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Chapter 1. The Martian Boy

[image: ]


In 2022, astronomer Martin Hervey uncovered the secrets of the "wormhole," opening a high-speed passageway for interstellar travel. A year later, humanity entered the Great Voyage Era, which lasted twenty-eight years. Under the Earth Federation, countless expeditions funded by powerful conglomerates left for unknown galaxies to seek new homes.

But the Great Voyage drained Earth's last resources without bringing back the promised wealth. The major conglomerates that controlled most of Earth's power and material soon began building their own regimes. The short era of human unity crumbled.

September 17, 2078. Mars capital, Vald.

"Back in 1930, Albert Einstein proposed the wormhole theory. Ninety-two years later, Martin Hervey revealed its truth and found the way to enter it."

On the stage of Vald's Third Military Academy, an professor folded a long sheet of paper and pierced it with a pin.

"Einstein thought wormholes were time tunnels. Hervey proved him wrong. Wormholes are doors into four-dimensional space. They cannot send you into the past." He looked at rows of drowsy cadets, but his eyes brightened when he spotted a student furiously taking notes in the front row.

He displayed two diagrams: a black hole and a white hole.

"Black holes are entrances. White holes are exits. Together, they form a cosmic transport network."

He explained how black holes absorb matter and energy, and how Hervey had solved this in 2022 by calculating that releasing negative energy could neutralize a black hole's pull.

The professor's passion filled the hall. Yet most cadets remained bored. In the first row, a boy hid the "Heavy Infantry Armor Combat Cuts" he had just downloaded. He nudged the girl beside him.

"Cecilia, how much longer?"

"Thirteen seconds."

The bell rang. The hall erupted as cadets flooded out.

"Robin, aren't you worried about your graduation score?" Cecilia asked, holding his arm.

"Don't worry about me," Robin smiled, ruffling her green hair and pulling off her oversized glasses. "The army won't let you keep these. Everyone will cheer for your beauty instead."

Her cheeks reddened. She kissed his chin and teased him about the evening. Robin, flustered, made excuses. She ran off laughing, leaving him muttering in regret.

Outside, the red sky loomed over Vald. The city's great dome shielded its people from lethal radiation, deadly gases, and the brutal Martian cold. Robin hated the feeling of being trapped inside a giant box.

He sighed, "I want to see the outside world."

Later, riding the maglev to the academy's repair bay, Robin checked his account: 457.8 contribution points. Every ride, every meal came from his father, still toiling on a harsh mining planet. Robin refused to live off that sacrifice. For two years he had worked secretly in the academy's mechanical workshop under Jack, a grizzled engineer with a cigar and a sharp tongue.

Jack tossed him a fifty-kilogram mechanical arm. Robin cursed, catching it barely. Their banter showed their bond. Though Robin was only certified as a junior technician, Jack had trained him far beyond that level.

As they worked, Jack asked, "Where do you think you'll be assigned?"

Robin replied, "I hope to join the army as infantry. I want to be a soldier."

Jack was stunned. "Infantry has the highest death rate! With your skills, you could be a combat engineer."

Robin refused. He longed for glory, not safety. He dreamed of proving to his father that his sacrifices had not been wasted.

The next day, graduation results appeared on giant screens. Cecilia, overjoyed, was assigned to the Air Force. Robin's card flashed "Infantry." Cecilia wept, fearing separation, but Robin comforted her, promising they would meet again.

At the enlistment line, most cadets looked dejected, but Robin's eyes shone. He noticed another youth with green spiked hair and a cold demeanor.

"Hi, I'm Robin. Glad to have you as a comrade."

The boy hesitated, then answered, "Zorro."

They shook hands.

Above them, a one-eyed officer watched from a control room. "These two are mine. Assign them to my training camp."

Without their knowledge, Robin and Zorro's fates had already shifted toward the Tiger Battalion.
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Chapter 2. Recruit Arrival (Part One)
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Two years later...

October 5, 2080. The 17th Army Base, Charon, Republic of Nine Stars.

At dawn, a transport plane full of recruits landed on the base airstrip. This was the second reinforcement since war broke out with the Raymond Federation in July. Charon, rich in resources, had become one of the main battlefields.

Charon is one of the Pluto system's bodies, orbiting with Pluto, Shen'gu, and Kina. Once thought to be Pluto's moon, Charon was later reclassified as part of a binary system with Pluto, around which Kina and Shen'gu also orbit. The discovery made this rare four-body mini-system distinct in the galaxy. With that, Pluto was stripped from the Solar System's "nine planets," leaving only eight.

The Nine-Star Republic refused this reclassification. To them, Pluto and its system remained sacred, inseparable territory. The Raymond Federation, born from the abandoned conglomerates of the Great Voyage Era and ruling Alpha Centauri and Barnard's Star systems, demanded shared access to Pluto's methane-ice reserves. These vast deposits could be refined into solid hydrogen—the lifeblood of interstellar travel. To control the Pluto system was to hold a galactic energy base. War became inevitable.

Now came the second wave of reinforcements—seven hundred troops. More than half were new graduates from training camps, assigned to plug the enormous casualties suffered on the front line. Among them was Robin, fresh from Tiger Battalion training. After a week-long voyage, he arrived at Charon's main base, then was shuffled into a transport and flown to the 17th Army Base.

As the hatch opened, gray-uniformed rookies stumbled out, barked at by veterans. Before they could even salute, a medical team rushed past them, hauling bloodied bodies off stretchers. The transport had been hit by enemy surface-to-air fire on approach. Some of the new recruits had already died without ever seeing the enemy. It was their first lesson in war: this was no training ground.

The officers paid little attention to shaken recruits. Their focus was the supplies. Munitions took more room than men, and one stray missile had destroyed both lives and cargo. But this kind of sloppy handling was routine at the front. Regulation existed in textbooks, not in war.

Only after the crates were tallied did anyone remember the freezing recruits. The base's dome held back radiation but not the cold: minus thirty degrees Celsius was "warm" here. Clad only in training fatigues, the rookies stood shivering, lips purple, silently cursing the officers and smirking veterans.

"I hate rookies!"

A lieutenant with twin-sword insignia sneered and turned away. He passed the group to Sergeant Aubrey. "They're yours. Pick one first."

