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  Extract from the NEW ENGLISH DICTIONARY, Patriot Publishing, Human Autonomous Region, 2671CE


  human.


  n. 1. An individual of the species Homo sapiens, possibly also of derivative species. See also: augmented-human.


  adj. 2. Characterizing mankind, as opposed to aliens, animals, and machines (including AIs).


  adj. 3. [meaning derived from common alien usage] oppressed, the ultimate underclass, the hopeless ones, unwashed : as in The Human Legion.


  — Prologue —


  Power from the scores of heat exchangers and hibernation monitors thrummed through the metal walkway where Indiya sat, legs dangling over the edge into the sea of frozen heads. The deep power hum beckoned her to sleep. Soon she would, but not just yet. Not without a last look at the one sleeping Marine who mattered to her.


  Her mystery boy.


  Who was he? And what?


  Mamma had always said that the older Marines would flirt outrageously while they waited for the crew to put them to sleep, but the younger ones would be so blissed out on drugs that they scarcely knew what they were doing or where they were looking. She always said that to Indiya with a gleam in her eye, but a wistful look that told of a lifetime of memories, not all of them pleasant. The Marines have a lot to be nervous about, Mamma had explained. The ship could be destroyed while they’re still in cryo. And if they do wake, it will be to fight. And when they fight many of them will die. Smile on them, because by the time they meet us, their lives are already nearly spent.


  If you had to die, thought Indiya, going in your sleep was the gentlest way. But the Marines were not like the ship’s crew. They were great hulking beasts bred for one reason only: to kill. For them, death was something to be faced head on, eyes wide open, kicking and screaming all the way to damnation.


  They would not die in their sleep, though. Not here; Indiya would never permit that. She was a member of Beowulf’s human cryogenics team, and they were diligent about maintenance checks, running diagnostics far beyond the level called for by operational guidelines. Pod maintenance was almost a religion, and she was proud to keep the failure rate for the Marine cryo pods below one percent, which was maybe another reason why she couldn’t leave this one alone.


  Give them a wink and a smile, Mamma had said. The Tranquility run is the worst because they’re mostly just kids. Children going off to war. If you bust them ogling your behind, just laugh it off. That way they’ll sleep with a smile on their face and have a reason to wake.


  Indiya smiled at the memory. Mamma wasn’t around anymore, couldn’t answer the one question that had worried at her these past six months of flight: who was this Marine?


  The roving eyes of the freshly minted Marines hadn’t bothered her. Indiya had been happy enough to smile and flirt, to allow her fingertips to brush against the brow of a troubled Marine, anything to send those boys, and some girls, to sleep smiling.


  All of them, that was, except for the boy in front of her. She reached forward and slid back the view panel, which revealed a transparent window and a light shining onto the occupant’s face. His eyes were closed now, but she’d seen those passionate brown eyes that looked out of place in that battle-scared giant’s face, which looked like a skin façade stretched over a metal skull.


  There was no smile on this Marine’s face, only shock.


  The view panel was only meant as a backup check to verify that the occupant of the cryo pod matched the name on the status panel. She covered her tracks by sliding the panel back into place. The face meant nothing to her anyway. All she really knew about him was his name: Marine Arun McEwan: 88th battalion, 412th-TAC, ‘C’ Company, Indigo Squad.


  She ran the name around her memories for the thousandth time, but she could draw no spark of recognition. The name meant nothing to her.


  But she had meant something to him. Something unexpected and vital. But what?


  At first he’d given her a dreamily flirtatious look, same as the others. Mellowed on sleeper drugs, he’d remarked in a slow slur about her purple hair. Her color was natural, she’d explained. By which she meant she never dyed it. It was an innocent enough answer, and then she’d dismissed him with a throwaway comment about chatting when he woke. But in the moment when she’d turned to attend to the next cryo pod, she’d glimpsed astonishment bloom on his face. The shock of recognition.


  And the strangest thing, what she needed Mamma to explain to her most, was that she had instantly felt connected to him too.


  In the days and months that followed, she’d replayed footage of McEwan going under. His dreamy contentment churned into a raging panic. In the end he’d fought sleep, desperate to attract her attention before he went under.


  He succeeded, but too late. Before she’d finished setting the next Marine to sleep she’d gone back to McEwan, reeled in by Creator knew what. She’d checked and rechecked his pod; everything was working perfectly.


  When Petty Officer Lock had commed her to ask why she was behind schedule, Indiya didn’t have an answer and had to leave McEwan and attend to the other Marines in his company.


  She smiled at the memory of all those corny pledges of love and sidelong glances, flattered really, though she’d never admit that when they woke.


  Indiya knew she wasn’t anything special to look at. She was young; that was all. At 17 Terran standard, she was the same age as some of the Marine kids. They probably thought she looked exotic with her violet hair and slender, supple limbs, not at all like the musclebound hulks they raised on heavy-gravity worlds such as Tranquility. She was a sleek attack cruiser to their inertia-bound heavy battleships.


  No, she told herself, comparing people to spacecraft was crass. She was a cat, she decided, the Marines were water buffaloes – the human ones were at any rate.


  But there were wolves on board too. Predators sniffing out McEwan. His cryo unit’s diagnostics had been accessed far more times that was routine. The pod’s activity log registered its systems had been controlled on two occasions by a remote process thread hidden by privacy locks so secure that Indiya was too scared to breach them.


  She was not the only one with an interest in Arun McEwan.


  And not just McEwan. All of the Marines were being fed such quantities of mind-altering drugs that even Petty Officer Lock was worried, although she ordered Indiya to ignore them.


