
A.T.L.A.S.
“Death before dismount.” 

The Motto of the US Army’s Cavalry 

	 Padma Dano hung in a loose sling thirty stories above the ground. She wore thick black 
goggles, leather gloves, and an assortment of colorful rags that amassed to form her clothing. 
Her shiny blue hair was tied back in a ponytail and dangled down toward the smog-ridden city 
streets. She looped a thick boot around the sling and stretched further away. This high up, the 
sounds of Mumbai died away under the constant whistling of the wind. 

	 “Are you finished yet?”

	 She ignored the pest and focused on the task at hand. Her gloved hand curled around 
the exposed side of the satellite panel. It wasn’t too large, but its shape made it difficult to 
remove in one piece. The salvage from behind that casing could pay for a week’s rations for 
the entire gang. Padma held her breath, using her free hand to maneuver the torch closer to the 
attached side. She could imagine the miles of copper threading and golden pins waiting just 
out of reach. 

	 Ahmad popped his head out the broken window a few feet above her. Even in the cold 
gray of morning, Padma could see a sparkle in his brown eyes. His skin was a few shades 
darker than hers, a bitter chocolate to her coffee and cream. He’d trimmed his hair short a few 
days before, leaving his large ears propped out comically wide. He pouted. 

	 “Bahina, this is taking too long.”

	 Padma scowled. “Male eke minit! If I break it, they won’t buy it. Patience, mulala.”

	 “I’m not a child!”

	 “Then stop playing and keep a watch.” Padma glanced up. The world hung impossibly, 
with the city on top and the sky on the bottom. Mumbai stretched in all directions, a collection 
of derelicts and ruins. She saw the crumbling walls of Worli Fort near the beach a few 
kilometers away. Hundreds of black dots littered the shoreline: leftover corpses from a month-
old battle. She shuddered. The journey from the scrapper camp led right through the killing 
fields. She could still smell the rot lingering in her nostrils. 

	 The staccato clatter of rifles echoed in the distance. Paramilitary groups picked at the 
scraps left over from the last great war. There wasn’t much worth taking. It made these daylight 
raids more dangerous, especially for children. Especially for girls. Padma heard enough stories 
to keep her eyes and ears tensed for any intrusion. Yet fear could not fill an empty bowl, so 
here she was.

	 The panel separated with a metal pang. She’d anticipated the slack, but it nearly flew 
out of her hands nonetheless. It was only metal, but there was always a chance the impact 
would alert a passing patrol. The Royal Legion had long since abandoned Mumbai, but it was a 
risk not worth taking. 

	 Padma steadied her sling and studied the panel’s innards. Just as she’d suspected, 
gold and copper wires crisscrossed in a brilliant pattern over a silicon board. She carefully 
removed her gloves, securing them on her vest before doing anything else. With held breath, 
she lifted the motherboard from its cradle. It was light, so much that she worried she might 
break it. She could see the credit dancing in front of her eyes. This was worth more than a 
week’s rations, she was certain. 

	 A metallic voice boomed out of nowhere. “This is the Protectorate. You are trespassing 
on private property. Surrender to local authorities or you will be subject to extreme force.”

	 Padma glanced down toward the sky. A quad-copter drone hovered ten meters away, 
its glowing green eye pointed right at her. She quickly checked her scarf. It hadn’t moved; her 



face was covered and hidden. Pinching her thighs together, she rotated upright and felt the 
blood rush into her body. There was no time to wait for the vertigo to pass. She quickly stuffed 
the motherboard into a secure bag and climbed back up to the window ledge. Ahmad grabbed 
her arms and pulled her inside. 

	 “This is the Protectorate. This is your final warning. Local authorities have been notified 
of your presence in this restricted zone. Surrender or you will face extreme force.”

	 “What are they saying, bahina?” Ahmad whispered, but he could have easily shouted. 
The drones only recorded video.

	 Padma risked a look out the window. The drone hadn’t moved. It stared down, 
searching, unblinking. She grabbed Ahmad by the arm. “We have to run.”

