was the correct response to the current environmental conditions, and the MK-2 did not require instruction to recognize the correct response.

It was looking at him. Or its sensors were oriented toward him. Cass had stopped trying to make that distinction matter.

“Authorization status,” he said.

“Standby,” the MK-2 said. Its voice came from a speaker array in the upper chest, flat and clear and without inflection, the voice of a system that communicated information and had no position on it. “Awaiting Level Two unlock for active environmental response.”

“Hold standby.”

“Holding.”

Reyes dropped from the cab partition area into the cargo bay, landing on the wall-floor in a crouch, and straightened. He had a cut above his left eye that was bleeding in a line down his temple and he was not treating it. He had a Sig Sauer in his hand that Cass had not seen him draw.

“Comms?” Cass asked.

Reyes tapped the earpiece on his right ear and shook his head once. “Primary is gone. Trying secondary.” He tapped again, listened. “Secondary is garbage. They’re jamming the band.”

“GPS?”

Reyes looked at his wrist unit. “Intermittent. We’ve got a position but it’s drifting.” He looked up at the porthole. “We need to get out of this vehicle.”

“The escorts—”

“Lead Kozak is done. I saw it go.” He said it without ceremony, the way you state a structural fact. “Trail Kozak took the second hit. I don’t know what’s left.”

Cass absorbed this. He looked at his tablet, at WREN’s readouts, then at the porthole and the rectangle of gray sky it offered. Outside, nothing was audible except wind and a low crackling that could have been fire or could have been debris settling. No voices. No engines. No secondary explosions.

The silence was worse than the noise had been.

“What hit us?” Cass asked.

“Loitering munitions,” Reyes said. “Small ones, FPV-guided or pre-programmed. Came in on the lead and trail vehicles simultaneously.” He looked at the equipment cases. “They knew the convoy composition.”

“Somebody told them.”

“Somebody always tells them.” Reyes holstered the Sig and began moving toward the rear cargo doors. “Help me with the release.”




The rear doors opened outward and now opened upward, the right door swinging toward the sky, and Reyes went out first and Cass followed, pulling himself up through the opening and onto the side of the vehicle, which was cold and slick with frost and at a forty-degree angle above the ditch.

He stood on the door sill and looked at the road.

The lead Kozak was forty meters ahead, nose-down in the opposite ditch, the front end crumpled. The roof hatch was open. He could not see anyone moving. Smoke came from under the hood in a steady gray column. The road between the Iveco and the Kozak was covered in debris — glass, metal fragments, a piece of something that might have been a door panel, scattered in a pattern that spread outward from a central point like a diagram of the event.

He turned and looked back. The trail Kozak was visible at the bend in the road, sitting at an angle, its right front wheel gone. One of the soldiers from that vehicle was out and moving, pulling a second figure away from the passenger side. Moving slow. The second figure was not helping.

“They’re alive,” Cass said.

“Some of them,” Reyes said.

Reyes was already off the vehicle and on the road, moving toward the lead Kozak with the Sig back in his hand. Cass stood on the door sill and watched him go and understood with complete clarity that he was not going to follow. Not toward the wreck. Not toward whatever Reyes would find in or around the wreck. He was a systems technician. His job was the system.

He looked down into the cargo bay at the MK-2 in its rack.

“Release transit restraints on my mark,” he said. “All four, sequential. Mark.”

The restraint latches fired in order — chest, right hip, left hip, thigh — and the MK-2 dropped out of the rack posture and caught itself, one hand on the rack rail, and oriented upright in the tilted vehicle with the same effortless geometry it brought to every physical problem. It stood on the wall-floor and looked up at Cass through the open hatch.

“Exit vehicle,” Cass said.

The MK-2 reached up, gripped the door sill, and pulled itself out of the opening with a motion that was neither graceful nor awkward — it was simply efficient, like watching a machine do exactly what it was shaped to do. It stood on the side of the Iveco next to Cass and turned its visor toward the road and the tree line and began, silently, to build.

Cass knew it was building because the sensor telemetry on his tablet lit up — acoustic, thermal, optical all active simultaneously, data streaming into the environmental model at a rate that filled the display buffer in under four seconds. WREN was reading the landscape the way Cass read a schematic: systematically, completely, without skipping ahead.

“Threat assessment,” Cass said.

“Aerial surveillance asset at three hundred twelve meters, bearing zero-four-seven, circular holding pattern. Platform consistent with commercial-derivative reconnaissance drone, probable EO/IR payload.” A pause of less than a second. “No ground-based thermal signatures within two hundred meters. Two friendly thermal signatures at bearing one-eight-five, range sixty meters. One stationary, one ambulatory.”

“The soldiers from the trail vehicle.”

“Consistent with that assessment.”

Reyes’s voice came from the lead Kozak, forty meters up the road: “Two KIA up here. Gun team’s gone. Olek—” a pause— “Olek’s out. He’s breathing.”

