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Beast and Wings

“Commander, I have visual contact with Beast.”

“Roger, Wings. Is everything all right with you?”

“Yes, everything is fine, visibility is limited, I’m using the beacons to guide you. There’s less than a kilometer to the drop zone. How are things with you, Pavlo?”

“All fine, there are bomb craters everywhere, so progress is slow.”

“I see, commander. I’ll fly ahead to take a recce.”

“Roger, but take care while you’re out there.”

“Caution is my middle name. Over and out.”

While Wings was on radio silence, Pavlo had to concentrate hard on his surroundings, keeping a constant watch in all directions. Beast moved carefully, avoiding any bomb craters that might contain unexploded ordnance. A couple of times, when shooting started up nearby, they had to take cover in a crater and wait it out.

The consignment he and Beast were delivering contained vital medicine and blood and they couldn’t take any risks with it. The bot had had to take the unusual form of a four-legged transport bot in order to carry Pavlo and the bulky load on its back.

They had spent several hours on the road, making their way through the gray zone to deliver critical medical supplies to the front lines. The drop zone was very close, but the ground here was completely pitted with craters, and this only added to their slow progress.

“Commander,” Wings’ alarmed voice crackled in his earpiece, “I’m above the position. I’ve spotted an enemy drone. It might be a scout, or maybe even a bomber. Permission to intercept.”

Pavlo thought hard. He didn’t want to put Wings in any unnecessary danger, but if it really was a bomber, it would be better to take it out while it was still approaching.

“Roger, permission granted, Wings. But beware of radio jammers and air defense.”

“Roger.”

He and Beast had managed to make it a few more meters when an explosion could be heard somewhere ahead, along with Wings’ smug and cheerful voice over the intercom reporting:

“That’s one less bird for the orcs to play with, commander. I fired a net into its propellers and it fell from the sky and blew up on impact with the ground.”

“Excellent, well done!” Pavlo pumped his fist and gave Beast a congratulatory pat on his cold metal body. “Keep going, Big Guy, we’re getting close now.”

Ten minutes later, they had reached the Ukrainian forward positions. There was no shelling, evidently Wings had temporarily blinded the enemy’s artillery reconnaissance. They delivered their load and received their due share of hugs, pats on the back and a mug of hot tea for Pavlo.

It was hard fitting the Beast and Wings into the trench, but the soldiers were always happy to see these incredible transforming robots.

Beast was more than seven foot tall and only slightly less wide. An anthropomorphic tiger made of steel, titanium and goodness knows what else, he looked like a mountain of metal sinews, fangs and claws. And he really loved chatting with the soldiers, exchanging news with them and laughing loudly at their stories.

Wings was completely different. Shaped like a super-pumped futuristic motorbike, he could spread his wings in an instant and take off into the sky. This was his true element, and he could hover almost unnoticed in stealth mode or turn on his jet boosters and shift into a furious bolt of lightning.

“I don’t know how to thank you, Pavlo. You’ve done us a massive favor,” the battalion commander hugged him tightly. “Your friends never cease to amaze me and, to be honest, I’m a little envious of them. If I had just one battalion of fighters like them, we would bring the Kremlin to its knees and be in Moscow in a week.”

“I know,” Pavlo nodded sadly, knowing that his mechs were a one of a kind.

“Listen, there’s one more thing,” the battalion commander hesitated, “We have a seriously wounded man, and we can’t get him back to safety. He needs to go to the city hospital as soon as possible. Would you be able to take him back?”

Pavlo exchanged glances with his metal friends.

“I don’t know. It took Beast and me several hours to reach you with the cargo. And it was a tough trip, I don’t think the wounded man would make it.”

“I can take him,” Wings interrupted him decisively. “If you can make me a safe and reliable stretcher, I could have him back in Kharkiv in about ten to fifteen minutes.”

“But the payload would be too heavy for you!” Pavlo objected, and the soldiers nearby had to hold him back as he jumped to his feet, “You’ll never be able to carry such a heavy weight for so long.”

“I can handle it,” Wings insisted stubbornly.

“You might not have enough fuel to get back to Kharkiv.”

“You’re right,” the robot agreed. “There may not be enough. The ideal option would be for someone to meet us halfway, in case I don’t make it. And a refueling stop wouldn’t do me any harm anyway.”