	 They went back the way they’d come, clambering down the cracked stairwell at 
breakneck speed. Padma knew enough English to know how much trouble was coming. A UN 
patrol would harass them, probably steal their tech, but they’d be free to go. An American 
platoon would rough them up, maybe even try to get fresh, but they’d still be out by nightfall. 
The Protectorate were another story. They had no flag to honor, no nation to represent. They 
were mercenaries, and they weren’t paid enough to remain human. 

	 Numbers flashed by every two flights of stairs. Padma’s chest ached. Each breath came 
labored. Her vision swirled in red and black, but she dared not stop. More than her life was on 
the line. They reached the fourth floor when Ahmad fell. He didn’t trip; his legs simply stopped 
supporting his weight. She spun around, ready to admonish him, but the words dried in her 
throat. Instead, she wrapped her arms around him and held his shaking body until he’d caught 
his breath. Snot ran from both nostrils, mixing with frothy spittle on his lips. She wiped his face 
clean. 

	 “I’m sorry, mulala. We have to hurry. They cannot find us.”

	 Hissssssssssssshhhh! Padma held her breath. She knew the sound at once, but prayed 
it was anything else. They were on an old office level, still too far from the ground for a quick 
exit. She pulled Ahmad behind her, ducking behind the leftover cubicle furniture. Most of the 
windows at this level were shattered, and nature had reclaimed half the room already. They 
reached the far corner and Padma looked outside. 

	 A red flare burned on the ground, hissing and smoking and sputtering. Her heart sank. 

	 “It’s them?”

	 Padma cradled Ahmad’s small head against her chest. “They don’t know where we are 
yet. Let me think, mulala.” She’d seen the building’s schematics back at camp. Che had pulled 
them from a city server. That’s how they’d found the satellite panel. Padma closed her eyes, 
running through the images over and over in search of a particular area. When she looked up 
again, the flare had nearly burnt out. 

	 Something roared overhead. A gyrocopter dropped between the skyscrapers and flared 
to a stop ten meters off the ground. Its caged rotors kicked up a huge cloud of dust and 
garbage. Padma shielded her eyes, but she could see four large figures leap down from the 
copter and land on the ground. Each wore wiry exosuits. Her blood boiled. Protectorate. She 
was ready to move when another sound froze her in her place. 

	 It started shrill, like a bomb falling. Then it grew into a growl as retro rockets slowed its 
descent. A massive shell crashed down meters away from the mercenaries, digging a crater in 
the plaza. Chunks of concrete skittered across the road. Glass shattered from the impact. 
Padma trembled and risked another look. She gasped as the smoke cleared. 

	 It was a UCES, an Urban Combat Enhancement Suit. Polished white metal glittered in 
the morning sun, even under layers of smog. It was shaped roughly like a man, with two legs 
and arms around a triangular body. From head to toe, it stood four meters tall. Not the largest 
Padma had ever seen, but a nightmarish sight nonetheless. One of the mercenaries marched 
over and climbed into the walking tank, and suddenly it came to life. Floodlights shone from its 
shoulders and massive cannons emerged from its arms. 

	 “Okay, mulala. It’s time to go.”

	 Ahmad cried quietly. “They can see us.”




	 “No. Not yet. They’ll look at the building, but their infrared won’t work right away. They 
have to come inside.”

	 “And then they’ll see us.”

	 Padma winced. “Aai chi gand, can you just trust me? For one second?” Ahmad recoiled 
and she immediately felt remorse. She maintained her glare, however. He needed to be scared. 
He needed to listen. The next few minutes mattered, and she knew exactly where to go.

	 The kitchen was a level down, putting them closer to the mercenaries and the deadly 
UCES. It couldn’t be helped. They wouldn’t climb faster than the mechanically aided men, and 
they couldn’t hide from that FLIR once it activated. Even the soldiers’ handheld infrareds could 
peer through walls. They did have a few weaknesses. 	 