Cass climbed down from the Iveco’s side and dropped to the road and his right knee reminded him it had an opinion. He crossed to where Reyes was crouched beside the Kozak’s open side door. Olek was on the road surface, on his back, with his eyes open and a gash across his forehead and the dazed expression of a man who had recently been in close proximity to a large amount of released energy. He was breathing in a pattern that was shallow but regular.

“Concussion,” Reyes said. “Maybe worse. He’s not going anywhere fast.”

Cass looked at the sky. Gray, featureless, the kind of overcast that made everything equidistant from everywhere. He could not see the surveillance drone WREN had flagged. That was the point of surveillance drones — you did not see them.

“They know we’re here,” Cass said.

“They knew we were here before we got here,” Reyes said. He stood and looked back toward the trail Kozak. “Go check on those two. I’ll see what Olek’s got for comms.”




The two soldiers from the trail vehicle were a sergeant named Boyko and a private whose name Cass did not catch, and the private had a broken arm, set at an angle that made Cass look away, and Boyko was in the process of telling him something that involved a great deal of emphasis and no English. Cass stood with his tablet and let Boyko talk and watched WREN standing ten meters back on the road, its visor moving in slow arcs as it tracked the surveillance drone’s orbit.

Boyko grabbed Cass’s arm. Cass looked at him. The sergeant was maybe thirty-five, with a face that looked like it had opinions about the way things were going and the vocabulary to express them. He pointed at the sky, then at WREN, then at the sky again.

“It’s tracking it,” Cass said. “The drone. It’s logging the flight path.”

Boyko stared at him.

“The robot,” Cass said. He pointed at WREN. “It knows where the drone is.”

Boyko looked at WREN. WREN stood in the road and did not look back, because looking back would have required reorienting its primary sensor array away from the aerial threat, and WREN did not make that trade.

Boyko said something in Ukrainian that Cass’s translation software — offline, with the jamming — could not process. The tone said enough.

Cass walked back to Reyes, who was crouched by Olek with a field radio he’d pulled from the Kozak. The radio was a military-band unit, hardened, with a frequency range that might get above the jamming ceiling if they could get to high ground.

“There’s no high ground,” Cass said, looking at the flat tree line on both sides of the road.

“Not immediately,” Reyes said. He was working the radio’s frequency selector with his thumb. “But there’s an extraction window. If I can reach anyone.” He looked up. “What’s WREN’s assessment of the aerial asset?”

“Surveillance platform. EO/IR payload. Circular pattern, three hundred meters up.”

“They’re looking at us right now.”

“Yes.”

“And they’re going to tell someone what they see.”

Cass looked at the road, the wrecked vehicles, the smoke from the lead Kozak’s hood now thinner but still visible against the gray sky, a perfect marker. “They’re going to tell someone what they see,” he said.

Reyes nodded slowly. “How long before WREN can give us an intercept on any ground-force comms in range?”

“It’s already scanning. Depends on what they’re using and whether it’s encrypted.”

“Ask it.”

Cass pulled up the comms intercept function on his tablet and tasked the scan. WREN’s antenna array, built into the shoulder housing, extended two centimeters and began rotating through the military and paramilitary frequency bands in a sweep that covered the full spectrum in forty seconds.

The result came back in under a minute.

Cass read it. He read it again.

“What,” Reyes said.

“There’s a ground element.” Cass kept his voice flat, which required effort. “Burst-radio traffic, frequency-hopping, partially encrypted. WREN’s got maybe thirty percent decode on the current key cycle.” He scrolled. “Enough.”

“Enough for what.”

“Enough to get the gist.” He turned the tablet so Reyes could read the partial decode, the fragments of translated text that WREN had assembled into something close to a sentence.

Reyes read it. The mildly amused expression did not change but something behind it did, some light adjustment, the way a room changes when a cloud moves over the sun. He handed the tablet back.

“How many?” he asked.

“WREN estimates twenty to twenty-four, based on signal traffic density. Moving on foot. Bearing—” Cass checked— “bearing two-seven-zero from our current position. West.”

“How far.”

“Two kilometers. Maybe less.”

Reyes looked west. Through the trees the road bent and beyond the bend was nothing visible, just more trees and the gray sky sitting on top of them. Two kilometers on foot was twenty minutes if you moved with purpose. Less if you knew where you were going and had already been told to hurry.

“They want the unit,” Cass said. “That’s what the partial decode says. They have instructions to capture or destroy the—” he stopped.

“The robot,” Reyes said.

“Yes.”

Reyes was quiet for three seconds. Cass counted them. “Alright,” Reyes said. He stood up. “New situation.”




They moved Olek to the ditch behind the lead Kozak, out of the road and into the dead ground below the sightline of anything flying overhead. Boyko came and helped without being asked, working with the focused economy of a man who understood that the time for assessing the situation had ended and the time for handling it had begun. The private with the broken arm sat against the Kozak’s wheel and went pale and said nothing.

Reyes got the field radio to a frequency that produced something other than static and keyed the transmit three times in the pattern that meant compromised and stationary. He did not know if anyone received it. He sent it again.

Cass stood on the road with his tablet and watched the data stream from WREN’s sensor array and tried to construct a picture of the next thirty minutes that did not end badly.