The veterans circled like butchers at a livestock pen. Aubrey yanked Robin from the line.

"You blind?" barked a huge Black sergeant named Buck, muscles gleaming under his vest. "That one's just a pretty boy."

"My squad isn't a freight crew. I don't want a lump of meat," Aubrey shot back, dragging Robin forward.

Buck grinned, white teeth flashing. "Then he's a dead man. I'll take this one." He pointed at a burly white recruit.

The circle of veterans whooped. A game was about to begin.

Robin understood: a "welcome ritual." Aubrey tossed away Robin's combat knife. "Win, and you'll get it back. Prove your worth, or see hell."

Across the ring, the white giant's eyes burned. Buck had terrified him into rage. His size and stance showed training in military sambo, and he carried near second-tier strength. A dangerous opponent for any rookie.

But Robin was unfazed. As the lunged, claws aimed at his shoulders, Robin's right leg lashed out like a whip. The low kick smashed into the knee joint with a crack that made veterans flinch. Before the giant could recover, Robin pivoted and drove his knee into the man's chest. The two-hundred-eighty-pound brute collapsed, coughing blood.

The ring fell silent. Aubrey froze mid-match strike, his cigarette burning down to his lips before he cursed, dropping it.

"Can I leave the circle now?" Robin asked, shivering.

Aubrey glanced at the ruined opponent. The man's leg was broken, ribs shattered, a lung punctured. Without treatment he would not last an hour.

"You're ruthless," Aubrey finally laughed, tossing the knife back. "Follow me. Time to see the spoils of war."

Robin pulled on his coat and followed. Behind them, Buck punched a steel plate in frustration and sent the wounded recruit to the infirmary. Around the ring, the "welcome" ritual continued.
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Chapter 2. Recruit Arrival (Part Two)
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Robin followed Aubrey into the logistics warehouse. It was warmer here, with engineers moving crates under the orders of a heavyset quartermaster.

Aubrey lit a cigarette, helped himself to supplies, and tossed Robin a ration box. Robin pried it open with his knife, scooping up jelly-like protein paste. Artificial animal protein mixed with vitamins—tasteless but enough for a day's nutrition. Robin was long used to it.

"This one's good," the fat quartermaster, Buzz, remarked, handing Aubrey a ifest.

Aubrey's face darkened. "Hey, this should've gone to Buck."

"No," Buzz pointed at another sheet. "That one's Buck's."

Aubrey checked both, scowled, then pocketed his. "Damn pilots. Always screwing things up."

"Want thirty percent of the damaged cargo too?" Buzz asked.

"Stuff it," Aubrey snorted, then turned to Robin. "Where's your deployment order?"

Robin handed it over. Aubrey scanned it and frowned. "Eighteen years old. One-eighty-three height. Seventy-nine kilos. Training Camp 19. Evaluation—? Did you piss off your instructor?"

"She hated everyone," Robin replied flatly, wiping his knife clean.

Aubrey chuckled, remembering his own rookie days. But as he read further, his eyes widened. "Tier 1 strength, Tier 1 speed, Tier 2 agility, Tier 2 reflexes... shooting, melee +, weapons handling... what? A certified intermediate mechanic?"

That last line shocked him more than the stats. Robin's file showed higher skill than most rookies, yet his melee score was rated only "+." Aubrey recognized the mark of a vindictive instructor who'd deliberately downgraded him.

He grinned. "Found myself a treasure."

"Why not ask about our welcome ritual?" Aubrey teased.

"It decides how supplies are split, doesn't it?" Robin guessed.

"Smart kid." Aubrey clapped his shoulder. "Pick your gear. It's your reward."

Robin asked about shortages, and Aubrey admitted supplies were always second-rate here, with frequent ambushes wrecking shipments. Robin thought of the recruits killed on arrival and nodded. The brutal "welcome fight" now made sense—it was a way for squads to claim resources without tearing each other apart.

He selected carefully. For a main weapon, the Republic's standard Type-8 heavy assault rifle: 800-meter range, 300 energy rounds. As sidearm, the 99 model pistol. He stripped off his training fatigues and donned regulation field combat gear: light infantry armor, composite suit, filter mask, and tactical goggles. Protection against radiation, poison gases, and hostile environments—minimum equipment outside the dome.

An hour later, Aubrey called him out. Robin slung his rifle, climbed into a hover jeep, and ned the 25mm autocannon.

"I drive, you watch the road," Aubrey ordered, locking his helmet in place.

"No problem." Robin gave a hand signal.

The jeep's lift engines roared, spraying fire. It shot through the base gates into the dark wilderness, carrying Robin toward his first mission.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter 3. Frontier Outpost (Part One)

[image: ]


Charon's diameter is 1,212 kilometers, with a surface area of 4.58 million square kilometers.

This planet knows only darkness. On the far edge of the Solar System, the sun that blazes over Earth looks here like a dim streetlamp. Above the horizon loom Pluto, Kina, and Shen'gu, layered across the sky in a grand and alien spectacle.

"What a view," Robin murmured, staring up at the massive planets overhead.

"You're the first recruit who ever praised this cursed place," Aubrey laughed from the driver's seat of the speeding vehicle.

He wasn't wrong. Charon's climate was brutal—endless wastelands, killing cold, and a thin atmosphere unable to stop meteors. Craters smoldered across the plains. For soldiers stationed here, nature was as deadly as the enemy. Constant vigilance was the only way to survive.

"Where are we headed, sir?" Robin asked.

"Outpost B-57. Everything within a hundred kilometers is ours."

Robin blinked. "How many of us?"

Aubrey grinned. "Including you, seven."

The number stunned Robin. A squad short of full strength defending such a vast sector? Under standard organization, ten made a squad, three or four squads formed a platoon, and only platoons were meant to hold sectors. But on Charon, convention meant nothing.

"Don't worry. The enemy's stretched thin too. Unless our main forces collapse, there won't be large invasions. At worst, squad skirmishes." Aubrey explained the situation as they crossed the wasteland. A reinforcement regiment had recently landed, and its presence might soon tilt the balance.

Finally, the vehicle rolled into a crater no more than thirty meters deep.

"This is the outpost?" Robin couldn't believe his eyes.

"Don't look down on it, private," Aubrey said, signaling with lights before driving up the rim. "If the Federation bastards come, B-57 will give them a surprise."