  Indiya sighed. “Good luck,” she mouthed, nearly blowing him a kiss, but that would be going too far. She felt a clawing at her gut, tears threatening to burst from her eyes. She pictured poor Tizer from ‘A’ Crew, in storage on Deck 10. While Tizer was frozen during the flight to Tranquility, his girlfriend had lived a waking shipboard life for nearly twenty years, and then died in an accident before reaching their destination. Indiya kept telling herself she should learn from Tizer’s tragedy and burn away any ties to someone such as McEwan, whose future was so damned.


  She rose, turning her back on the Marine so he couldn’t see her sadness, not that he could see anything in his deep sleep.


  Try as she might to put him from her mind, she couldn’t help wondering whether this Arun McEwan would still be there when she came back on shift in six months’ time.


  Clad only in the paper cryo tunic that would disintegrate safely during freezing, her bare feet padded softly on the walkway as she made her way to the higher-spec cryo units reserved for the crew.


  Without her, Arun McEwan was alone.


  And defenseless.


  Her musing was interrupted by a thought message: <Indiya!>


  She shot an answer back. <Furn. You spying again?>


  <You dreaming of your Marine again?>


  <He’s my responsibility.>


  <No, he’s ours. They all are.> The thought link didn’t convey emotion with the same fidelity as skin-to-skin comms, but the jagged barbs of Furn’s jealousy were sharp enough to color his words.


  <Can’t this wait till our next shift?>


  Indiya felt exhilaration surge through Furn even before he answered. <Petty Officer Lock’s about to issue us new orders. We’re to stay on shift and revive your fantasy boy and his friends.>


  <Why?>


  <What do you mean, why? That’s our job.>


  <No, I mean why are the Marines needed?>


  <Sorry. Message from our sister ship, Themistocles. She’s been in a fight.>


  A chill crept up Indiya’s spine. No one had any idea the enemy were so close. <Is she damaged?>


  <Not as much as the bad guys. We’re to pursue and finish off the hostile. Your lover boy’s unit is going to be the plasma fodder to go in first.>


  — PART I —


  The Cat and the Wolf


  — Chapter 01 —


  Arun McEwan’s heart swelled with pride when he accessed the internal camera feeds, and saw himself lined up with the rest of Charlie Company in Beowulf’s dorsal hangar. The Marines twitched with eagerness to emerge and take the fight to the enemy.


  Whoever the frakk they might be. They were at war with the Muryani Accord, but the hostile didn’t display the power signature of a Muryani vessel.


  It was fear, not pride, that made Arun so impatient to launch and get the boarding action over with. The prospect of facing hostile aliens in battle was exciting and nerve wracking, but what truly scared him was the possibility of revealing himself as different.


  Fed a constant dose of combat drugs, even while in cryo sleep, all his other comrades were doped-out mental wrecks, left with as much initiative as the dumbest robot. Well, maybe not the slightly smaller armored figure to his left: Springer. Marine Phaedra Tremayne, known to Springer to anyone without a death wish, was his best friend and fire team buddy. The drugs had less effect on her, as with their comrade, Umarov, but they all acted as if they were as doped as the others. Hidden conspiracies swirled around Arun like a persistent stink. He’d hoped all that had gone away when he left Tranquility System on Beowulf, but here it was even worse and felt more urgent. Playing dumb now might just give Arun the edge he needed when the traitors made their move.


  “Ready to launch on my mark,” ordered Staff Sergeant Bryant, on behalf of their silent alien officer, Captain Mhabali. Bryant had become an unexpected ally back on their depot planet of Tranquility, but now he too had succumbed to the drugs.


  “Ten… nine… eight…”


  From his camera feed, Arun watched the ACE-2 combat suits flick from field gray to matt black, shimmer and then disappear. Charlie Company had activated stealth mode.


  “Seven… six…”


  With the waiting over, Arun’s worries were draining away.


  “Five… four…”


  Arun McEwan had an advantage over everyone else in the company: his future had been foretold by the strange alien creatures known as Night Hummers. Unlike the others he had a destiny. The cause of human freedom would not let him die today.


  “Three… two…”


  Arun knew he would be coming back.


  “One… go!”


  Arun placed his life in the virtual hands of his battlesuit AI, Barney, who hurled him into space a split second after the hangar doors snapped open. The Marines emerged into a bloom of light across the electromagnetic spectrum as Beowulf simultaneously launched a barrage of kinetic torpedoes and blew smoke, both intended to cover the real attack, a close assault by the stealthed Marines.


  The ‘smoke’, which consisted of sensor-reflective streamers, semi-intelligent decoy drones, and a dozen types of EMP flash-bombs, obscured Beowulf as the warship pivoted through 180 degrees and used her main engine to brake, applying enough power to keep out of effective firing range, but not so much that she fried Charlie Company in the quantum-effect cone extending hundreds of meters out of her zero-point engine.


  Within minutes, Arun had left Beowulf far behind and drifted slightly to one side. The smoke had dissipated, and the kinetic torpedoes – which were on a parallel vector to the Marines – were dark in the visible spectrum, though still launch-hot in infra-red.


  None of that mattered. What counted was whether the enemy warship had seen the Marines. That would determine whether most of them lived or died over the coming hours.


  Beowulf’s attack plan was simple. The enemy ship was 20,000 klicks ahead and Charlie Company was on an almost identical vector to the enemy ship, except the Beowulf had been moving slightly faster. That extra velocity was enough for the barrage of torpedoes to hit in about an hour, and the Marines to arrive, ready to board, about five minutes later.