The problem with the picture was WREN.

The MK-2 was the reason the ground force was coming. Its thermal signature was distinct — not human, not vehicle, something in between, something that any halfway-competent intelligence analyst with access to the surveillance drone’s feed would flag immediately. Standing on an open road next to a smoking convoy wreck, it was about as subtle as a neon sign in a blackout.

And moving it meant moving with it. WREN did not operate autonomously at distance. Its engagement protocols required Cass within thirty meters for full authorization function. If Cass ran and left WREN, WREN would stand in the road and wait for him to come back, because standing and waiting was the correct behavior when your operator had not given you a different instruction.

And if Cass ran and took WREN, WREN’s thermal signature moved with them, broadcasting their position to anything overhead with a heat sensor.

“Option one,” Reyes said, coming up beside him. “We go to ground in the tree line, all of us, and we wait for extraction. Could be two hours, could be six. If the ground force gets here before extraction—”

“They take the unit,” Cass said.

“They try to take the unit. What happens after that depends on what you authorize.”

Cass looked at WREN. The robot stood in the road and its sensor array tracked the surveillance drone’s orbit and the data streamed and the partial comms decode updated every ninety seconds with new fragments of the approaching element’s traffic.

“Option two,” Reyes said.

“There isn’t an option two,” Cass said. “Not yet. We don’t have enough information.”

Reyes looked at him. “We’ve got a ground force twenty minutes out and a surveillance asset overhead and four people who can’t move fast and one robot that can.” He said it without heat, just laying it out. “At some point information stops mattering and decision starts.”

“I know that.”

“Do you.”

Cass did not answer. He looked at the road, at the smoke, at the gray sky with the drone somewhere in it that he still could not see. He looked at his tablet and the authorization menu that sat behind two more screen-taps, the Level Two unlock that would give WREN environmental response capability — the ability to act on threats without waiting for case-by-case instruction.

Two taps. He had done it forty-seven times in simulation.

He closed the menu.

“We go to the tree line,” he said. “All of us. We get off this road and out of the drone’s direct sightline and we find cover and we wait for the comms window to open.” He looked at Reyes. “And if the ground force makes contact before extraction—”

“Then you authorize,” Reyes said.

“Then I authorize.”

Reyes held his gaze for a moment, reading something in it. Whatever he found there, he did not comment on. He nodded once and turned toward Boyko and began indicating the tree line to the north with the kind of gestures that required no translation.

Cass pulled up the waypoint function on his tablet and dropped a pin at their current position and drew a line to the tree line, a hundred and forty meters across open ground. He looked at the distance. He looked at the sky.

“WREN,” he said.

“Ready,” the MK-2 said.

“Route to the marked waypoint. Thermal suppression mode. Stay between me and bearing zero-four-seven.”

WREN oriented toward the tree line. Thermal suppression mode — a function that routed excess heat from the battery array through the internal sink system, reducing the external signature at the cost of twelve percent operational efficiency. It would not make WREN invisible to a good sensor. It would make WREN harder to identify at range, for the sixty seconds it took to cross open ground.

“Thermal suppression active,” WREN said. “Ready to move.”

Cass looked at the tree line. A hundred and forty meters. Flat ground, no cover, a drone overhead that might or might not be oriented toward them at any given moment in its orbit.

He thought about the forty-seven times he had done this in simulation, in the Archon building in Raleigh, in climate control, with the coffee machine on every floor.

“Move,” he said, and stepped off the road.

The open ground came up under his boots and the tree line sat at the far end of it and somewhere above him in the gray sky the drone continued its slow circle and did not care at all about the difference between a map and a territory.








  
  
  Chapter Three

  
  










They made the tree line in fifty-three seconds.

Cass knew it was fifty-three seconds because he counted, because counting was something to do with the part of his brain that wanted to scream, and the counting worked well enough that he arrived at the tree line with his legs under him and his tablet in his hand and the scream still internal.

WREN crossed the open ground at his left shoulder, one meter back, exactly as instructed. It moved the way it always moved — smooth, economical, each stride placed with a precision that was not quite human but was close enough that a camera at distance would have had trouble calling it. The thermal suppression system held. The surveillance drone completed two-thirds of its orbit while they crossed, its sensor head pointed east, away from them, for forty-one of the fifty-three seconds. Cass had not known that while he was crossing. He found out afterward from the telemetry log and decided he was glad he had not known.

Boyko came across with the private — Kovalenko, Cass finally got the name — half-draped over his shoulder, the broken arm strapped against the private’s chest with a field dressing that Boyko had applied in under ninety seconds, which was a time Cass filed away as evidence of competence. Reyes came last, moving in a low fast line with the Sig in his hand, the field radio under his other arm.

Olek stayed. There was no carrying Olek across open ground. They put him in the drainage ditch behind the lead Kozak with water and a field kit and Boyko’s secondary radio and the understanding that extraction would come or it would not and Olek’s situation was not improved by four other people standing next to him in a ditch under a surveillance drone.