"Hey, Aubrey's back!"

The booming voice startled Robin. He spun, rifle leveled, only to see a soldier wave from behind a rock less than twenty meters away.

"How...? My visor gave no life-sign warning..." Robin muttered.

"Easy, rookie," the said, tapping Robin's helmet.

"He's Arman, my assault trooper," Aubrey explained. "Don't panic. He was disarming mines."

"Mines?"

"Whole rim's mined. Why do you think I flashed the lights?"

Realization sank in. This was war. Not the sheltered peace of Mars, but Charon, where death lurked in every breath.

The bike crested the ridge and dropped into the hollow, parking by a gray field tent—the squad's base. Scaffolds linked to the rim served as defenses, with retractable steel plates ready to block artillery fire.

"Hey Aubrey, what junk did you drag back?"

A red-bearded soldier named Bart sneered while unloading supplies.

"Don't worry. Our rookie didn't embarrass us," Aubrey replied.

"He won? And still brought garbage?" Bart spat, but his look at Robin softened.

Aubrey clapped his shoulder. "He's a certified intermediate mechanic. Maybe he can fix some of it. Since Arthur died, we've lacked an engineer."

At the name, Aubrey's eyes dimmed. He stubbed his cigarette and ordered, "Unload, then meet inside."

Together, Robin, Bart, and Arman stowed the crates. Inside the 150-square-meter metal-paneled tent, a radar console and portable shield controller hummed. A wiry tapped at the equipment.

"Sit there," Aubrey told Robin, pointing at the lowest seat at the table.

Two more soldiers entered, dusty and wary until they heard Robin was new. They relaxed, unstrapped gear, and sat down.

Aubrey addressed them all. "This is Robin. A good recruit."

That drew curious looks. Aubrey rarely praised anyone.

"You'll see soon enough," Aubrey smirked. He began introductions. "You've met Arman, my assault trooper—German blood, nickname Madman. That's Bart, and his brother, Big Bart, our heavy gunners."

Big Bart, scar-faced and grim, growled, "Welcome. Don't hold us back, or I'll shoot you myself before the Federation does."

"You won't get the chance," Robin answered coolly.

Aubrey cut in with a chuckle. "Easy. That's Colin on the radar, our scout and tech man—he keeps the shield running. And that's Lee, my sniper. He's your fellow countryman. Maybe you'll be friends."

Lee smiled. "Glad you're here. I won't be the only rookie now."

"Rookie?" Robin asked, surprised.

"Yeah. I joined in the first reinforcement. The rest—Aubrey, Bart, the others—they're original Charon garrison."

Robin's eyes widened. He turned to Aubrey with newfound respect. "The original Charon troops..."
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The Charon garrison was never a famous unit. For years, the Republic of Nine Stars had neither stationed troops there nor encouraged settlement on this frozen rock at the edge of the Solar System.

The Republic, recovering under the Central Computer's rule, spent nearly all its strength developing Mars and Venus. With vast mines on Mercury and countless orbital stations to build, it could not spare attention for Pluto or Kina, much less for Charon—er than Earth's moon.

Only in recent expansions did the Republic absorb this remote system. At first, just a regiment was spread across Pluto's four moons. Charon itself had only a single company.

They were a forgotten force. With no anti-air defenses and barely enough supplies, they faced the Federation's first landings with their bodies, holding until reinforcements arrived. Unknown and unsung, but brave beyond question, their sacrifice commanded Robin's respect.

"Enough introductions," Aubrey cut in, uncomfortable under Robin's gaze. "Patrol schedule stays the same. I'll take Little Bart north to east. Arman, Big Bart, and Lee cover north to west. Colin, keep the radar running."

"What about me?" Robin asked quickly.

"You?" Aubrey smirked. "For the first days, just adapt. You're a decent rookie, but not yet a soldier. Don't play savior, kid. If you're bored, fix something. Anything. We're short of everything."

Robin deflated. Instead of patrol, he was assigned to scavenge and repair junk.

"That's all. Tomorrow we continue," Aubrey yawned and stumbled to his bunk. "Grab a sleeping bag from storage. Sleep there."

Robin obeyed. As he unrolled his bag, Lee nudged him, slipping over a bottle.

"What's this?" Robin shook it. Pills rattled inside.

"Sleeping aids," Lee said gently. "You'll need them."

Robin understood. On alien worlds, time itself was warped—gravity, magnetism, and the absence of day and night wrecked body clocks. Charon's "days" raced four to five times faster than Earth's. Soldiers still lived by twenty-four-hour cycles, but the strain broke most new arrivals.

"Thanks," Robin said, pocketing the bottle.

Lee didn't press him. Medication carried side effects. In this era, new humanity was expected to adapt on its own.

Soon, the tent filled with snores. Only Colin remained at the radar, while Robin lay awake, staring at the silver-gray ceiling. A smile tugged at his lips. My first day... Sleep came at last.

...

By morning, Robin woke to find the others gone. Only Colin remained, hunched over the radar.

"They went on patrol," Colin said, pointing at a plate left on the table. "That's your breakfast."

"Did I oversleep? Why didn't anyone wake me?"

"Aubrey didn't think it necessary," Colin replied, chewing a stimulant candy. "You're the soundest sleeper I've seen. Most rookies—me included—can't rest at all their first nights."

Robin shrugged. Training camp had hardened him against such shifts. To him, their struggle spoke more of poor instructors than of inevitability.

"Maybe you've got a knack," Colin admitted, adjusting his glasses and returning to work.

Robin asked if he ever slept. Colin answered without pausing, "My brainfield is Tier 3 in information processing, Tier 1 in computation. One hour's rest every forty-eight is enough."

"No wonder..." Robin muttered, knowing that breaching second-tier in any brainfield gave massive boosts.

After finishing breakfast, he left Colin to his console and wandered to the storage shed.

The outpost's dome shield covered the crater, so he needed no armor inside. The "warehouse" was little more than scrap piled under a makeshift shelter.

Behind a stack of crates, Robin found a standard mechanic's arm. Less advanced than the model he'd used at Vald Academy, but still serviceable for repairs. On its plating was etched a single "A." Robin guessed it had belonged to Arthur, the fallen engineer.

