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Dear Steve; Mom shot Tracker today. She said the new water ration doesn’t let us have enough for a dog. His seven-year-old sister’s voice sounded calm. The voice message accompanied her artwork, projected onto his visor. The colored pencil drawing depicted the family goat ranch in Greybull, Wyoming. Brown landscape, trickle of brown water in the ditch, brown grave marker for Tracker. Blue tears on the little girl’s face as she prayed over the dog’s burial plot. 

He maximized the image’s opacity just before the tear broke free. The team didn’t need to see him crying. Eugenia’s reports were never easy reading, but the latest installment was a new low. Why am I here? It’s as bad at home as it is in Lagos. Steven West closed his eyes and took a couple of deep breaths. Calm restored, he closed the message file and flipped up his visor. 

The landing craft’s interior was cool and dark. Stabilizers kept the ride across the choppy water smooth. A red warning light indicated they were five minutes from the beach. Gunnery Sergeant Michael Hitada stood and faced his team.


“Alright, Ladies and Gents, quick update. A Red Cross relief facility was attacked at 0400 local. Map’s loaded.” The humans dropped their visors. A schematic of the city appeared, then zoomed in to a neighborhood within half a mile of the coast. A red diamond marked the compound. “We’ve got civilians injured and killed, water and supplies stolen, and medic and hydro bots missing. We’re to secure the site, assess and mitigate damage, and recover those machines. Folks, this is a dry, desperate city. Keep your heads on swivels.” The combat bots had heard the expression often enough that they no longer rotated their heads in response. “Any saved rounds or alibis?” 


A bot piped up. “Gunnery Sergeant, what are the rules of engagement?”


“Thanks, Charlie Eight. Less than lethal. Go lethal only if a life threat cannot be dealt with otherwise. Keep in mind there are child soldiers of greatly varying skill levels. Other questions?” Silence. “Alright. Last weapons check.” Men, women, and robots checked their weapons and suits. The humans still had the old armor. Steve’s helmet ignored his command, and he slapped it. It sheepishly cycled through comms channels. 

The light turned green, and all stood and faced aft, weapons ready. They swayed as the craft grounded. Pneumatics dropped the ramp, admitting blinding light and a blast of heat straight out of hell’s convection oven. Almost as one, the humans gasped and dropped their visors. Steve’s helmet sealed, bathing his face in cool, clean air and shielding his eyes with a darkening tint. Welcome to Hell.

Gunny Hitada took off down the ramp, heat gun trained ahead. The team arrayed behind him, covering every sector. Set to stun, the microwave weapons instantly heated the water in an adversary’s skin, producing a burning sensation with no lasting damage. 

They cleared the littered beach in less than a minute, and crossed into the city proper. Hot wind blew dust and trash in turbulent patterns. Everything was covered in grit. Steve detected no signs of life amid dilapidated buildings and broken pavement. How can anything be alive here? Within five blocks, they arrived on scene. 

What used to be a courtyard fronting a two story building was now a littered lot before a pile of smoking rubble. Bleeding medics attended to bleeding colleagues and patients, dressing wounds with duct tape and rags torn from their own clothing. There wasn’t a tube of suture glue or Patho-Flush in sight, let alone a roll of gauze. A row of bodies lay covered by torn and dirty tarps. Two ICRC defender bots worked desperately to secure the perimeter against an ever-growing crowd of onlookers. 

Gunny’s voice came across the comms circuit. “Charlie Five, Charlie Six, assist in securing the perimeter. Charlie Seven, Charlie Eight, work triage. Hutchins, McCandliss, help the medics. West, with me.” Humans and bots turned to their assignments with the same wordless efficacy. 
A little girl that looked Eugenia’s age sat on some broken masonry. A medic was bandaging her arm, and she had a large bruise on her cheek. The way she stared at them as they passed was unsettling. She looked calm, wise beyond her years. Very much like his sister’s stony glare when the Wyoming Resources Authority patrols swept in at dawn to spot check consumption. 
A dirty, harried woman with a tablet and bandaged eye had a comms unit to one ear and a finger plugging the other. She was attempting to block out the shouts of a local man. He was yelling at another man in a suit. The latter was clearly angry, but composed.  Hitada activated external comms and selected a crowd control setting. “Lady and Gentlemen, how can we assist?” The shouting man cut off in mid word and clapped hands over his ears. The tightly focused directional setting spared the others the ear-splitting treatment. 
The woman grinned slightly, ended her conversation and introduced herself, “Marines, we’re glad you’re here. I’m Dr. Delia Ivanovitch. Please call me Del.” 