Cass did not feel good about that. He noted the feeling and moved.




The tree line was birch and alder, second-growth, close enough together that the light came through in columns and the ground between the trunks was clear. Thirty meters in, the road and the wrecked vehicles were invisible. The smoke from the lead Kozak’s hood was still visible above the canopy, a thin gray line against a gray sky, marking their former position with the specificity of a fired flare.

Reyes looked up at the smoke. “That’s going to attract attention whether the drone is on us or not.”

“The drone’s on us,” Cass said. He was watching WREN’s telemetry. The surveillance asset had come back around on its orbit and the sensor array had gone active — not the passive thermal scan of a drone doing area coverage, but the narrow-beam optics of a platform that had been cued to a specific location. “It made us crossing.”

“How sure is WREN?”

“Ninety-one percent,” Cass said, reading the assessment. “Based on the sensor-head orientation change and the shift in orbital parameters. It tightened the pattern by about forty meters. It’s focusing.”

Reyes absorbed this without visible distress. “How long before the ground element gets here?”

Cass pulled up the comms intercept and refreshed the decode. The key cycle had rotated again and WREN was working the new encryption with the patience of a system that did not experience impatience. Fragments assembled. A bearing. A rate of movement.

“Fifteen minutes,” Cass said. “Maybe twelve.”

Boyko was watching him from three meters away, the private Kovalenko sitting at the base of a birch tree and going the color of old concrete. Boyko did not need the translation software to read the number on Cass’s face. He said something short and turned and began working his radio, trying to raise anyone on any frequency, cycling through the military bands with the systematic persistence of a man who had been in situations before where the radio was the only door out.

Reyes crouched against a tree trunk and looked at the tablet Cass held out to him. The partial decode on the screen. He read it in segments, the way you read something that keeps confirming a thing you did not want confirmed.

“They know it’s the Phantom unit,” Reyes said.

“They know it’s the Phantom unit.”

“How.”

“Surveillance footage from the drone, most likely. Or they had eyes on the staging area before we left. Or—” Cass stopped.

“Or someone in Kyiv talked,” Reyes said.

“I didn’t say that.”

“No,” Reyes said. “You stopped before you said it.” He handed the tablet back. “Same difference.”




Cass found a position ten meters from the tree line’s edge, behind a birch trunk wide enough to matter, and sat with his back against it and the tablet on his knee and spent the next four minutes doing the thing he was actually there to do.

He ran a full diagnostic on the MK-2.

Not because the diagnostic would tell him anything he did not already know — the readouts were green, had been green since the rollover, WREN having sustained the transit restraint impact with the indifference of a system engineered for exactly that kind of load. He ran the diagnostic because running it was purposeful and purposeful was better than the alternative, which was sitting behind a birch tree in a Ukrainian forest twelve minutes from a platoon of people with instructions to capture or destroy the most expensive piece of hardware Archon Dynamics had ever put in the field.

The diagnostic confirmed: green across all primary systems. Left shoulder actuator showed 0.3 percent degraded torque response from the rollover impact — within operational tolerance, not a flag. Battery array at eighty-seven percent. Sensor suite fully operational. Comms intercept running. Environmental model current.

WREN stood four meters away, slightly ahead of Cass’s position, oriented toward the road. It had found a sightline through the trees that gave it a partial view of the road surface and the approach from the west, and it had taken that position without instruction, because taking that position was the correct thing to do and the MK-2 understood correct without needing to be told.

Cass watched it stand there and thought about what Gruber had said in the hangar in Raleigh: you get used to it.

He had not gotten used to it. But he had, over six months, developed a working relationship with his failure to get used to it. He knew what it was now. It was the stillness. The absolute, unqualified stillness of a system that was fully present and processing and engaged with its environment at every level and was, despite all of that, not there in the way a person was there. Not occupying its own existence.

A person standing watch in a dark wood would be listening and looking and also, underneath all of that, managing their own fear, their own discomfort, the cold in their hands, the sound of their own breathing. A person standing watch was always doing two things: the watch, and the ongoing negotiation with being alive.

WREN was only doing the watch.

Cass found this either impressive or deeply wrong and had not yet determined which.




“Talk to me about the intercept,” Reyes said. He had come up beside Cass and settled with his back against an adjacent trunk, the field radio across his knees, the cut above his eye clotted and dark.

Cass handed him the tablet. “The ground element is a reinforced platoon. WREN has them at twenty-two bodies based on signal traffic density and two distinct command frequencies, which suggests a split structure — a main element and a flanking group.”

Reyes studied the screen. “Standard envelopment.”

“That’s what WREN assessed.”

“It assessed an envelopment.”

“It flagged a high probability of a two-element approach based on the bearing differential between the two command frequencies.” Cass took the tablet back. “Whether you call that an assessment or a pattern recognition output is—”

“I call it an assessment,” Reyes said. “What’s the flanking route?”

“North of the road. Through the trees.” Cass pulled up the topographic overlay. “There’s a dry creek bed about three hundred meters north of us that runs roughly parallel to the road. Good covered approach.”