	 “Here.” Padma opened the walk-in freezer and grinned. It was old and broken, but 
heavily lined to prevent the chill from escaping. Through an infrared, it would look like an empty 
room. Padma pushed Ahmad inside and held the door open. She listened carefully. 

	 Footsteps. Heavy, stomping on the stairs with no regard for noise discipline. Then the 
sound of the exosuit, that subtle whirring of machinery. There was the metallic clatter of rifles 
bouncing against armor. Then the rumble and shake of the UCES. Padma slipped into the 
freezer and closed the door, wedging a chunk of metal near the latch to prevent it from locking. 

	 “This way?” 

	 “Yeah. Drone caught two of them.”

	 “The fuck are two Curries doing in this shitheap?” 
	 “Salvage. There’s tech out here, if you know where to look.” 
	 “And how the fuck do they know where to look?” 
	 “Jesus, Talbot. How the fuck should I know. Just keep your fucking eyes out.” 
	 “QUIET.” The UCES projected the pilot’s voice into a booming presence. “EYES OUT, 
LOOK FOR HEAT.” 
	 Padma chewed on her bottom lip. The mercenaries were close, and suddenly she 
wasn’t so sure about her freezer plan. She looked down at Ahmad. He was curled into a ball in 
the corner, still pale from the flight down the tower. If it came to running, he was as good as 
dead. She had seconds before the UCES made it to her level, then she’d find out for sure if her 
idea held water. 

	 She knelt at the boy’s side and pressed her bag into his chest. “Take it to Che or Samir. 
No one else.”

	 “What?”

	 “Wait until they’ve left, then run to the subway and make your way home. Che is waiting 
at the entrance, along with Samir and Laya. They’ll make sure it gets to the right people, and 
that you get fed.”

	 Ahmad’s eyes bulged from his head. “Don’t leave me.”

	 She felt a stab in her chest. “It’s only for a little while, mulala. Stop being such a baby.”

	 “I’m not a baby.”

	 It was hard to catch her breath. “Then stay quiet, and don’t leave until the coast is 
clear.” She stood by the door, her heart in her throat. “I love you, Ahmad.” She slipped through 
before he could answer, closing the freezer behind her. 

	 Without the bag of gear and scrap, Padma felt light and ready. She flexed her legs, 
squeezing the muscles to work out any knots. She was a good runner. It was why Che trusted 
her to go out this far. She told herself she would be fine, that these old men couldn’t catch her. 
Then they stepped out into the hallway. 

	 Two were white, one was black, and all three had shaved heads and face tattoos. Their 
exosuits were little more than metal harnesses around their limbs. They offered no more 
protection, but added so much to agility. Padma had seen similar men run down vehicles on 
foot. She froze. 

	 “You there! Freeze!” 
	 She took off down an adjacent hallway. The air behind her snapped and the far wall 
exploded. They’d shot at her! That put more fire in her step. She pumped her arms and 



churned her legs, sprinting past cubicles and offices and other derelict furniture. In seconds, 
the mercenaries reached the intersection and sent more bullets her way. She cut left, pushing 
through a dark eating area littered with moldy bagels. The ground shook and she heard the 
UCES gaining on her. 

	 “STOP OR YOU WILL BE SHOT!”

	 Every breath came hard and labored. Her body protested, urged her to stop and rest…
and die. Padma ignored the pain in her legs and chest. She knew that every inch of ground she 
covered bought Ahmad a better chance to escape. Nothing else mattered. She risked a glance 
over her shoulder and her heart skipped a beat. The UCES was in the eating area, shoving 
aside tables and chairs like they were dry leaves. Suddenly the floor fell away. 

	 Padma had a moment of realization, saw the hole open beneath her feet, and then she 
was falling. Cold air whistled around her, carrying her deeper and deeper into pitch darkness. 
She hit something at an angle and slid for a dozen feet, then more open air. Then another 
impact, harder, knocking the air from her lungs. Then more free air, screaming in her ears. She 
managed to bring her hands to her face just as she smashed into a flat surface. Everything 
stopped at once. 