“Del, I’m Gunnery Sergeant Hitada, and this is Lance Corporal West. We were briefed on the situation. How can we assist?”  

Del said, “The medic and hydro bots. They’ve been taken, and we absolutely can’t operate without them.” 

The man in the suit said, “If we don’t recover them in this hour, we never will.” He held out his hand. “Richard Shaka. Mayor of Lagos.” 
Hitada shook his hand, “Understood, and we’ll do everything we can to get them back.” He gestured to the now-subdued third man who was dressed casually, but expensively. A thick, gold chain was visible through his open collar.  “Who is that?” 
The Mayor said, “A local criminal, though he calls himself a businessman. I believe he had something to do with what happened here. He is apoplectic that I would levy such an accusation.” 
 Hitada asked, “Is there any reason you need him here?”

“Absolutely not.” said the Mayor. The Gunny nodded to his Lance Corporal. West set his gun to 2. He trained it on the crime boss, moved to the man, and grabbed his upper arm. As he marched him to the perimeter, the local’s feet barely touched the ground. The suit may not have been the newest model, but the actuators worked just fine. “Charlie Five, Charlie Six; exclude this buffoon,” he said as he shoved the man into the crowd. 
“Buffoon excluded, Lance Corporal!” said the menacing combat bots as they trained their own guns on the indignant man, discouraging any bold action. West returned to the small group, scanning the crowd for threats. 
Gunny asked, “So the bots were taken, against their programming?” 
“They used larger bots. Ours were physically restrained, picked up, and carried off.” 
“Sounds like a well-organized assault,” said Gunny. He was skeptical, but reserved judgment.  

“Unfortunately, Lagos’ criminals are the most well organized people in this city,” said the Mayor.
Steve was anxious to act. He asked Del, “Ma’am, do you have any means of tracking the bots?” She tapped on her tablet, and handed it to him. It was a chart of the local area, with three blips half a mile from their location. 

She said, “Those represent the bots. The blues are the hydros, and the red one is the medic. They’ve been stationary for about an hour.” As if she had jinxed them, the blips began to move northeast. 
Gunny noticed immediately. He said, “I think we’ve just run out of time. West, you’re my fastest runner. Sounds like some nasty bots are involved, so take a couple of Metalnecks with you. Your choice.”

“Aye, Gunny! Charlie Seven, Charlie Eight, with me,” said Steve. The bots looked for nods from Hutchins and McCandliss before breaking away from triage. 
The Mayor put a gently restraining hand on Steve’s arm, “You’re going to need a guide. That map doesn’t reveal everything.” He looked over at the little girl, her wound dressing complete. She was still staring at them. The Mayor gestured her over. After a brief hesitation, she complied.

 “Ọmọ, ohun ti ni orúkọ rẹ?”The suit mimicked the Mayor’s voice, in English, in Steve’s ear. “Child, what is your name?” 
She hesitated, then said, “Sami.” 

“Sami. These people and bots are here to help you. They want to find the water and medic bots that were stolen by the people who hurt you. Will you help them find their way?” asked the Mayor. She looked at all of them with penetrating eyes, and Steve couldn’t shake the uncomfortable feeling that she could see through their visors. She finally nodded, and held out her hand for the tablet. She studied the chart and blips for only a few seconds before returning it. Without ceremony, she broke into a run, not checking to see whether anyone followed. 
The combat bots fell in with Steve as he loped out of the ruins of the hospital. They picked their way through the dense crowd, almost losing Sami, but caught up with her as they cleared the gawkers. 

A straight line on the chart did not translate to a direct traverse. Rubble and dead ends blocked streets, and some charted buildings no longer existed. Sami’s local knowledge was flawless, every move sure as she led them over, around, and under on their pursuit. They gained steadily on the abducted bots. A surprising number of buildings had clear basements and ways through. Perhaps it shouldn’t have been surprising; the locals needed to maintain some mobility in the midst of crumbling and blocked streets. 
In less than twenty minutes, they caught up with their quarry. A comparison of the chart and environment indicated the bots just fifteen yards away, somewhere in the dilapidated, twenty story apartment block looming ahead of them. He added another overlay to the chart. The three machines were twelve feet beneath street level. 