  Missiles and x-ray bombs from their sister ship, Themistocles, had crippled the enemy’s main propulsion in a brief firefight as she’d flashed past 26 days earlier. The hostile ship’s maneuvering thrusters could spin it in any direction and nudge to either side, but that made negligible difference to its velocity of nearly 15% lightspeed. Unless the enemy repaired his main engines, the target ship was essentially headed in a straight line that would not stop until the end of time.


  Barney estimated they would reach long range for beam weapons in approximately ten minutes. Until then, Arun was alone with only the sound of his breathing, and the fears in his mind for company.


  He tried to get a visual on the target, but at this range it was no more than a faint dot. So he stared instead at home: Tranquility, or rather its sun. Still less than a light year away, it was the brightest object in the blackness of interstellar space. He thought back to happier times, messing around with his mate, Osman, in novice school, and chatting late into the night with Springer. Then there had been that night on the moon when he held in his arms the most beautiful woman he’d even known.


  But his maybe lover, Xin Lee, was on Themistocles, less than a light day distant, but the difficulty in matching vectors meant she might as well be a galaxy away. As for Osman, he had been killed in the rebellion Arun had helped to put down. Springer lost her leg in the same fight, and was out there now, practically within touching distance, but as invisible to Arun in her stealthed battlesuit as, hopefully, they all were to the enemy.


  He smiled. Thinking of Springer always made him smile. Arun’s life had mysteries and threats by the bucketload – not least the mysterious purple girl that the pre-cog Night Hummers had talked of – but thinking about them wouldn’t help him now.


  Springer would be by his side in the fight.


  As she would be afterward, when they celebrated victory.


  That was more than enough.


  — Chapter 02 —


  After closing for fifteen minutes, when the target vessel had grown enough for Arun to see it was a rough cuboid shape, the enemy opened up with lasers.


  The kinetic torpedoes were dumb bullets with limited maneuver capability of their own, which made targeting them child’s play.


  Unlike in an atmosphere, there was nothing in space to scatter a beam weapon, robbing it of power. What limited a laser’s effective range was diffraction, the inevitable spreading out of beam diameter. What started as a tight beam at the laser’s focal point, had spread to a five-meter diameter disk by the time it played over the torpedoes.


  Diluting the laser’s energy over a wider area turned it from a death beam to a pleasant heat lamp.


  Nonetheless, in the near-absolute cold of space, that relentless heat lamp was deadly, warming the torpedoes in an uneven way.


  After another ten minutes, secondary lasers opened up, pulsing their energy, so that the torpedoes rapidly heated then cooled.


  It didn’t take much longer before the outer surface of a few torpedoes cracked. The material pitted, ejecting little plumes of debris.


  To Arun, the effect looked so gentle, but it was enough. The torpedoes slowly tumbled and drifted.


  There! The first collision. One torpedo had knocked into another, causing both to fly off on a new vector, narrowly missing others on their way out of the barrage spread.


  And with every meter they grew closer to the enemy ship, the business ends of the laser beams narrowed, increasing their effect.


  Arun grinned. The torpedoes were only a distraction, cover for the most deadly weapon in Beowulf’s armory: its complement of human Marines.


  The fact that the enemy hadn’t fired on the Marines meant they hadn’t seen them.


  Yet.


  Oh, but they would do soon.


  By the time they were ten minutes away, Arun was counting down the seconds before boarding, impatience adding a rasp to his breath.


  He’d been bred and engineered to fight.


  3,000 klicks and closing.


  He couldn’t wait!


  — Chapter 03 —


  Indigo Squad boarded on the port beam and made for the CIC, the command nerve center of the enemy ship. The two Charlie Company officers commanded the other five squads who would breach the upper hull and work their way down to the main powerplant. Both targets were amidships. By coming at them from two directions, the battle planners hoped to maximize confusion in the minds of the enemy.


  Hoped to. The location of the targets was guesswork, given a veneer of plausibility by Beowulf’s spy probes that had sent back data about power routing and data traffic before being vaped by enemy lasers.


  The two sides of the pincer were uneven. Arun couldn’t help thinking of himself as a decoy, there to distract attention from the main force.


  Once they’d set things on course with the hull breaching charges, Arun had always expected the plan to fall apart as the boarding action unfolded, but not as quickly as it did.


  He followed Lance Corporal Del-Marie Sandure and a replacement Marine – a girl he didn’t know well called Sadri – down the breach. Straight away he knew something was wrong. Barney lost power to the suit propulsion. Arun stumbled and fell… to his right, onto the aft bulkhead.


  Fell! How could he fall in zero-g? This ship must have artificial gravity. Such a display of an impossible technology made him tingle with unease. Even if the reaction force feeling of gravity had come from engine thrust or rotation, that still didn’t explain why his suit propulsion had failed. It was only in genuine gravity fields that the ACE-2 suit propulsion barely functioned.


  He glanced behind him, expecting quadruped Muryani Marines to be waiting in ambush.


  They weren’t. Maybe this wasn’t even a Muryani ship. They didn’t have artificial gravity and weren’t supposed to be so close to Tranquility.


  None of this made sense.


  He tried to shake away thoughts about matters beyond his control, and focused instead on the practical. His compromised suit propulsion meant he would have to get around by walking and running. But the plan still held good.


  Arun switched off the safety on his SA-71 carbine and covered his squadmates who were falling into a heap on the bulkhead, filling the Local BattleNet comm channel with grunts of confusion.


  Suddenly an alarm started blaring so loudly that Arun’s head would have shattered if Barney hadn’t filtered out most of the sound.


  Better make that two weird things, he thought. The hull was open to the vacuum, but he was still hearing sounds. That meant the air was intact. Damn! They should have brought overblast grenades. Instead, they’d brought flash-bombs, to disorient an enemy before shooting them with railgun darts.