	 Her ears rang from the crash, and she tasted blood in her mouth. Padma ran her tongue 
over her teeth, surprised to find them all in place. Every part of her body ached in a different 
way. She rolled to her back and lay against a cool, rough surface. It felt metallic, with a rough 
texture that scratched her skin. Everything was silent and dark. 

	 She’d fallen to a basement, as best she could guess. Thankfully there’d been some 
furniture to beat her up on the way down, otherwise the fall would have killed her. She couldn’t 
hear the mercenaries anymore, but they’d be coming. Not like the Protectorate to leave a meal 
half-eaten. 

	 “Hello?”

	 Padma leapt up, nearly falling off the metal surface. She trembled, her body flooded 
with adrenaline and fear. She quickly scrambled around the platform until she found the edges. 
It wasn’t large, maybe three meters wide and two in length. She waited for her heart to slow 
down so she could hear again. 

	 “Hello? Is anyone there?”

	 The voice was crisp and proper, with a unique polish and lilt. Its English wasn’t posh like 
the Brits, or rough like the Americans. Padma thought it sounded like some of the New 
Zealanders she’d met at the bazaar from time to time. She couldn’t figure out where it was 
coming from. It sounded like it was in her head. 

	 “I’m sorry, I don’t mean to startle you. I’m in a bit of a spot here. Could use a hand, if 
you’ve the time.”

	 “Hello?” Padma whispered. She wondered if she should try speaking Marathi, but didn’t 
want to scare the stranger. If he yelled, it might alert the mercenaries. “Where are you? I can’t 
see anything.”

	 “Oh, yes. Sorry. Forgot myself there. It’s pretty dark, I imagine. Haven’t needed to look 
out in a spell. I can spare a few watts. How’s this?”

	  Dim red light spilled onto the floor below. Padma poked her head over the side of the 
metal landing and looked down. It wasn’t too far a drop, maybe three or four meters. She 
crawled to the side and carefully lowered herself down, dangling by her fingertips. She took a 
breath and let go, falling the last bit to the ground. The landing rattled her teeth, but otherwise 
she was okay. She tried to make out the shape of the object she’d been on, but it was still too 
dim. It appeared to be a closet, or a pile of boxes. With just a few red bulbs glowing, she 
couldn’t decide. 

	 “Are you inside there?” 
	 “In a manner of speaking.”

	 “And you need me to get you out?”

	 “Also, a manner of speaking.”




	 Padma crossed her arms. “I don’t have time for games. There are men coming. They 
have a UCES.”

	 “What’s that?” 
	 “Are you a fool? The armored suits. Like tanks with legs.”

	 “Oh. Those must be new. I’ve been down here quite a while.”

	 Her curiosity overrode her anxiety. “How long?”

	 “Seventy years.”

	 “Bullshit.”

	 “It’s true. I’ve got everything I need in here, so long as I don’t ever want to move or do 
anything.”

	 “You can’t have survived down here for that long,” Padma said knowingly. “You’d have 
starved to death long ago.”

	 “My supplies can last a while. This thing, however, ran out of juice a while ago. There 
should be a cable on the ground somewhere. My last friend—well, I call him a friend now, but 
we were so much more than that—he was trying to get me hooked up to the building’s power 
when things went a bit higgledy piggledy.”

	 Padma didn’t understand much of what was said, but she searched along the dusty 
floor until she tripped over a thick black cable. It was very heavy, and the old rubber had gone 
sticky with time. It stank of chemicals and rusted metal. “I found it, I think. Where do I plug it 
in?”

	 “If you’re facing away from me, the wall is right in front of you. Plug me in and give me a 
minute to juice up.”

	 She did as asked, turning until the strange object was at her back. She took seven large 
steps forward and her toes pressed up against the wall. Her hand found the outlet soon 
enough. It was a large, three-pointed circle, made for heavy machinery. She searched along the 
cable until she found the plug and connected it to the wall. The line shuddered, alive with 
current. She grinned, spinning about. “How did you know there would be power?”