He strapped it on, tested the servos, and turned toward the heap of broken gear.

"Time for me to prove I'm no rookie to babysit." Robin grinned, flexing the arm.
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Because the storeroom was too cramped, Robin dragged the mountain of broken equipment outside. As he worked, he sorted the pieces into piles—useless scrap in one, easily repaired items in another. At the top of the repair list were the lightweight infantry folding shields.

Each shield was no larger than a wristwatch when folded but could expand into a hexagonal plate covering sixty percent of the body. It could stop caliber energy rounds and even blunt heavier ones. Cheap, durable, and easy to issue, it had changed combat. Close-quarters fighting was once again relevant on the battlefield.

But shields burned out fast under heavy fire. Frontline units drew replacements by the dozen, treating them as expendables. On Charon, however, the B-57 outpost had no such luxury. Robin checked the stockpile: barely enough intact shields for two or three skirmishes. Losing even one might cost a life. Repairing them became his first priority.

To Robin, who had mechanic-level training, it was simple work. He didn't even need his mechanical arm. With only a screwdriver, he restored sixty percent of the pile by swapping intact plates into broken frames. The results looked brand new.

The second batch was tougher. Some plates were punctured or warped. That ruined the folding function, making them useless to infantry forced to march long distances. A regular logistics unit would write them off. Robin couldn't afford that. With supplies uncertain, every piece mattered.

Using the arm's heat module, he softened the alloy, patched the holes with a welder, and pressed the plates back into shape. They weren't as strong as new, but good enough for backup.

After finishing the shields, Robin moved on to weapons. Guns were more complex. Most had been scrapped for missing parts. But he knew how to salvage. At Tiger Battalion training camp, he had studied not just weapon maintenance but also modification and fabrication. The creed was simple: a soldier must turn whatever was at hand into a weapon. Robin had excelled at it.

He stripped the ruined rifles, collecting interchangeable parts. Designs varied, but many base components were similar. With a file, he had once made custom fits. Now with a mechanic's arm, it was easier. He could have built entirely new hybrid weapons, but out of respect for Aubrey's squad he kept them close to standard issue—rougher in finish, but reliable.

"Hey, what's this? You built it?"

Aubrey's voice cut in as he snatched the rifle from Robin's hands.

"It's an 8-mod. Functions like the Type-8 but slower rate of fire. I tuned the sights—accuracy should be better than standard." Robin wiped sweat from his brow.

"Really?" Aubrey raised his eyebrows and tossed it to Little Bart and Lee. "Test it."

The two rushed to try. Lee scrambled onto scaffolding while Bart painted targets on rocks. Shots cracked out, stone shattered, and both shouted in excitement. Robin's work had impressed them.

Aubrey swung a restored shield, then looked over the neat rows of hexagonal cases. His fatigue lifted, eyes bright. "Seems I underestimated you."

"I'm not an ordinary rookie," Robin said with a grin, savoring the praise.

Nearby, Arman noticed how Robin had organized tools and parts with meticulous care. He nodded. "With hands like that, why aren't you an engineer?"

"I can do more than fix things," Robin shot back.

Amused, Arman laughed and glanced at Aubrey. Getting the captain's nod, he slapped Big Bart's shoulder. "Feel like testing our rookie?"

"With pleasure," Big Bart cracked his knuckles, a savage grin on his face.

Robin stepped forward, unflinching despite the giant's two-meter frame. "Name the game."

Big Bart pulled a massive combat knife from his back. "Blades."

Robin hesitated. "That can get someone killed."

"What's wrong? Afraid?" Big Bart sneered, twirling the knife with practiced ease.

"You're the one who should be afraid." Robin yanked his combat knife free. The blade hummed to life, high-frequency vibration blurring the edge until it looked like liquid steel.

In close quarters, such a knife was deadlier than a pistol.

"Turn it off," Aubrey ordered. "We're sparring, not crippling."

Robin obeyed, but the warning sharpened Big Bart's face. The grin vanished. He now took his opponent seriously.
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"I'll take this seriously... so watch yourself."

Big Bart stopped spinning his blade and shifted to a firm grip. His back arched, center low, eyes burning like a hunting lion's. The tension in the air felt sharp enough to freeze.

Robin slid sideways into stance, steps shifting unpredictably. His right hand with the knife stayed hidden behind his back, out of sight.

Big Bart frowned. No matter how he tried, he couldn't read the angle of attack. A dangerous unease tightened his grip.

Then—flash. Robin blurred forward like a shadow across the ground.

Bart instinctively swung for the waist, his blade a silver arc. But Robin's hidden hand shot down, palm driving against the dirt. The burst of momentum carried him past the edge of the slash and straight into Bart's chest.

A cold point touched Bart's sternum. Robin's knife.

"...Tricky kid." Bart sighed, then glanced at his own empty strike.

Robin smirked, sheathing the blade. A shallow cut traced his cheek. "Lucky the vibration wasn't on, or I'd be scarred for life."

Bart stared at his left hand. He realized his mistake—Robin had switched grip mid-charge, tossing the knife from one hand to the other between his legs.

Robin demonstrated slowly, making the throw and catch visible. "My taught me."

Bart understood but shook his head. At Robin's speed, that move should have been impossible without fumbling. One slip would be fatal in real combat.

"You never worry about mistakes?"

"No," Robin grinned. "My said, if you fear the blade, you don't deserve to wield it."

The squad fell silent. Aubrey, watching, felt a twist of unease. Robin wasn't just a promising rookie—his skills were beyond reason. To defeat a veteran like Bart in a blade duel... that was no accident. And from a no-name Camp 19, not even a special forces school?

"Your brother? Who is he?" Aubrey pressed.

"Zorro. He joined with me, a reserve recruit," Robin answered casually.

The veterans exchanged glances. Aubrey exhaled smoke. If he's just one of many... what kind of instructors did that camp have? Monsters.

"Well then," Aubrey said at last, forcing humor. "Looks like we've got ourselves a rookie who might end up a general."

The squad erupted in cheers and laughter, rallying around Robin. Respect was earned in blood and sweat. He had proven himself faster than any new soldier they'd ever seen.

In just a single day, Robin was no longer the "rookie." He was part of the squad—valued, respected, and trusted.