“Which is exactly where we are.”

“We’re south of the creek bed. But not by much.”

Reyes looked north through the trees. The birches stood close in that direction and the light came through at low angles and beyond about sixty meters the visibility dropped off and there was only the forest and whatever was moving through it.

“How long before WREN picks up thermal on the flanking element if they’re in the creek bed?”

Cass tasked the query. “At current range, with the tree cover, call it five to seven minutes before reliable detection.”

“And we’ll have maybe ninety seconds of reaction time after that.”

“If we’re moving when they make contact, yes.”

“We’re not moving,” Reyes said. He said it without frustration, just stating the constraint. “Kovalenko can walk, barely. Boyko won’t leave him. I won’t leave Boyko.”

Cass looked at the tree line to the north. He looked at his tablet. He looked at WREN, standing in its position at the edge of the tree line, reading the road with its full sensor attention.

“Then we’re going to make contact,” Cass said.

“Yes,” Reyes said. “We are.”




It was Cass who thought to ask about the thermal signature problem, and it was WREN that solved it, and the solution was one of those things that Cass would not have arrived at on his own because it required thinking about the MK-2 as something other than a liability, which was the frame he had been working in since the Iveco went into the ditch.

He was looking at the surveillance drone’s telemetry — the way WREN’s sensor array was tracking its orbit, the way the data updated in real time with bearing and altitude and estimated sensor orientation — and he was trying to work out how you moved four people and one very conspicuous robot through a forest without the asset overhead tracking every step, and then he stopped working on that problem and started working on a different one.

“WREN,” he said.

“Ready.”

“You’re tracking the surveillance asset.”

“Confirmed. Bearing zero-six-two, altitude two-eight-five meters, orbital period forty-one seconds, sensor head currently oriented at bearing one-one-five.”

“Can you model the sightline gaps? Times and positions where the sensor head is oriented away from our location?”

A pause of under two seconds. “Yes. Current data is sufficient for an eighty-three percent confidence sightline model with a four-second buffer margin.”

Reyes had been listening. He said: “It can tell us when the drone is looking away.”

“It can give us the windows,” Cass said. “Approximate. Not guaranteed.”

“How long are the windows?”

“Depends on where we are relative to the orbit. Best case, twelve to fourteen seconds of non-coverage per forty-one-second cycle.”

“That’s not a lot of time.”

“No,” Cass said. “But it’s structured. We know when they come.” He looked at WREN. “And there’s the other thing.”

“What other thing.”

Cass pulled up the thermal analysis overlay on the tablet. “WREN’s external thermal signature at rest is distinct — not human, not vehicle, but identifiable if you know what you’re looking for. The suppression mode helps at range. But active movement is different.” He scrolled to the signature comparison data. “A human moving through a cold environment generates a specific heat pattern — friction at the joints, elevated core output, respiratory plume. WREN’s movement signature is different. Cooler at the joints, no respiratory plume, a different distribution across the chassis.”

Reyes waited.

“But from altitude,” Cass said, “at the sensor resolution a commercial-derivative drone is carrying, the distinction between a moving human thermal signature and WREN’s movement signature is—” he found the word— “marginal. Especially in broken terrain with variable background temperature.”

“WREN looks like a person from up there.”

“WREN looks like a person from up there,” Cass said, “in conditions that are not ideal for discrimination. Which these are not.”

Reyes was quiet for a moment, working it through. “So the drone is counting bodies.”

“The drone is counting heat signatures. And if WREN reads as a body—”

“Then the ground force thinks there are five of us,” Reyes said. “Not four and a robot.”

“It doesn’t change their orders,” Cass said. “But it changes their model of what they’re walking into.”

Reyes looked at WREN with an expression that was not quite respect and not quite unease and occupied the space between them. “Hell of a camouflage,” he said.

“It’s also our biggest liability,” Cass said. “They want it. Everything they’re doing, they’re doing because it’s here.”

“I know that.”

“I’m not sure we can protect everyone and protect the unit at the same time.”

Reyes looked at him. “What are you saying.”

“I’m saying I know what the unit’s primary function is and I know what my job is. I’m saying there’s a scenario where those two things pull in different directions.”

“The unit’s primary function is to protect you,” Reyes said. “That’s the architecture. That’s what you said.”

“At all costs,” Cass said. “That’s the language in the spec. Protect the operator at all costs.” He paused. “Boyko and Kovalenko are not in the spec.”

Reyes was quiet. Outside, past the tree line, the road was still and the smoke from the Kozak’s hood was thinner now, tailing off. The surveillance drone turned in its patient circle above them and WREN tracked every second of that circle with the focused attention of a system that did not have a position on any of this but understood all of it.

“Authorize for environmental response,” Reyes said. “Level Two. Do it now, before they make contact, while you’ve still got the space to think about it.”

Cass looked at his tablet. The authorization menu was two taps.

“If I authorize Level Two,” he said, “WREN acts on assessed threats within its engagement parameters. I don’t approve each action. I set the parameters and it works inside them.”