	 The voice seemed very pleased. “It’s a hard line, connects to the city. Doesn’t matter 
what happens to the building, this line should always be lit up. Unless the entire region went 
under, but then there’d be no point in coming back anyway. You’d all be dead. Where’s the fun 
in that?”

	 “You’re a very strange man,” Padma said. 

	 “You have no idea.” 
	 She heard a noise from above. Metal clumping down onto carpet. The mercenaries 
were close. They must be going floor by floor down into the basement. It wouldn’t be long 
before they found this hole. “Hurry. We have to get out of here. If those men find us…”

	 “It’ll be fine. I don’t worry about men in suits.”

	 “Are you crazy? They’ll kill you.”

	 “Eh, they can try. I think I’ve got enough for a little more light. Whadya say?”

	 Before she could respond, a half-dozen lights lit up around the room. Padma backed 
away, her eyes as wide as saucers. The strange metal platform and closet were much larger 
than she’d imagined. In fact, it took her brain several seconds to piece together just what 
exactly stood before her. 

	 It was three meters tall, but only because the pieces were folded together. It had the 
shape of a large man, with stubby legs and arms coming from a short body. The large flat head 
gave it the appearance of crab. On its chest, a large golden star was faintly visible, faded from 
ages of neglect. Five letters ran in an arc over the star: A.T.L.A.S.

	 “You’re…you’re…”

	 “A robot. Yes, I’m very sorry.” 

	 Three yellow lights lit up at the center of the frame, just under the top plate. It gave the 
impression of a surprised face. Padma shook her head in disbelief.

	 “An ATLAS!”




	 The mech didn’t move, but made a pleasant chime. “All-Terrain, Legionnaire Armor 
System, Mark Seven.” The face lights winked. “At your service.”

	 Padma paced around the immense machine. It had fallen into some sort of storage 
area, crushing shelves and boxes. Based on the thickness of the dust all around the room, it 
had been there for decades. “Legion? The Legion?”

	 “Her Royal Empress’s only. Is…did the Empire survive?”

	 Padma pressed her hands to her face. She could hardly believe it. “Seventy years?”

	 “Give or take a few months. I know your type doesn’t like accurate math.”

	 “My type?”

	 “Humans.” The ATLAS whirred, its servos firing a short burst. Nothing else happened. 
“Darn, still low power. This might take a minute.”

	 Plaster drifted down from the ceiling. Padma heard the heavy clomp of armored boots 
overhead. Her heart raced. “We don’t have that long. What do you have? Weapons?”

	 The lights winked. “I’ve got a forty millimeter grenade launcher.”

	 “Wow!”

	 “It’s empty.”

	 She groaned. “What else?”

	 “Five millimeter gatling cannon?”

	 Padma grinned, but caught herself. “And?”

	 “Also empty.”

	 She pressed her palms against her head. “Do you have any ammo at all?”

	 “None that works.” It sounded sad. “Seventy years, most of this gear has rusted. I must 
look a proper mess. Please, could you give me a minute to compose myself? I hate to imagine 
what you think of me.”

	 The clamoring above grew louder. Padma danced from foot to foot, panicked. “You 
stupid thing, they’re coming. Can you help me or not?”

	 “Well…I suppose I could try this.”

	 A seam of green light opened at the center of the ATLAS. Four more lines appeared, 
connecting into a series of panels that unfolded like a flower, revealing the cockpit. Padma 
climbed into the seat, strapping herself down tight. It was a little big, and she had to strain to 
hit some of the controls, but it was manageable. Then she saw the panels. They were all in 
English. 

	 “Fuck me.”

	 “Beg your pardon?” the robot asked. 

	 Padma shook her head. “Had to be a damn colonial. Can you close the hatch?”

	 On command, the petals sealed her inside and all was dark. For a moment, she sat in 
the abyss; no sight, no sound. Then the power surged again. Panels flickered to life, providing 
a one-eighty view of the world. HUD elements popped into view, showing her the empty 
ammunition gauges and slowly refilling fuel cells. Then she saw a figure appear, dropping down 
from the shattered ceiling. It landed on metallic legs and immediately brought up a rifle. A red 
diamond popped up on the HUD, outlining the new threat. 