  All his training said you had to run with the crazy chaos of contact with the enemy and make your own luck. You had to keep an open mind and adapt your plan as you went.


  Sounded compelling in theory. In practice, his comrades’ mental faculties were so blunted that no one had the wit to mention the strangeness of their environment or adapt their plan.


  There’s no problem, he told himself. No dramas. No need to change the plan. Nothing has changed.


  But he didn’t really believe that. Either this was a class of Muryani vessel that he’d never seen before.


  Or this ship didn’t belong to their old foe, but a far more deadly threat.


  Only a few moments earlier, he’d thrown himself through the hull breach with excitement boiling in his veins.


  Now he felt only icy trepidation.


  Not fear for his own fate, but deep worry about how they would cope in this puzzle box of surprises.


  — Chapter 04 —


  After punching through four bulkheads on their way to the center of the enemy ship, Indigo Squad still hadn’t met resistance.


  That was bad.


  Once they’d recovered from the shock of encountering genuine gravity, and picked themselves up from the untidy heap they’d made on the aft bulkhead, the squad had pressed on with vigor. They might not be sharp, but every genetic rewiring, wetware augmentation and trained habit yelled at them to close and fight with the enemy.


  Four frames in and that initial impetus had dissipated.


  Horden’s backside! Caccamo and Bojin from Alpha Section were actually sitting down and talking. Chewing the fat in the middle of a battle.


  A few kicks from Arun’s boot were enough to communicate a sense of occasion to the two idle lizards, but it took sharp words from Lance Sergeant Brandt to get them moving again.


  Arun feared this loss of focus was only a sign of things to come.


  Frakk! The pair were so dopey they weren’t fit to clean out the head, let alone fight a battle.


  Arun shuddered. He’d been forced to shovel shit as an Aux slave worker. It was even less fun than it sounded.


  “McEwan!” barked Corporal Majanita – Madge – Arun’s section leader.


  “Corporal?”


  “When you’ve finished playing footsie with Alpha Section, bring your ass over to get us through this bulkhead.”


  As he raced over, Arun grabbed a breaching charge from the utility attachment patch over his rear hip and looked for a spot on the wall that was as far as possible from any bracing.


  The breach pack was shaped like a small lime-green plant pot that oozed sticky green slime over its flat attachment surface. The slime ran through Arun’s gauntlets like harmless alien sweat, but when he placed the charge at chest height against the bulkhead, and held it in place for the required seven seconds, the bond it made was strong enough to withstand a plasma torch.


  Arun glanced behind to check everyone was standing back.


  “Keep clear,” he shouted. “Breach charge in five!”


  He activated the charge, shifting well to the side.


  Barney set the countdown running visibly in his visor.


  At ‘3’ Arun saw a Marine walking into the path of the charge’s backblast.


  He charged at the dumb veck, relying on Barney to boost his acceleration at the right moment.


  Barney couldn’t do much in the gravity field, but it was enough. Arun tackled the Marine, sending him flying an instant before flames roared from the back of the charge. Arun felt his flesh sear as he was blown along the deck, skidding along on his chest.


  Even before he’d smacked against the far bulkhead, Barney had given him a status report: <Battlesuit rear armor compromised. Pressure seals holding. Marine flesh: minor burns but not relevant in context.>


  So he’d literally had his ass roasted, which was just what he was going to do to the stupid dumbchuck who’d walked into the backblast.


  Tac-display said it was Marine Stok Laskosk, one of the heavies.


  Stopcock. Figures…


  For some reason, the Heavy Weapons Section had only been armed with their carbines. Without his missile launcher resting over his shoulder, Stopcock was lost at the best of times.


  Stopcock looked uninjured. He’d picked himself up and… frakk! The big Marine was striding purposefully toward Arun.


  Great. Stopcock didn’t exactly rate Arun highly at the best of times, and the stupid skangat was probably fuming about getting knocked over.


  “Hey, McEwan!” called the big guy.


  Arun braced, ready to throw the other Marine.


  Stopcock came to grapple.


  Arun shifted down, ready to throw Stopcock over his shoulder but stopped himself at the last moment, when Stopcock made his visor go transparent and Arun could see the smile beaming all over his face.


  Stopcock embraced in an armored bear hug. “Thanks, McEwan. Didn’t know what came over me. I owe you.”


  “Don’t sweat it, Stopcock. I’d do the same for any brother or sister.”


  The heavy weapons specialist drew back a little, looming over Arun. He tapped Arun on the helmet, hard enough to make it ring.


  “Don’t be disrespectful, McEwan. When I say I owe you, it means something. Okay?”


  “Got it,” said Arun. “Thanks.”


  “Grenade!” shouted Madge as she tossed a flash-bomb through the breach Arun had opened in the wall.


  Just as well they hadn’t encountered resistance. His squad mates had been standing like dumb shooting range targets, watching his exchange with Stopcock rather than concentrating on whatever was on the far side of that bulkhead.


  Overblast grenades would have been better, but the flash-bomb in an enclosed space was still a serious munition. Anticipating what would happen, Barney turned Arun’s world black just before the bomb lit it up with retina-searing flashes in visible, UV, infrared, radio and microwave bands. The noise too set his teeth on edge.


  Even before the bomb went off, Arun was running toward the hole in the wall. As it went off, he dove headlong into the gap. Suit and Marine massed 400 pounds together, but they’d practiced this endlessly. Arun rolled like an acrobat and came up with carbine ready to fire.


  “Don’t shoot!”


  Arun hesitated, finger over the trigger.


  “We surrender!”