Steve said, “Strong work, Sami! You found them…” Sami had vanished. It was probably for the best. Things were about to get dangerous, and she had been through enough today. All the same, Steve would have liked to thank her. 

 “Seven, Eight, they’re in the basement,” Steve said. “Looks like there’s a side door that leads down there, if the chart is correct.” 
The bots raised their guns to the ready and stayed close to Steve as he worked his way around the building. The bad guys had either entered by a different door, or disguised their passage well. The alley was filled with refuse. 

They found the promised door, of heavy steel construction, and took up position. Steve tentatively tried the handle, and wasn’t surprised when it didn’t budge. He nodded to Charlie Seven. The bot approached the door, slammed its hand through the steel, and ripped it clean off. Charlie Eight tossed a flash bang grenade down the steps. They waited for the explosion, then sped inside, a well-oiled team of Marine and Machines. 
Steve’s infrared sensors pierced the smoke and darkness. The room was similar to the others they had passed through. Random junk littered about, with the middle cleared for transit. He detected neither humans nor bots ahead. Seven and Eight still searched their own sectors. 
His view instantly collapsed in static, feedback noise stabbed into his ears, and every actuator in his suit failed. Three hundred fifty pounds of armor turned dead weight bore him down to the dirty floor. He tried desperately to stay upright and train his weapon. The suit was just too heavy, his senses too overwhelmed. He had scarcely hit the ground when the first blow fell. 
His head snapped to the side as something heavy struck his helmet. Hard. Apart from hurting, the blow forced a reset. The feedback stopped, leaving his ears ringing, and grainy video feed warped back into view as he was struck again. And again. 

Steve was surrounded by locals. Small ones. Wielding pipes and re-bar. Shouting. His compromised suit wasn’t translating, but he knew enough of the lingo. They thought he had water with him. He did, but it wasn’t in a form they could use. The suit’s recovery system collected his sweat and urine, purified it, added nutrients, and intravenously pumped it back in. The hated, but necessary FueLine was standard mission prep. 
He forced his head to the side and found Charlie Seven and Charlie Eight. He saw a boy, maybe eleven years old, bashing Charlie Eight’s titanium head with the wooden stock on his Russian EMP rifle. His suit was recovering, but the bots were scrap. He tried to lift an arm to shield his helmet from the barrage. It took a Herculean effort to roll his arm onto his chest. A wiry teenager knocked it back to the floor with a crowbar, then went to work on his chest plate, attempting to pry it off. This is it. This is how it ends.
“Reset actuators!” The process would take more time than he had, but he had to do something. 

Insufficient power. Recharge immediately. The dispassionate words destroyed his last ounce of hope. Above the script, Sami appeared, pipe raised over her head, ready to smash through his cracked visor. And Steven West, Lance Corporal, United States Marine Corps, knew despair. 

He wouldn’t accept this betrayal as his last image on earth. “Latest message. Display attachment!” Eugenia’s drawing appeared. Not a happy sight, but it was his sister’s work. He waited for the blow to fall. And waited. He realized the beating had stopped. “Close message.” The kids were all transfixed by his visor. They looked into his eyes now that the image had disappeared. Some had their weapons raised above their heads, forgotten. Others had lowered theirs. 
These “child soldiers” were street children. They were smart. They knew what Eugenia’s illustration meant. Their target had family. Family that was suffering as they were. The obsolete visor had transformed him into a fellow human. It had stayed his execution, if not saved his life. 
Reset complete. Operating on reserve power. Thirty seconds remaining.  He sat up effortlessly. The children scrambled away in alarm. His head swam. He stayed still for a few seconds. Sami appeared, unfazed and staring into his eyes. A tear rolled down her cheek. She looked more desperate than guilty. 
Steve transmitted, “Gunny, West. Two bots down. Armor compromised. Request reinforcements. Bring power pack and water.”

“Dammit, West, this is why we can’t have nice things. En route. Don’t die on me,” 

“Copy, Gunny.” Shutting down in 5…4…3… He slammed back to the floor with a grunt. A dead suit absorbed no impact.
Sami found the manual release and raised his visor. Clever girl. She sat down next to him and held his hand. Or, he thought she did. He felt nothing through the armor. 

Steve made no attempt at Yoruba. In English, he asked, “Hard day, huh?” 
She nodded. 
Bilingual. Impressive. “Got some water on the way for you.” 
She sobbed, “I’m sorry.”

Steve said, “It’s okay, honey. Water is a fightin’ word.” 