	 “Exit the vehicle and surrender!”

	 “Well, he seems pleasant.” 

	 Padma ran her hands over the controls, trying to quickly suss out what each toggle and 
button meant. She sank back in her seat, defeated. They had no ammo, no power, and no idea 
what to do next. “What’s your name?”

	 “Name?”

	 “Yah. What do I call you? We’re going to die together, might as well be informal.”

	 The robot paused, clicking servos wistfully. “Mobile Turret Robotic Assistant.”

	 Padma laughed. “That’s a name?”

	 “I could give you my serial, but I doubt you’d take the time to read it all.”

	 She played with the words in her head. “M-T-R-A.” She smiled. “Mitra. Your name is 
Mitra.”




	 “Mitra.” Even in the strange robotic voice, it sounded pleased. “What does it mean?”

	 Padma tightened her harness. “Friend.” She watched another mercenary drop down. 
He was even bigger than his partner, with bulging muscles and bright tattoos. He hefted a 
triple-barrel machine-gun and aimed it at the ATLAS. 	 

	 “You have to the count of ten, Curry.”

	 She sneered. It wasn’t even a proper slur. The laziness bothered her more than just the 
racism. The turret had four key inputs: two joystick for her hands, and two slip-pads for her 
feet. She was just tall enough to hit all the controls. “Mitra, how much power do we have?”

	 “Enough for ten minutes of expression.”

	 Padma licked her teeth. Expression. She liked the sound of it. “And what is your hull 
integrity?”

	 “Hull? I’m not a boat. Structural integrity is at sixty-three percent.”

	 “On my command, give me full control of your limbs.”

	 Mitra hesitated again. “Okay?”

	 The UCES hadn’t shown its face, but the two mercenaries seemed antsy. They postured 
with their weapons, stepping closer and closer to the ATLAS. 

	 “Last chance!” 
	 Padma tightened her fingers around the joysticks. “Now.” At once, power surged 
through the ATLAS. She felt the harness grow light, the weight pressing around her body like a 
blanket. She moved her right hand and saw the massive metal claw mimic her on the screen. 
Electricity flooded her veins. “Narakata ja.”

	 One of the Protectorate soldiers fired a burst into the ATLAS. The rounds pinged off the 
armor, bounced harmlessly to the side. The mech responded with a swipe from the ripe arm. 
The metal claw smashed the mercenary into the wall, crushing him into the cement and steel. 
The second soldier unloaded his machine-gun, screaming curses the entire time. The ATLAS 
reared up and stomped down, mashing him into paste like a bug. 

	 More fire rained down from above. Padma climbed with the suit, using the powerful 
claws to pull the hulking beast out of the basement. Another mercenary stood on a ledge 
overlooking the massive hole, peppering the ancient robot with lead. Padma punched her fists 
into the supporting wall, bringing tons of rubble down onto the hapless soldier. She took a 
moment to catch her breath. 

	 “Status?”

	 Mitra whistled. “Structural integrity at forty-nine percent. We’ve got six minutes of 
power left.”

	 “Good.” Padma climbed quickly, rising to the ground floor in seconds. Every movement 
felt smooth and controlled. She twisted her limbs and the giant machine responded in kind. It 
was a surprisingly intuitive control scheme. There were a million buttons and dials she hadn’t 
even looked at yet, but that would come later. Now she needed to escape the hole in the 
ground. 

	 Smog-filtered light reached her view-screens. She whooped in triumph, pumping her 
hands in the air. Ceiling panels collapsed around her. Feeling giddy, she spun around to find the 
stairs. Ahmad wouldn’t know what to say when he saw her. She saw a sudden flash of white. 

	 WHAM! Something massive slammed into her, driving the ATLAS through the nearby 
wall and out into the street. She landed hard, bouncing around in her harness. The straps bit 
into her flesh and her head bounced off the monitors. Stars danced in her vision. She tried to 
speak, but her voice was gone. It took her a moment to realize it was just the deafening ringing 
in her ears. When she could focus, she stared out the cracked view-screen at the figure 
standing at the other end of the street. 