  The compartments they’d cut through had been unoccupied by defenders and mostly empty of equipment too, but this looked like an infirmary with beds and terrified people deafened and blinded by the flash-bomb. The people were holding out their arms in surrender.


  People.


  Human people!


  Zug arrived through the breach next. Arun dropped his own carbine and launched a flying kick at Zug’s SA-71, which sent a burst of darts into the overhead.


  “Cease fire!” shouted Arun.


  Madge came through next.


  Arun stood in front of her. “Cease fire.”


  He picked up his carbine. “Cease fire,” he shouted again.


  “What?” Madge sounded confused.


  Sergeant Gupta was drugged too, but a veteran’s instinct told him something was wrong. “What’s the delay?” he asked from the far side of the breach.


  “Hostiles are human, sergeant,” replied Arun.


  “Say again.”


  “We’ve broken into a medical facility. The wounded here are all human.”


  “So?” said Madge.


  The rest of Delta Section was flooding through now.


  “We’re supposed to be at war with the Muryani,” said Arun, speaking quickly. “I don’t know who the hell these people are, but I think our officers would want to find out. So probably best not to shoot them first, yes?”


  “Yes, I can see that,” said Gupta who was in the room now, peering at the frightened humans in their infirmary beds.


  “Good thinking, McEwan,” said the second-in-command, Lance Sergeant Brandt.


  Arun recorded the scene in the memory stores linked to his optic nerves. Watching the armored Marines milling around the beds was bizarre to put it mildly.


  They’d expected their enemy, the Muryani: oversized quadrupeds with flat heads shaped like a shovel. What had the wounded humans in the bed been expecting? They were shocked – the flash-bomb would have that effect – but surprised? No, they seemed to know the Marines were coming.


  “Should we continue the advance, sergeant?” asked Corporal Hecht who led Alpha Section.


  It took twenty seconds for Gupta to collect his thoughts enough to reply. Then he was back to his old self, barking out orders “Hecht, Caccamo, watch these vecks. If any of these lizards move, shoot to kill. Beta Section, you’re point next.”


  When Beta Section’s leader didn’t immediately move, he walked over to her and smacked her helmet. “What the frakk is wrong with you, Khurana. Move!”


  While the others were busy trying to breach the next wall, Arun hung back. Stung into action by the shortness of time available to him, he questioned the man who’d first surrendered.


  “What the hell are you doing here, fighting on behalf of humanity’s enemies?”


  “I could ask you the same question, Marine.” The man’s face suddenly crumpled in shock, and he grabbed weakly at Arun’s arm. “Your voice… General McEwan,” he whispered. “Is that really you, sir?”


  “General? I’m human, you dumb veck.” Arun shook away the man’s grasp. “How could I possibly be a general?”


  “My apologies. The bomb. It was deafening.”


  “I’ll give you more than ringing ears if you don’t answer my question.” Arun was angry enough to hit this guy hard. Arun had saved his measly life, his continued existence hung by a thread and yet this man had the arrogance to turn Arun’s question against him.


  “You have no right to hurt me. We are all human.”


  “So what? Your being human, is of interest. Doesn’t give you any rights, though. Why the hell should I care?”


  The man grew red in the face. There was anger in his voice. “We should all be championing human causes, not serving as plasma fodder for aliens.”


  “That’s a forbidden fantasy,” countered Arun, “which makes you a dangerous idiot.”


  Arun turned to hurry after his section, but he couldn’t resist one last question: “Are you claiming to be fighting for human causes?”


  “I know I do so.”


  “But you fight for the Muryani.”


  “No. We serve humanity,” the man said in a voice that oozed with contempt.


  “As do we,” spat back Arun. “In our way.”


  “You do not. You fight for the White Knights.”


  “As you fight for the Muryani,” said Arun. Ancient human wars on Earth often featured nations who fought as mercenaries on both sides. It should be no surprise if humanity’s role in the Muryani-White Knight frontier wars were the same.


  “You misunderstand,” said the man. “We do not fight for the Muryani at all. We are Amilx.”


  “I’ve heard that word. But I don’t know what it means.”


  The man hesitated, as if he’d gone too far. “It’s only meaning of relevance is that we are human. That is all you need to know.”


  Arun wanted to ask more, but Madge was screaming at him to hurry up.


  “Later, pal,” he said. “This isn’t over.”


  He put the Amilx mystery from his mind and raced after the rest of Delta Section.


  — Chapter 05 —


  Control consoles tipped onto their sides, overturned equipment boxes with wheels still pointing at the overheard where pipes and electrical conduits had been ripped down through missing ceiling panels: the defenders of what Marine intel said was the Combat Information Center had clearly built their barricade in haste.


  Judging by the way the crescent-shaped barrier curved out toward Indigo Squad’s breaching point, they had seen Beowulf’s Marines coming, despite Indigo Squad’s efforts to jam any surveillance.


  Arun was still in the neighboring compartment, waiting his section’s turn to enter. His map of CIC was put together by Indigo Squad’s suit AIs who constantly bounced updates on sightings and guesswork to each other. LB Net, the squad’s distributed group-mind, extended through the breach to paint a picture of CIC onto the tac-display inside Arun’s visor.


  The 11 red dots of the defenders were outnumbered by the 31 blue markers of Indigo Squad. After letting off a few wild shots at Alpha Section, who had made it through the breach first, the defenders had cowered behind their defenses. Should be a walkover.


  “Let’s ask them to surrender,” said Arun on Delta Section’s comm channel.


  No one acknowledged his suggestion. He wasn’t surprised. Prisoner-taking was an unnatural concept they’d never trained for. He had only been speaking his thoughts aloud.