That bond only deepened. As he repaired more equipment, joined patrols, and even beat Little Bart in a one-on-one skirmish, the title of "rookie" disappeared. Robin's all-round talent made him as vital as Aubrey himself, with equal say among the veterans.

—
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One week later.

Northern perimeter, B-57 outpost.

A field bike roared across the wasteland. Robin and Lee rode together, assigned their own patrol route. With his presence, the squad split into three patrol groups instead of two. Workloads dropped, coverage expanded, and response time improved.

"Robin, I envy you," Lee called from the rear gun mount. "You're already the squad's star in a week. Me? I had to spend half a month and kill a Federation soldier before anyone respected me."

"You've fought them? What were they like?" Robin asked, curious.

"They're not real soldiers. No discipline. In big battles, our main forces smash them easily."

"They're weak, then?"

"Not weak. Just poor coordination. But in skirmishes, they're trouble. Stronger individuals, better squad tactics. We rarely get the upper hand."

"Drugs?" Robin guessed.

Lee spat. "Yeah. Those bastards are lucky. They've got enhancers—push adrenaline, break genetic locks. Makes them stronger, faster. We don't. Our Republic doesn't have alien biospheres to draw from. We're stuck weaker. Always behind."

Robin frowned. He knew the truth. The Federation thrived on planets rich with exotic resources, turning enhancers into weapons. The Republic, starved of both worlds and scientists, lagged far behind.

"Wish all it took was a shot in the arm to get strong," Lee muttered.

Then Colin's voice crackled in their helmets.

"Robin, Lee. Signal interference, ten o'clock, 1.3 kilometers. Check it out."

"On it."

Robin jerked the controls. The bike swung in a sharp arc toward the bearing. Lee thumbed off the safety on his gun, scanning ahead.

Signal blocks were common—radiation and cosmic rays often jammed the portable radar. Ninety percent of the time it was nothing. But sometimes... sometimes it wasn't.

And on war-torn Charon, anything was possible.
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Five minutes later—

Robin and Lee reached the coordinates Colin had flagged.

This stretch marked the edge of the B-57 outpost's patrol zone, a stone forest battered by centuries of erosion. Jagged spires jutted up everywhere, breaking lines of sight and swallowing sound. Every patrol through here cost extra time and nerves.

"Something's off..."

Robin stopped the bike, eyes narrowed toward the dark maze of stone.

"You see something?" Lee raised his sniper rifle, scanning the same direction—but saw nothing unusual.

"No. Just a feeling." Robin wheeled the bike behind a boulder, chambered a round. "We go on foot. Safer."

Lee snorted. "You're being paranoid."

"My instincts are never wrong. Trust me."

Robin slung his rifle and crouched low, weaving ahead like a seasoned hunter. Lee muttered under his breath, but followed.

The interference grew stronger. Robin's visor squealed static until he had to shut down life-scan altogether. "Not natural radiation..." he thought grimly.

Then he saw it.

Enemy contact.

A Federation sentry lounged under a stone column, oblivious. Behind him, Robin caught the gleam of a barrel sticking out from cover—an overwatch position. And somewhere above, unseen but certain, a sniper.

Robin froze, then flashed silent hand signals toward Lee. No reply came, but Robin trusted the sniper had read him and found cover.

"Damn it. We walked right into them."

He steadied his breath, pressed back against cold stone, and risked another glance. The sentry still slouched lazily, unaware. Perfect.

Robin gestured for cover and counted silently—one, two, three.

He sprang forward, low and fast. A blur hugging the ground, zigzagging to stay out of the sentry's line of sight. Within seconds he had slipped past the outer cordon and deeper into enemy territory.

The sniper on the high ground didn't stir. Either asleep or careless. Robin exhaled relief and pressed on.

Then his stomach knotted.

Beyond the stones, he found them: a full-strength Federation field platoon.

"Seven bikes... three combat squads, one support team... forty men."

And worse—six Patriot II heavy infantry armors.

Robin swore under his breath. The Republic had no chance of matching this. These two-ton exo-frames were the new war machines—tanks in human form, built for shock assaults. Against B-57's sandbag defenses, six of them could crush the outpost in a single charge.

He crept back, heart hammering, using every shadow and stone to cover his retreat. Once clear of the sentries' arcs, he sprinted full tilt to the waiting bike.

"Robin—what did you see?" Lee emerged behind him, rifle ready.

"Later. Move!" Robin kicked the bike alive, tearing away from the interference zone. Once comms cleared, he barked into his mic:

"Colin! Enemy contact. North, ten o'clock, stone forest sector."

Aubrey's voice cut in at once: "Numbers and firepower?"

"Full platoon. Three squads plus support. Forty men, six Patriot II armors, nearly thirty light infantry."

The channel went dead silent.

"Robin... you're sure?" Aubrey's voice came rough, strained.

"Positive."

A long pause. Then: "All right. Stay put and keep eyes on them. Armand and I are moving to support. Hold position."

"Understood."

Robin blew out a breath. The message was delivered. The rest was out of his hands.

"You're lucky," Lee said dryly, checking his rifle. "Barely a week here, and you stumble into a war story."

Robin gave a tense laugh but kept scanning the stone forest. His first real battle was coming, and it was going to be against impossible odds.

"Did you spot their sniper?" he asked suddenly.

Lee nodded, pulling a knife to sketch the terrain in the dirt. "Here. High ground. He's got a blind spot. You used it when you slipped in."

Robin's eyes lit up. "Then maybe we can use it again—strike back."

"Or maybe," Lee said, leaning back with a faint smile, "Aubrey will order us to retreat. Don't get ahead of yourself."

Robin didn't answer. He just kept his eyes locked on the stone forest, waiting for the enemy to move.
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Twenty minutes later—

A field bike roared up from the direction of Outpost B-57. Aubrey jumped off before the engine died, with Colin and the rest of the squad right behind him.

"What's the situation?"

Robin gestured toward the stone forest. "Quiet so far. No movement." Then he glanced at Colin, busy tuning a portable console. "Why'd you bring him?"

"Orders from battalion," Aubrey said grimly. "We're to hold the enemy for three hours. Without Colin countering their radar ops, we'd be blind."

He unfolded a holo-map, red markers glowing across the terrain. "We can't hold them head-on at B-56. So before we dig in at B-57, we hit them first—throw off their timing."