“I know what Level Two is.”

“I want to say it out loud,” Cass said. “I want to say it out loud so I know I said it out loud.”

Reyes waited.

“It will engage to protect me,” Cass said. “Specifically me. If I authorize protective extension to additional personnel I can add that, but the base Level Two is the operator. Me.”

“Then extend it,” Reyes said. “To all of us.”

“That changes the threat calculus. More protected personnel means a wider engagement envelope. WREN will take more initiative.”

“Good,” Reyes said.

“You say good right now because we’re talking about it here. It feels different when it’s happening.”

“I’ve been in firefights,” Reyes said. “I know what it feels like when it’s happening.”

“Not with this,” Cass said. “Not with something that doesn’t distinguish between a hard target and a soft one the way a person does. Not with something that will complete the action once it starts, because stopping mid-action is operationally worse than completing it, and the system knows that.”

Reyes looked at him for a long moment. “Are you saying it’s dangerous.”

“I’m saying it’s effective,” Cass said. “And effective and dangerous are the same word in this context.”




Boyko appeared at Cass’s shoulder without announcement, as soldiers sometimes did, having moved through the trees with a quietness that Cass had not heard and did not expect. He looked at the tablet in Cass’s hand. He looked at WREN. He looked at Cass.

He said something in Ukrainian. Three words.

Cass’s translation software was still down. He looked at Reyes.

Reyes spoke enough Ukrainian for field work. He listened, and then he said: “He’s asking if the machine fights.”

Cass looked at Boyko. The sergeant had the face of a man who had been asking that specific question about various machines for his entire adult life and had developed a good calibration for the answers.

“Tell him it can,” Cass said.

Reyes translated. Boyko listened and said something back, shorter.

“He says can and will are different things,” Reyes said. “He wants to know which one.”

Cass looked at his tablet. The authorization menu sat behind two taps. The comms intercept had the ground element at eight minutes, possibly less, the signal traffic density increasing, which meant they were consolidating, tightening up for final approach.

He looked at WREN. The MK-2 stood at the edge of the tree line with the road in its sightline and the surveillance drone’s orbit in its sensor model and the approaching element’s comms traffic in its intercept buffer and the environmental model updating in real time and not one variable in any of it producing anything that looked like hesitation.

“Tell him will,” Cass said.

He tapped the screen twice.




The authorization confirmed with a single tone from the tablet’s speaker, low and clean, and WREN’s status indicator on the screen shifted from standby amber to operational green, and the MK-2 turned its head — its sensor array — toward Cass for exactly one second, the way a person turns toward the sound of their name, and then turned back to the road.

Reyes said: “Parameters.”

“I extended to all five of us,” Cass said. “Engagement envelope is threat-response only — WREN acts on confirmed hostile action or imminent threat to any designated personnel. It doesn’t go looking.”

“Non-lethal preference?”

“Set. With override authority if non-lethal is tactically insufficient.” Cass paused. “It makes that determination itself. Inside the parameters. I set the parameters; it works the problem.”

Reyes nodded. He looked at the tree line to the north, through the birches, into the falling light between the trunks. “They’re going to come through there,” he said. “The flanking element. Through the creek bed and up through the trees.”

“WREN will hear them before we do,” Cass said.

“How far out?”

“At this temperature, with the leaf litter down and the ground frozen—” Cass pulled the acoustic sensitivity spec from the diagnostic data—“call it ninety meters for reliable human-footfall detection. Sixty for confident identification.”

“So we’ll know,” Reyes said. “Before they get here.”

“We’ll know,” Cass said.

Boyko had gone back to Kovalenko and was talking to him in a low voice, the private’s back against the birch trunk, his arm across his chest, his face the face of someone who was deciding how much pain he was willing to deal with and arriving at the answer of as much as necessary. Reyes watched them for a moment, then turned back to the north.

The forest was quiet. Wind in the upper branches. A branch somewhere snapping under its own weight, or under frost, or under something else.

Cass sat with his back against the birch trunk and his tablet on his knee and the authorization now live and green on the screen, and he thought about what he had said to Reyes: effective and dangerous are the same word in this context. He had said it as a caution. He understood, sitting here with the tree bark against his shoulder blades and the ground cold through his field trousers and the clock running on eight minutes, that it was also a fact he was going to have to get comfortable with.

WREN’s acoustic sensor flagged an alert.

The notification came as a pulse on the tablet screen — yellow, not red, preliminary contact, acoustic signature consistent with human movement at a range of one hundred and ten meters, bearing three-four-zero.

North. Through the creek bed.

Cass looked at the notification. He looked up at Reyes.

“They’re early,” Reyes said.

“They’re early,” Cass said.

WREN did not turn around. It did not need to turn around. Its rear acoustic array had already logged the contact, added it to the environmental model, cross-referenced it against the comms intercept traffic, and updated its threat assessment. It stood at the tree line with the road in front of it and the threat behind it and the full three-hundred-and-sixty-degree picture assembled and current.