  The passivity of the defenders had caused a curious lull in the fighting. Beta Section took advantage to filter through the breach into CIC.


  Sergeant Gupta unleashed hell with a single word: “Go!”


  Proper flight was impossible in this strange gravity field, but Alpha Section still had some power in their suit motors and used this to leap high, spraying the far side of the barricade with flash-bombs and high volume bursts of railgun darts.


  Under this lethal covering fire, each of the two Beta Section fire teams worked around a flank of the barricade. Arun’s Delta Section charged into the CIC through the breach in the bulkhead. Alongside them was the heavy weapons section.


  The Marines were so heavily doped, they had all the initiative of a tinned cabbage. But they didn’t need their brains clear for a squad assault against a prepared position, because so many years of training had made this as natural as breathing.


  Arun squeezed through the breach into a cacophony of noise and light from the flash-bombs, expecting his tac-display to show crosses through the enemy dots. Instead, by the time he was inside, ominous crosses overlaid six of the blue dots that represented his comrades. The enemy was unscathed.


  “They’re wearing armor,” said Gupta, then more quietly, “our darts can’t penetrate. What can we do?”


  Fury erupted throughout Arun. Not at the defenders, but at the traitors within his Marine Corps family who had blunted his sergeant’s mind, turning him from a fearsome NCO – ten times the Marine Arun would ever be – into a pathetic imbecile.


  “Here’s what we frakkin’ do!” shouted Arun on the squad-wide channel. “Extend teeth and mince those maggots. On my mark, Beta Section fire from the flanks. Everyone else, leap the barricade. We’re going over the top.”


  Arun took a moment to check Indigo’s reaction. To say it was not his place to issue orders was the understatement of the century. But everyone, even the sergeant, obediently extended teeth – the crown of rotating monofilament needles that extended out the end of their carbine barrels.


  A chill of horror crossed Arun, making him shiver. All he needed to do was give an order like he meant it, and the doped Marines would obey without question. What would happen if he gave an order to murder their officers and take over the Beowulf? Was that what the traitors were planning? Maybe Arun should set up his own mutiny first.


  He shook away those terrifying thoughts.


  “Ready! 3… 2… 1… Go!”


  Arun ran three paces and then jumped.


  On his own!


  No, not quite, he realized, just before he crested the barricade. Alpha and Delta Sections had stood and looked at his example for a second before copying him.


  But that still meant the guns of every defender would be trained on him alone.


  Evade! Evade!


  At his command, Barney shoved him sideways and then up before stalling and crashing into the barricade. He bounced off a flexible pipe hanging down from the overhead before landing on his back atop a plastic crate.


  His tac-display was already reporting the enemy were all dead.


  He laughed. Being alive was so glorious! Even better, he understood why he’d survived.


  Arun was not human. Marines had been selectively bred over centuries, genetically altered and augmented. That allowed him to see a complicated battle scene for a split second and immediately identify the tactically important details, filtering out the 99% of sensory input that would not help him to stay alive.


  As Barney had hurled him across the room, he’d seen the defenders pause and begin to turn away from Arun to face Beta Section’s flank attack. That had saved his life, though he’d been hit twice in the left arm.


  He rolled onto his side, taking in the scene of carnage, while Barney carried out emergency repairs to the suit’s arm and to the human arm inside.


  The human defenders wore unpowered armor, white flexible plates covered in studs. It looked like they could don that armor in seconds, not like the Marines in their ACE-2’s with a waste pipe stuck up their butts and input feeds that enabled them to go without food or drink for weeks. Those studs… were they force field projectors? Their armor had deflected the kinetic darts impacting at Mach 4, but as Arun had hoped, they hadn’t stopped the carbine teeth of the charging Marines from chopping them into a red slurry of chopped meat.


  A Marine stood over Arun, inspecting him.


  “Looks like you’ll be okay, McEwan,” said Umarov, Arun’s friend who was a Marine from an earlier generation. Arun was the only one fully immune from the effects of the doping, thanks to the medical nanobots his brother, Fraser, had once injected him with. The effect on Umarov was erratic, swinging from confusion to rare moments of lucidity.


  Where’s Springer!


  The only other squadmate who showed occasional signs of normality was his buddy, Springer. Arun heaved a sigh of relief when he queried Local Battle Net and found Springer was unwounded. He had long ago steeled himself to the prospect of losing more comrades in every engagement. How he could continue if he ever lost Springer was beyond him.


  Barney told him to keep still while his wounds were patched. So he lay there while Umarov gave him a stumbling speech about how confused he was, but he was certain of one thing: that he could trust Arun.


  He ought to be grateful for the support, but Arun had heard it all before. He glanced over at Madge, who stood nearby, staring at him. Umarov was gesticulating as he always did, but Madge was eerily motionless.


  Of all the newly-minted Marines of 88th field battalion, 412th Tactical Marine Regiment, Corporal Majanita was the canniest. Did she realize at some level that something was very badly wrong with her?


  “I’m sure of it, McEwan,” Umarov was saying. “It was English. Not the butchered version you speak, but proper English.”


  What? Arun snapped his attention back to Umarov. “Say that again.”


  “The humans in the medical facility. They spoke the way I do. They are my build too. Smaller than you. Bigger than Earth humans. We are fighting against Marines here. Vintage ones.”


  Umarov had graduated as a Marine ninety years ago. Within days he’d been put in cryo storage, only being thawed out to fill a gap in Arun’s fire team. He spoke differently and his body had a much lighter frame than modern day Marines. All of Umarov’s vintage were like him.


  “And they…” said Madge. “They… they fired Corps-issue SA-71 carbines. Standard kinetic dart rounds.”