His gaze shifted to Robin. "Report their defenses."

"Three sentries up front. If they haven't shifted, I found a blind spot. Inside, the three combat squads cover different arcs around their support unit. Overlapping fire zones."

"Sounds like regulars," Armand muttered, glancing at the time. "If they're masking with jammers, they'll move within the hour. Once they drop the blackout and bring radar online, we're finished. They'll see everything."

Aubrey nodded, jaw tight. "The raids lately were probes. Now they know our weakness—thin rear lines. They'll bypass the front, smash our supply chain, and cut the army's legs out. If they break through here before HQ reacts, Charon could fall."

"Then we fight," Armand sighed.

Aubrey's grin was fierce. "Damn right we fight. They picked the wrong outpost—and Robin spotted them in time. We've got a chance. For Arthur's revenge!"

The air changed. A cold, razor edge of killing intent spread through the squad. For the first time, Robin felt the weight of the veterans around him.

"Bart, Armand, Lee—you take the sentries." Aubrey turned. "Robin, are their 'knights' armored?"

By knights, he meant the heavy infantry suits—two tons of walking war machines. Few soldiers could stay in them long; most only armored up for combat. Hence the nickname, with their accompanying light infantry called squires.

"One active. The other five were out of their rigs when I checked. But that was twenty minutes ago."

"One's bad enough," Aubrey muttered. "If only I still had mine..." He shook it off. "Big Bart, you're with me. We strike the front. Robin, stick with Colin. Protect him. If you get a chance, drop their radar tech."

"Yes, sir." Robin swallowed his frustration. Aubrey was shielding him—keeping the rookie in a "safe" role. But Robin didn't want safety. He wanted to prove he wasn't just a burden.

Colin caught his expression and smirked. "Don't worry. Protecting me won't be easy."

Aubrey chambered his rifle and raised a hand. The point team melted into the stone forest and vanished.

The battle had begun.

Robin's pulse thundered. His grip tightened on his rifle as if it could steady his breathing.

"Our turn," Colin said calmly. He shouldered his compact radar, drew twin pistols, and hopped down. "I've cracked their jamming and spiked their radar. It'll last five minutes, tops. After that—hide and seek."

"Electronic warfare..." Robin's training clicked into place. Jammers, counters, false signals—radar war. Control the spectrum, and you control the battlefield. For a few precious minutes, Aubrey's squad would have the edge.

"Stay close. We can't fall behind."

They advanced carefully through the stone maze. Colin's portable radar was strong but limited; to keep the comms alive, he had to stay close to the fight. That also made him the prime target—and Robin the shield.

Thirty seconds to contact. Robin's nerves wound tighter.

A sniper shot cracked the silence.

Robin's head snapped up. A shadow tumbled from a high perch. Another darted away into cover. And then the forest erupted—gunfire clattering like firecrackers, echoing through the stone canyons.

The ambush was on.
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Gunfire roared, the fight plunging straight into chaos. On Colin's 3D display, five blue dots—his squadmates—shifted rapidly, crossing lines of fire. Across from them, a swarm of red blips scattered into several groups, fanning out through the twisted terrain of the stone forest.

"They've launched countermeasures."

The display jolted. Colin cursed under his breath, dragging Robin forward until they found cover. He yanked down his portable radar and dove into electronic combat against the enemy operator.

"One minute..."

Robin's face hardened. Colin's jamming had lasted barely sixty seconds—far short of the five he'd predicted. That meant the enemy radar had superior hardware, easily overpowering Colin's micro-unit. Holding squad comms online was already pushing his limit; information dominance was out of the question.

A rocket screamed from cover, trailing fire. It slammed into the Federation camp, detonating in a shockwave of flame and shrapnel. Men were ripped apart, blood and heat crashing over Robin. For the first time, death was not theory but color, sound, and heat.

Before he could even process it, a hulking shadow burst from the fire.

"Patriot II—fall back, Bart!"

Aubrey's rifle lit the dark, but the armored behemoth soaked the bursts behind its folding tower-shield. Its 25mm autocannon came up, and Robin swore he saw death grinning at him.

The roar shredded the stone forest. Rocks splintered like glass, energy bolts swarming like locusts. Robin dove headlong into a crater, ears ringing, skull buzzing. Panic crushed him. He curled up, scrambling, barely aware of anything except survival.

"Lee! Pin that bastard! Colin, the enemy radar tech isn't in their camp—find him!" Aubrey's voice thundered in his ear.

"Roger."

A sniper round cracked. Lee's shot punched the armor's neck joint, slamming the machine flat. Aubrey and Bart surged out of cover, weapons blazing, lashing the Federation infantry in suppressive fire.

Then Robin saw Armand. The madman launched himself off a pillar, dropping like a hawk. His blade stabbed straight into the weakened neck joint. Sparks showered. The armored giant toppled.

"That's Armand!"

Robin watched him dash away under a storm of fire, shield raised, moving with reckless abandon. For the first time Robin understood why they called him "Madman."

"Move! They've marked us!"

Colin ripped up his radar and bolted, dragging Robin with him. Energy bolts chewed their last position to rubble.

Something inside Robin snapped into focus. Fear evaporated. He shouldered his rifle, weaving between stones with a hunter's agility, firing short, precise bursts at targets that dared expose themselves.

"They've closed the net. Only way out is to kill their radar."

Colin's eyes burned with a fanatic's intensity. He'd already spotted the enemy operator's location. Now he and Robin were deep behind enemy lines—two fish swimming straight into the net.

The crossfire was merciless. Robin felt bullets trace his skin. Then instinct struck. He halted mid-sprint, spun, and loosed a three-round burst blind. A scream and blood spray confirmed the hit. He yanked Colin down as energy bolts ripped past his head.

Two grenades left his hand, arcing high. He shot them mid-air before they landed. The air erupted in shrapnel, tearing the enemy position apart.

"Beautiful! He's down!" Colin whooped, already hammering at his console. With the enemy radar gone, he blanketed the spectrum. The Federation comms went dark. Their net collapsed into confusion.

Now the numbers meant little. Blind, deaf, the Federation troops were reduced to a mob.

"Time to regroup. But how do we ditch this tail?" Colin fired his pistol, then ducked back as a volley shredded his cover.