It waited for the problem to arrive.
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“Contact bearing three-four-zero,” WREN said. “Range eighty-one meters. Acoustic signature consistent with four to six personnel moving in a dispersed file. Rate of movement reduced. They have stopped.”

Cass pressed his back flat against the birch trunk. Reyes was already up, three meters to his right, the Sig in a two-hand grip with the muzzle angled at the forest floor — not raised, not holstered, held at the precise midpoint between a man who is ready and a man who has decided.

The forest to the north held its silence.

“Why did they stop?” Reyes asked, without turning his head.

“Probable cause: they heard us,” WREN said. “You were speaking at conversational volume eleven seconds ago.”

Reyes absorbed this without expression. He cut his eyes to Cass. Cass held up two fingers, pointed at the ground, pointed at his own feet. Stay here. Reyes gave him a flat look that said he knew what stay here meant and had not required the pantomime, but he stayed.

The private Kovalenko had gone rigid against his birch trunk, his broken arm across his chest, his face pointed at the middle distance with the fixed concentration of someone who has decided that if he does not move, the world will make the same decision. Boyko crouched beside him and rested one hand on the private’s good shoulder — not reassurance, just contact, the kind of physical language soldiers use when words are no longer on the table.

Forty seconds passed.

Then the footsteps resumed, slower now, spread further apart — a flanking element that had heard something, assessed it as animal or debris, and continued its route. The acoustic profile told Cass they were moving in a loose wedge, point man five meters ahead of the body, the kind of formation you used when you expected contact and wanted the first man to absorb the information before the rest of you had to.

He did not get this from the sound. He got it from the data WREN was streaming to his tablet, the acoustic array resolving footfall patterns into individual pressure signatures, spacing, rhythm, the whole shape of the thing mapped from noise alone. He read it the way he read a schematic: left to right, top to bottom, each element in its place.

The flanking element passed forty meters to their north and kept going east, toward the road.

Cass let out the breath he had been keeping.


“They’re not stopping at the vehicles,” Reyes said. He had moved to where Cass crouched and was reading over his shoulder. “They’re moving through.”

The main element’s comms traffic had spiked in the last two minutes — shorter bursts, faster cycling, the pattern of a force that was tightening its net rather than searching blind. WREN’s intercept had the decode rate up to forty-one percent on the current key cycle. Fragments. A grid reference. A time stamp. A phrase that translated, imperfectly, as push east toward the creek.

“They think we ran,” Cass said.

“We did run.”

“They think we ran further.” He pulled up the map overlay and traced the route with his finger. “The creek bed continues east another two kilometers before it joins a drainage canal. If they’re pushing east, they’re chasing a ghost.”

“For how long?”

“Until the surveillance drone updates them.” Cass checked the orbital telemetry. The asset was on the far side of its loop, sensor head pointed south, away from the tree line. “We have maybe six minutes before it comes back around and they get a current position fix.”

Reyes studied the map. “Six minutes is not extraction.”

“No,” Cass said. “But it’s movement.”


They went south, deeper into the trees, away from the road and away from the creek bed and away from both elements of the platoon, which was the direction Reyes called good news and which Cass would have called good news if he had not been aware that south, on this particular map, meant three kilometers of exposed agricultural land before the next piece of terrain worth hiding in.

WREN moved at Cass’s left shoulder. The Level Two authorization was live and the engagement parameters were set and WREN was running its full sensor load — acoustic, thermal, optical, comms intercept — simultaneously, the way a person might chew gum and solve a problem, except that for WREN there was no analogy for the gum because nothing WREN did cost it anything.

This struck Cass, for the first time, as unfair in a way that had nothing to do with machinery.

Boyko had taken Kovalenko’s good arm over his shoulder and they moved at the speed of the slowest man, which was a speed Cass was not going to pretend was adequate. The private put his feet down with the grim deliberateness of someone walking through pain by deciding it belonged to someone else. Every third step he made a sound that was not quite a word.

Reyes dropped back to walk beside them and took some of Kovalenko’s weight without asking.

Cass watched this from his position at the front of the small column and understood with some clarity that Reyes was a better human being than he was. He filed this understanding and kept walking.


They found the farmstead twenty minutes into the southern movement — a long, low building of rendered concrete block, the render cracked and gray, with a collapsed roof over the eastern third and the western two-thirds intact enough to be called shelter by someone with reduced standards. The farmyard was a rectangle of frozen mud with the remains of a fence on three sides. A hand-dug well with a concrete collar. A metal equipment shed missing its doors.

No vehicle. No recent tracks in the frozen mud. No light, no heat signature on WREN’s thermal feed, nothing warm anywhere on the property except a cluster of small signatures in one corner of the equipment shed that WREN identified, after a two-second analysis, as feral cats.

Reyes put Kovalenko down against the concrete block wall inside the intact section of the building. The private closed his eyes and leaned his head back and the grim deliberateness left his face all at once, replaced by the loose, gray expression of a man who has spent everything he had for the last twenty minutes and has now stopped spending.

“He needs a hospital,” Reyes said.