  Ignoring Barney’s warning to keep still, Arun sat up and peered at those tattered scraps of flesh, bone and hair inside remnants of armor that could withstand railgun rounds.


  Amilx. That’s what that wounded man in the infirmary had said.


  Who the frakk were these Amilx?


  — Chapter 06 —


  Arun took stock of the situation since no one else was capable.


  The plan was for Indigo Squad to capture CIC while the other squads took the powerplant. By taking the two critical areas of the ship, they hoped to prevent the ship from self-destructing, and to disable its ability to fire upon Beowulf, who could then close.


  “Sergeant,” Arun asked, “any word from Lieutenant Balor?”


  “Negative,” mumbled Gupta. “We’re being jammed.”


  That was the problem with radio broadcasts. Simple to jam and simple to intercept.


  “Lance Corporal Sandure, can you hack their systems?”


  Sandure, or Del-Marie to his friends, knew more about wetware and electronic soft-systems than any human was supposed to. He should be foaming at the mouth in his eagerness to take control of the CIC.


  Instead he answered: “What systems?”


  Suddenly, Arun’s helmet took on a mind of its own, wrenching his head to the right. Arun wasn’t doing this. It was a suit malfunction or…


  Arun’s visor display zoomed into a section of wall-mounted console. This wasn’t a malfunction, Barney was trying to tell him something.


  “Never mind, lance corporal. I have another hacker in mind.”


  Barney had spotted an access port. The same kind as the neural programmers Marine cadets wore on their heads during Second Sleep. The same as the port on his suit used to insert and extract Barney. A rumble across Arun’s chest announced that Barney was journeying through the extra thick band of liquid armor that protected the suit’s AI chip. Arun waited for Barney to make his way to the surface, opened the patch in the outer skin of his suit, and removed the thumb-sized sliver of crystal that was his most intimate companion.


  Instantly, the suit grew heavier, Arun’s movements clumsy. The suit was still operational, but without the AI to marshal the suit’s functions, Arun had to use crude backup controls.


  No matter. Arun inserted the crystal containing Barney into the console port, which lit in green and sucked the AI inside.


  Arun shook his head, bewildered that this enemy ship had compatible systems. They’d expected to encounter incomprehensible quadruped aliens. Instead, this strange ship was feeling ever more like home.


  <I’m in!> Barney wrote the words onto Arun’s visor display.


  “Can you control the ship from here?” asked Arun, feeling strange to speak aloud. Normally he talked to his AI in a fuzzy area between sub-vocalization and direct mind-link.


  <Negative.>


  <Access security feels familiar. It knows how to block me.>


  “Can you at least distract the ship?”


  <Still seeking weak points. Standby…>


  “Let’s blow up this thing,” said Sergeant Gupta. Until now, the squad had milled around aimlessly with no enemy to fight. “Laskosk, set a breaching charge against that control bank.”


  “Sergeant, wait!”


  “What now, McEwan?”


  “My AI chip is in there.”


  “You what?”


  “It’s trying to hack in.”


  “And you were going to tell me this when?”


  Arun flinched from the hot blast of Gupta’s fury.


  He braced himself for the shitstorm but it never came. For a fleeting moment, Gupta had been himself. Now that moment had gone.


  His sergeant stood motionless. If Gupta set his visor to be transparent, Arun expected to see a blank expression of utter bewilderment.


  <Got in!>


  Screens came to life across the console bank. One showed a ship schematic. Others showed the approaches to the CIC while the one that interested Arun most showed Lieutenant Balor and Ensign Geror leading the other squads to the powerplant.


  The deck was a command information center once more. This time on the side of the Human Marine Corps.


  “Sergeant, we have control.”


  Gupta didn’t reply. Arun hadn’t expected him to, but somewhere in the record for this action, Arun’s words would be proof that he had at least remembered the chain of command.


  <I’m still not in control,> said Barney. <I’ve subverted an obsolete system that was never turned off. I’m fooling the ship into thinking it’s getting decompression alerts. I can bring up a camera feed. Also can seal areas off by bringing down emergency bulkheads.>


  “Can the officers hear me?”


  <Unknown. Try now.>


  “Lieutenant Balor, sir. Can you hear me?”


  On the screen, Arun saw both Jotuns jerk in surprise.


  “Who is this?” asked Balor.


  “Marine McEwan, sir. Indigo Squad.”


  “Bring on Sergeant Gupta.”


  “Negative, sir. The sergeant is suffering from… combat fugue.”


  “And so is everyone else. Right?” added Ensign Geror.


  “Yes, ma’am.”


  “Same here. We’ll uncover why you are different later, McEwan. Now stop jabbering and give me a sitrep, Marine.”


  While Arun updated the officers – talking care to describe the effectiveness of the enemy’s armor – he watched the screens flicker and then begin to shut down.


  <The ship is fighting back,> Barney warned.


  No, shit.


  But Barney wasn’t giving up. While his control was increasingly intermittent, when he did have control, the AI was showing better camera angles and joining up the screens so Arun had a sense of what lay in front and behind Lieutenant Balor’s team.


  Arun went cold. He caught a snatch of the battle about to unfold. Lieutenant Balor’s squads were just one compartment away from the powerplant. And that next room had a barricade with a dozen defenders behind it. Twenty more were waiting thirty meters away to Balor’s rear, just out of sight. This hidden force had heavy weapons.


  “It’s a trap!” Arun screamed.


  But the screens had blanked again. No one was listening.


  “Barney, bring down those emergency bulkheads. Leave a route open for Lieutenant Balor and seal off everything else around his force. Do you understand?”


  <Acknowledged.>


  The screens came back to life.