"You didn't think about that before charging in?" Robin snapped, flipping his rifle to full-auto.

"I'm comms, not combat. That's your job," Colin grinned, pointing at a gap in the map.

Robin cursed, laid down suppressive fire, and dragged him into a new route. Along the way he dropped trip mines, layering traps into their retreat path.

The explosions echoed behind them as they sprinted for Aubrey's line. Robin holstered his rifle, drew blade and pistol, and ran harder. Colin, already ahead, smirked. With enemy comms crippled, he'd be clear. Robin, though, was still in the kill zone.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter 6. Robin's First Battle (Part Two)

[image: ]


Amid the chaos, Robin moved alone. He darted through the shattered stone forest like a fleeing antelope, energy bolts slicing past his ears. At the start of the battle he would have panicked, frozen in fear. Now his mind was clear. His body flowed on instinct, every step sharp, every dodge natural, as if combat had already been burned into his bones.

"You can't hit me! You can't hit me!"

He screamed defiantly, rolling behind a stone pillar just as a storm of blasts pulverized his last position. A sudden tug of instinct pulled him upward. He leapt, snapping open the folding shield mounted to his left arm.

Bang—bang—bang—

Three shots slammed into the shield, blasting him backward into a crumbling column. The impact rattled his chest, but he was still alive.

"Damn it... how many are there?" Robin growled, firing his pistol wildly while retreating under the shield's cover.

More enemies converged. His battered shield, riddled with holes, was failing fast. Driven into a corner, back against the cliff face, he gasped for air.

"Am I going to die here?"

Through the smoke, he glimpsed shadows closing in. Teeth clenched, he tore off the ruined shield, strapped on a spare, and braced himself. Fire erupted against the new barrier. He crouched low, praying for a miracle.

Then it came. A rocket arced out of nowhere and tore into the Federation lines. Bart's machine gun roared after it, cutting down survivors in a hail of steel.

"Robin! You little bastard—still alive?"

Aubrey's furious shout cut through the smoke.

Robin blinked. He touched himself down to his boots. No wounds. Nothing missing. Relief washed over him like fire.

"Move, now!" Aubrey hauled him up, dragging him back under cover while Bart and Lee laid down suppressive fire. The squad fell back step by step, withdrawing along Colin's designated route.

At the stone forest's edge, Colin waited astride the bikes. Aubrey and Robin raised shields, forming a perimeter while the rest regrouped. Soon Lee and Bart staggered out, half-carrying Big Bart, blood soaking his armor. From another flank, Armand appeared—dragging the corpse of a Patriot II suit behind him. Alone, he had hauled two tons of armored death back to their line.

"You... you actually brought that thing back?"

Robin could hardly believe his eyes.

"Save the questions. We'll talk when we're safe," Aubrey snapped, gunning the throttle. The bikes roared off, dust clouds trailing into the horizon.

Outpost B-57

The bikes screeched to a halt. The squad dismounted in a rush, barking orders, tending wounds, digging in.

Little Bart laid his down, face red with grief and rage. Shrapnel riddled the er man—he needed surgery fast.

"Leave him to me. You go set the mines," Armand said flatly, steadying Big Bart.

Teeth bared, Little Bart obeyed, running into the craters with a satchel of explosives. Aubrey and Lee fortified gun nests. Then Armand turned to Robin.

"That beast is yours. Fix it."

Robin swallowed, then nodded. The armor was damaged, but repairable. He opened the helmet. Inside was a pale, bloodied face, eyes glassy in death.

His stomach lurched. The corpse's hollow stare dragged a wave of nausea up his throat. He fought it down, forcing his hands to move. One component at a time, he stripped the suit. He focused only on the mechanics, ignoring the body cooling beside him.

Soon he was immersed in his work, methodical, steady, searching for replacement plating in the supply cache.

"He's a born fighter," Aubrey muttered, watching him. "That was his first battle, and he adapted in minutes."

"I'd say more," Colin replied quietly. "I think he unlocked his genetic lock—first-stage perception. I felt it when he saved me."

Aubrey's eyes widened. "First-stage?"

"Yes. His awareness spiked. He was reading the battlefield like a veteran. Without it, he'd already be dead."

"So we've picked up a war god," Aubrey laughed, lighting a cigarette.

"Maybe. With his base ability, once he adjusts to combat he could be second only to Armand," Colin said.

"You think he'll surpass me?" Aubrey growled.

Colin shrugged. "Time will tell."

Robin, lost in his repairs, heard none of it. He only saw his trembling, blood-slicked hands. To him, the fight had been a disaster. He'd nearly died. He'd forced his squad to save him.

"Damn it... if Joro were here, he'd never have been this pathetic." His lips twisted bitterly. "Maybe Jack was right. Maybe I'm only good for the engineer corps."

He stared at his hands, doubt gnawing at him.

"Hey. What's on your mind?"

Robin jumped. Lee sat nearby, sniper rifle in hand.

"Nothing," Robin forced a smile, returning to the work.

"First battle, huh? How did it feel?"

Robin thought for a long moment. "Messy. Shameful. I should have done better."

"Shameful?" Lee raised a brow.

Robin met his eyes, fierce despite the exhaustion. "I swore to two people I'd become someone great. Next time, I won't fight like this. I won't crawl through the mud. Next time, I'll prove it."
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It took Robin nearly half an hour, but at last the captured Patriot II heavy infantry armor was fully repaired.

The damage had been limited to the thinner plating around the left side of the neck—a relatively easy fix compared to the suit's intricate systems. Still, Robin was no professional armor technician. Even with his engineer's skill, recalibration had cost him precious time.

"All done." He stepped back, wiping his hands, then turned to Aubrey, who was resting with his eyes closed. "Captain, want to test it?"

"Let Armand do it. He'll be the one wearing it when the fight starts." Aubrey yawned, barely opening his eyes.

"Armand?" Robin was surprised. Normally, the squad leader claimed the armor.

"Armand's better suited for the front line," Aubrey said, rolling his stiff neck. "He's not like us. Before this post, he was in the Third Division's Special Battalion."

"The Special Battalion?"

Robin straightened unconsciously. In the Republic, the Special Battalion was the tip of the spear, every soldier equipped with heavy armor, backed by unrivaled logistics. They were the vanguard in every major battle, the strongest of the strong.