“I think I can help with that,” the battalion commander nodded. “I’ll make a couple of calls, and in the meantime, you can explain to the guys what kind of stretcher you need and how to best to secure it. Be ready to fly out in ten minutes, I’ll tell the medics to prepare the wounded man.”

* * *

“Is everyone combat ready?” Pavlo commanded, chewing on the sandwich that his mother had packed for him to take to school.

Beast and Wings took their positions, bristling with weaponry and ready for the fight. The enemy was positioned on the opposite side of the bomb crater that now divided the soccer pitch into two uneven debris-strewn sections.

The glide bomb had fallen last spring and now the ground had become thickly overgrown with long grass and some meadow flowers, turning the former sport’s pitch into the site of a post-apocalyptic battleground with the forces of evil.

Pavlo was sheltered behind a large board and a piece of asphalt, and both machines sat next to him on his backpack. Beast with one knee on the ground ready to make a sprint start, and Wings ready to take off at Pavlo’s command.

Twenty centimeters tall, the mechanical warrior figures were well covered from enemy fire by the thick pine board partition. Fueled and loaded, they were ready to repel any attack and go on the offensive.anic

“I’ll just finish this sandwich while there’s still time, guys” Pavlo informed them, his mouth full. But at that moment, he was interrupted by the beeping of his phone.

The sirens had gone off a little while earlier, followed by several explosions. He was already used to it. There were few people left in Kharkiv who were surprised by this regular incoming fire. Even children had come to learn to react to it as an everyday phenomenon. But there had been a missile strike, which meant someone somewhere might need his help.

He quickly scrolled through his messenger feed to see what was being written about the latest explosions. A nine-storey block of flats had been hit in Slobids’ke. The scum bags! There were casualties, collapsed buildings and fire.

“Okay, guys, we’ll finish our game later, it’s time to get to work,” Pavlo ordered, “Wings, you’ll carry me and Beast.”

“Aye, aye, commander,” Wings replied, transforming to his full size.

The boy picked up Beast and threw him into his backpack along with the half-eaten sandwich. He climbed onto Wings and placing his arms into his harness straps, fastened the intricate system of buckles.

“When we get there, you can help the firefighters, and Beast will help the rescuers clear out the rubble,” he continued giving his instructions as Wings gained altitude and turned towards Slobids’ke.

A column of thick black smoke floated above a residential area of the city signposting the way. Pavlo did not need to urge his friend on, they were both well aware that right now in the building that had just been hit, someone might be desperately clinging onto the last remnants of life. Injured and crushed by falling slabs of concrete, calling for help or lying unconscious from the pain and shock. And only he and Beast could help the rescuers quickly reach the survivors and pull them out in time.

* * *

“Are you tired?” Beast asked him, sitting on the table and gripping the salt shaker with his hand to keep his balance.

“Yes, a little,” Pavlo nodded sleepily, stirring his borscht with a spoon. “It’s exhausting. Sometimes, I don’t think I’m cut out to be a superhero.”

“Hey, cut that out? Of course, you are!” Wings rebuked him indignantly from the windowsill to the right of the boy.

Mom had just heated up some borscht for Pavlo. Cutting a fresh piece of bread, she slathered it with butter, patted him on the head, kissed him on the cheek, and left him to finish his supper in the kitchen.

“But I am only nine...”

“I know. I know,” the Beast nodded sympathetically and squeezed Pavlo’s finger with his clawed paw. “But you’ll make it. Wings and I believe in you.”

“Definitely,” the second mech supported his comrade.

“Mom says you don’t exist,” the boy nodded sadly. “That I made you up. And you are just my imaginary friends.”

“Hey, we’re in this together with you, fella,” Beast growled in response.

Pavlo extended his other hand and gently stroked the bot’s spiked metal armor and smiling fanged muzzle protruding from under his massive helmet.

“You know,” Wings began cautiously, “Perhaps now is the time...”

“Don’t...” Beast growled at his comrade, but Wings continued anyway.

“I think you’re ready now to admit that your mom is right, and you really did make us up last year when your dad... didn’t come back.”

There was silence, broken only by the tinkling of the spoon as it dropped helplessly onto the edge of Pavlo’s soup plate. Pavlo looked from one mech to the other and realized that he was pinned up against a rock and a hard place. He desperately didn’t want to admit it to
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