“Everyone needs things,” Boyko said. His English, it turned out, was functional. He had not offered this earlier, which Cass found either tactically smart or personally annoying and settled on both.

Reyes gave Boyko the field radio. “Keep cycling. Any Ukrainian military frequency. Any civilian frequency. Anything that answers.”

Boyko took the radio without comment and moved to the doorframe and began working the dial.

Reyes came to where Cass stood in the center of the room, tablet in hand, running the comms intercept. The floor was bare concrete with a quarter inch of grit over it and the ceiling was timber and insulation board and through the gap where the eastern section had collapsed came a column of gray afternoon light. The smell was cold concrete and old animal and something underneath both of those that Cass associated with buildings that had been used and then stopped being used.

“Talk to me about the platoon,” Reyes said.

Cass pulled up the intercept summary. “Main element is still pushing east along the creek bed. Flanking element — the one that passed north of us — has reversed. They’re back at the road now, at the vehicles.” He zoomed the display. “Signal traffic from the flanking element spiked three minutes ago. Excited. Something at the vehicles.”

“Olek,” Reyes said.

The word sat in the room.

“WREN,” Cass said. “Can you resolve the flanking element’s comms traffic around the vehicle site? Decode priority on that frequency.”

“Reorienting intercept array.” A pause of four seconds. “Decode rate on flanking element frequency: fifty-three percent. Readable fragments.” Another pause. “They found one survivor. Male. Incapacitated. They are— the translation is approximate — they are asking for transport instructions.”

“He’s alive,” Reyes said.

“He’s alive and in their custody,” Cass said. “Which is not the same as being okay, but it’s a start.”

Reyes ran his thumb along his jawline — a gesture Cass had not seen him make before, which meant it was involuntary, which meant Reyes was recalibrating something. “They’ll get Olek to their rear. They’re not going to hurt a concussed man in a ditch.” He said this with conviction, the kind of conviction that was a decision rather than a certainty.

Cass let him have it.


The intercept traffic shifted at fourteen-forty-two.

Cass had been sitting with his back against the concrete block wall, the tablet across his knees, running the decode against the main element’s frequency, when the pattern changed. Not the content — WREN’s decode rate was still partial, still fragmentary. The pattern. The rhythm of the transmissions. Shorter intervals. Command-level traffic cycling to a separate frequency that WREN flagged as a dedicated officer channel.

He sat up.

“WREN. Officer channel. Decode priority, full array.”

“Redirecting.” The antenna housing rotated two degrees. “Decode rate: thirty-one percent. Low confidence on personal identifiers. Higher confidence on operational content.”

Cass read the fragments as they assembled. He read them twice. The second time he understood what he was reading well enough to be specific about the fact that he did not like it.

“Reyes,” he said.

Reyes was at the doorframe beside Boyko. He came over.

Cass held the tablet out. The fragments on the screen:

…CONFIRM VISUAL ON PLATFORM… REDIRECT MAIN ELEMENT… AERIAL ASSET REACQUIRED TARGET GRID… PRIORITY CAPTURE INTACT… AUTHORIZATION LEVEL ROMEO…

“They reacquired us,” Reyes said.

“The surveillance drone got a fix. Probably when we crossed the farmyard.” Cass brought up the drone telemetry. The orbital pattern had changed — tighter, lower, the asset now running a search spiral rather than a holding circle. “They know we’re in this building.”

“How long before the main element gets here?”

WREN answered before Cass could query it. “Main element current bearing toward this position: approximately two-two-zero. Range based on last acoustic fix and estimated movement rate: one-point-four kilometers. Estimated time of arrival at current tempo: sixteen minutes.”

“Sixteen minutes,” Reyes said.

“Sixteen minutes,” Cass said.

Reyes turned and walked to the eastern gap in the roof and looked up through it at the sky, and the sky gave him a rectangle of uniform gray cloud and the sound of wind moving through the collapsed timbers and nothing useful. He stood there for a moment with his hands at his sides and then he turned back.

“Authorization Romeo,” he said. “You know what that is?”

“High-value capture authorization,” Cass said. “It means someone above platoon level has decided WREN is worth taking risk for. They’ve elevated the mission classification.”

“Which means more assets.”

“Which probably means more assets. Yes.”

Reyes looked at WREN, standing near the doorframe, its sensor array working the farmyard and the approach routes and the sky above with equal and uninterrupted attention. “Can it hear the drone?” he asked.

“It’s been tracking it since the tree line.”

“Can it do anything about it?”

Cass thought about how to answer that. “Yes,” he said.

“But.”

“But shooting down a surveillance drone announces our position with clarity and confirms that the unit is operational and armed, which accelerates their timeline and their authorization level.” He paused. “Right now they know where we are. If we drop the drone, they know where we are and they know WREN is active. That changes what they send.”

Reyes looked at him. “What do they send?”

“I don’t know,” Cass said. “Something with more than twenty-two people in it.”


The officer-channel intercept updated at fourteen-fifty-one. WREN flagged it immediately — a red pulse on the tablet, not the yellow of preliminary contact but the solid red
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