"So why is he here?" Robin asked.

"Disobeyed orders. Executed prisoners. They dumped him on Charon as a grunt," Aubrey said bluntly, cigarette between his lips. "He loves killing too much. Not that I mind, so long as it's the enemy."

Robin's skin prickled as he remembered Armand's merciless strike in the earlier battle. He had never imagined the disciplined, by-the-book soldier hid something so brutal.

"Gossiping isn't a good habit."

The cold, raspy voice came from behind them.

Robin spun, forcing a grin. "Wasn't saying anything bad!" He glanced at Armand, who still had blood on his hands.

"How's Bart?" Aubrey asked.

"Stable, but he's out of the fight," Armand replied, lighting a cigarette of his own.

"Then Little Bart will take over as heavy gunner. Robin, you'll cover his role—fire support," Aubrey ordered.

Robin nodded hard. "Got it."

"Come help me with the armor," Armand said, wiping his hands before striding toward the dismantled suit.

Heavy infantry armor needed attendants to assemble—a reason the supporting infantry were called squires. Now Robin filled that role, fumbling through the process of strapping the thirteen major sections onto Armand. Microscopic conductive filaments meshed seamlessly at each junction, while the joints sealed with a gel-metal alloy that kept them flexible. Once complete, the suit tightened automatically, clamping snugly against its wearer.

The Patriot II could fit anyone between 1.7 and 2.1 meters tall. At nearly 1.9, Armand rose transformed into a towering figure over 2.6 meters.

Click—

The reactor hummed to life. To Robin's astonishment, the armored giant sprang into motion, sprinting, leaping, even rolling with uncanny speed. Two tons of steel moved faster than Armand's unarmored self.

"No wonder he's Special Battalion," Robin whispered, awestruck.

He remembered the lessons from training camp: most second-tier soldiers needed at least second-stage strength to operate heavy armor, but even then they were little more than walking tanks—slow, clumsy, vulnerable up close. Only when all four basic abilities reached third stage did a soldier truly unlock the armor's power. Then the suit amplified them nearly to fourth stage levels, erasing its weaknesses.

Armand, a rare full third-stage warrior, was now a storm of steel with no blind spots.

"Set the autocannon for twin-burst fire." Armand handed him the massive 25mm rifle-cannon.

Normally Robin would have balked at reducing firepower. But after what he had just seen, he understood. Armand's strength wasn't in sheer volume of rounds—it was in his speed and precision.

Grinning, Robin adjusted the weapon, switching the firing mode with his mechanical arm.

"Break time's over." Colin burst from the comms tent, too cheerful for the grim news.

"How far?" Lee asked, cradling his sniper rifle.

"Fifteen kilometers."

"Prepare to engage," Aubrey said, strapping on his helmet. He looked around at his men. "Command gave us forty minutes to hold this place. That's all we need."

Lee whistled low. "Relax, Captain. We'll smash them to pieces."

"I prefer smashing skulls," Aubrey laughed, climbing onto the gun nest. With a gesture, he triggered the outpost defenses. Steel plates rose from the crater's ridge, locking into place as a one-meter barricade.

Every soldier not ning the armor—or tending to the wounded Bart—took a position behind mounted machine guns. Their eyes fixed on the dust rising at the horizon.

In the stone forest, Robin's squad had bloodied the Federation badly: an entire squad wiped out, a suit of armor captured, their radar soldier killed. Their replacements had restored only partial electronic coverage. The days of easy suppression were over.

Holding Outpost B-57 no longer seemed impossible. Robin glanced at Armand, who flexed his armored shoulders, and his doubt vanished.

They would not lose this fight.
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"These bastards are trying to box us in."

Seeing the Federation convoy splitting to envelop the outpost, Aubrey ground his cigarette under his boot, then jabbed a finger toward the heavy armored trooper blocking the front. "Take him out, Armand. Show them we're not that easy to pin down!"

"On it."

Clad in Patriot II armor, Armand hefted his autocannon and vaulted from the outpost. He sprinted up the slope of the crater with staggering speed, charging the Federation juggernaut head-on.

The Federation commander had planned to overwhelm the outpost before the garrison could react. He left a single heavy suit and a handful of infantry to contain them, counting on speed and surprise.

But he had gravely underestimated B-57's defenders. The moment the enemy heavy caught sight of Armand—who moved like lightning despite two tons of steel—he panicked, his voice cracking in a desperate call for help over comms.

The armored trooper fired wildly, while his supporting infantry scrambled into a defensive line.

Bang. Bang.

Armand blurred through the storm of gunfire. His shield snapped open just as his autocannon barked twice. The twin bursts shredded a supporting infantryman and his folding shield in a cloud of blood and smoke.

In less than two seconds, Armand closed the distance. By the time the Federation line turned to rescue their comrade, all they saw was blood in the dirt and a towering figure dragging their fallen heavy up the crater slope like a demon out of hell.

The commander had gambled and lost. His plan—to stall with one heavy while the rest flanked—collapsed in under a minute. Now only two choices remained: retreat and admit defeat, or throw everything into smashing this little outpost.

He chose the latter.

The remaining four armored suits formed an assault wedge. Every soldier in the support squad took up arms. They would crush the outpost or die trying.

"They're going all-in!" Aubrey slammed the bolt of his machine gun forward, eyes locked on the advancing heavies.

Boom—

The instant they crossed into range, both sides unleashed hell.

Bullets and beams laced the air into a deadly net. Men caught within it were little more than thrashing fish.

Glory, medals, honor—such things vanished beneath the roar of gunfire. In the chaos of survival, there was only one purpose: stay alive.

Kill or be killed.

Robin clenched his teeth, finger white on the trigger, pouring round after round into the wall of advancing armor and shields.

Aubrey and the others did the same. In this kind of point-blank firefight, only raw firepower decided who broke first.

"They're in the minefield! Bart, light them up!"

Aubrey's roar cut through the din. Little Bart abandoned his gun and slammed the detonator.

The ground erupted. The methane-rich ice of Charon's crust ignited, turning the crater into a volcanic furnace. Even heavy armor was tossed aside like toys; the infantry sheltering behind them were vaporized.

But the blast didn't spare the outpost. Half the
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