	 The UCES squared off in a fighting stance. Both arms twinkled with prismatic charges, 
ready to fire. P-Cells weren’t cheap, which was the only reason she was still alive. The wind 
howled, kicking up a minor garbage storm. Visibility was dropping. If she could hold on just a 
few minutes longer. 




	 “Mitra,” she squeaked. Every part of her ached. Sticky blood dripped off her head and 
out from her lips. Her bones ground together when she moved. “Mitra, how much time do we 
have?”

	 The robot hummed sadly. “Two minutes. But integrity is too low to risk a fight. I suggest 
you surrender.”

	 Padma shook her head, sending her vision swimming. “They’ll kill Ahmad. I have to 
fight.”

	 “I can give you one good strike.”

	 She spat out a wad of blood and gagged. All those stories about the Legion were 
bullshit. There’s no way they fought with these machines hand-to-hand. Just a few minutes of 
it were like being in a car accident. She wondered if she’d live long enough to learn anything 
about this strange armor. The UCES hung back, watching carefully. Padma’s mind raced. If she 
did nothing, there was a chance the mercenary would leave. Then again, they might fire a shot 
into her just to be safe. At this range, she’d be vaporized. She glanced around her cramped 
turret, searching for something useful. 

	 “What’s this?”

	 Mitra chirped. “That’s the screen deployment selector.”

	 “And that means what?”

	 “Smoke. It fires a canister of smoke.”

	 She groaned. “Then why call it a screen?”

	 “Do you want me to use our remaining life to explain military terminology?”

	 Padma scowled. “Can you activated the canister but keep it in the tube?”

	 Mitra buzzed happily. “On the way.”

	 The UCES jumped at the sudden movement. Sparks sprayed from the ATLAS’s turret, 
followed by a pillar of inky black smoke. It powered down its P-Cells. No need to waste 
ammunition. Still, an ATLAS made a decent salvage. The pilot walked the UCES closer, 
scanning with all irises for any signs of life. The sputtering smoke made confirmation 
impossible. It closed the distance and stood a few steps away. 

	 Padma squeezed her fist. She launched herself into a devastating uppercut, sending 
every metric ton of weight into a punch that shattered the UCES’s outer casing. The white 
mech flew ten meters into the air, spiraling from the impact. It landed with a thunderous crunch 
on the asphalt, spitting debris in all directions. Padma didn’t wait. She launched into the air, 
aiming her foot for the enemy’s head. The power cut out mid-jump and she fell in darkness, 
bracing for impact. The world shook in a screech of metal and rubble. 

	 For a moment, all was still on the street. Dust swirled around the two mobile tanks, 
obscuring them from view. Then petals opened on the front of the ATLAS and a battered 
Padma emerged, limping down from her harness. She slid off the wreckage of the UCES down 
to the ground, cradling her injured arm and ribs. The titans remained frozen in place, like 
statues to a battle fought long ago. 

	 “Padma!”

	 She wheeled about to see Ahmad racing from the building. She swept him into a tight 
embrace, holding him close until her tears faded. She wiped her face with her scarf and eased 
into a kneeling position. The young boy still carried her bags and their take. 

	 “I’m okay,” she said. “Are you?”

	 “Ya, I’m fine. You were in a Raksasa!”

	 Padma glanced back at the ATLAS. “A good one. An honorable one. And we need to 
get him power.”

	 “Won’t more bad men be coming?”

	 She shook her head. “Not for a while. And it won’t matter anymore. We have a 
Devaduta watching over us. With that machine, we won’t ever need to be scared again.” 

	 The two scavengers approached their new quarry. Out of the basement, the ATLAS 
loomed nearly eight meters high. It cast a long shadow over the two children, but they weren’t 
scared. Looking up at their new prize, they felt something new. For the first time in a very long 
while, they felt safe. 