  “Lieutenant, the enemy’s behind you.”


  “Disappointing. Now your brain’s gone wrong too,” snapped back Balor. “Bulkheads have come down behind us. The enemy is to our front.”


  Arun heard the shouts, screams and persistent magnetic humming of a firefight between railguns.


  Then the screens came back on and stayed on.


  <The enemy has surrendered.>


  Barney was right. The enemy had thought to catch the attackers from the rear, but the enemy force sent to do so was trapped behind a wall of emergency bulkheads that had descended on Barney’s orders. Bulkheads strong enough to seal the ship against decompression would be strong enough to withstand rounds from handheld railguns.


  The enemy had dropped their weapons and placed their hands on their heads.


  <The ship has relinquished control to me.>


  Balor’s force had taken a few casualties. Two Marines were down. So were both officers!


  Barney zoomed the camera feed into the fallen Jotuns, as if gloating in their deaths. Arun had no love for aliens, but they deserved better than that. The six limbs of the officers gave them a vigor to their appearance in life. In death, sprawled on their chests having all six limbs splayed out looked even sadder somehow, like butchered dumb beasts.


  He realized with a start that he’d never seen a dead Jotun before.


  Without Arun’s controlling influence, Barney could display primitive emotions of his own. He seemed to be taking Arun’s resentment at his slavehood and redirecting it at the Jotuns. That would explain why he was glorying in their deaths, but that attitude was unfair. Marines and officers, everyone in the Corps family was a slave. All were Marines.


  The camera feed played over the Jotun corpses.


  Arun looked away, sickened.


  But then he snapped his gaze back because he realized he’d misjudged Barney. Now he understood what the AI was so eager for him to see.


  The Jotun suits showed multiple entry wounds from SA-71 railgun darts.


  They’d been shot in the back.


  Murdered by their own side!


  — Chapter 07 —


  “My twin brother did well in the boarding action,” said Fraser.


  “Too well,” said Lieutenant Commander Wotun. “We’re allowing Marine Arun McEwan too much initiative. He could become dangerous. Eliminate him.”


  “I respectfully disagree, sir. He’s not acting alone, I’m certain of it. Consider this: if I made sure he had a fatal accident we would be eliminating a single claw from our enemy. Allow him a scintilla of freedom and he will lead us to the entire fist. Claw or fist? Which would you prefer we strike off, commander?”


  The lieutenant commander hissed and growled, a sound like boiling water.


  “We should have taken this ship before we ever left the Tranquility system. It is your brother who spooked the weakling Hardits on that moon into moving too soon.” The Jotun raised his lip to show off the fangs underneath. “If you value your life, do not remind me of your genetic connection to this individual who has caused more trouble than any other member of your species.”


  “Yes, sir.”


  The officer leaned his muscular bulk over Fraser, and exhaled hot alien breath over the human. “You are not as irreplaceable as you like to think, Sergeant Fraser McEwan.”


  “I understand, sir. Although Ensign Purge has admitted that the ship’s security AI has become unreliable of late. Only I can track my brother’s movements reliably.”


  “Enough! We proceed according to the revised timetable. I suspect you are playing games with your twin for your own amusement. Consider yourself indulged, human. For now. But if your hunter-and-prey games threaten the mission, I will show you what a single Jotun claw can do to a soft human throat.”


  Fraser swallowed hard. The commander’s claws had ripped the throat from his predecessor as Sergeant of the ship’s Marine detachment. There were only 21 under McEwan’s formal command, compared with their cargo of over three thousand Marines in 88-412/TAC field battalion, but his detachment would play a key role in what was to come – important enough for Fraser to be rescued from the fallout after the Hardits had moved too soon in their part of the rebellion back in Tranquility system.


  If Fraser pulled this off, the lieutenant commander had promised to promote him to ensign. The first human Marine officer! He felt flutters of euphoria every time he thought of what was at stake here, not so much for his own aggrandizement but for the symbolism of marking another step toward the day when other species would take humanity seriously.


  The luster of the prize didn’t blind him to the stark truth that his elevation to officer rank would be a political message from the rebel faction. True, humans had been junior Navy officers for some time, but even they referred to human-officered vessels as cardboard ships: scarcely spaceworthy hulks there to make some noise on enemy sensor readings.


  To what he guessed were tens of millions of human Marines in the galaxy, Fraser’s promotion was intended to be a far more powerful clarion call that the rebel cause was also humanity’s. As far as Lieutenant Commander Wotun was concerned, it scarcely mattered which human was promoted.


  Fraser squared his jaw. Was the Jotun right? Would he act any differently if Arun weren’t his brother? He thought that over for a few moments… Then a gleam came to his eye.


  No! Arun meant nothing. No one in the galaxy would get in the way of Fraser’s promotion.


  — Chapter 08 —


  Petty Officer Lock paced up and down the line, halting occasionally in front of Indiya to give the full effect of her glare. Loobie was the senior rating in the away team, but Lock knew Indiya carried the most influence in the group.


  Lock rarely did happy. Today she wasn’t even going to manage seriously vecked off. Deep lines stretch downed either side of her lips, etched into her puffy red face by years of permanent disapproval.


  The four spacers waiting to embark the shuttle wore pressure suits, with helmets held in front, as per regulations. Without wearing their headgear, most crewmembers could not send comms messages, but this group were not normal.


  Freaks most called them – augments was the formal term. Indiya and the others simply called themselves specials.


  Loobie linked to Indiya’s mind, and sent a thought message: <Heard the latest scuttlebutt? Says that Lock’s father had a curly tail and a cute pink snout.>


  Indiya couldn’t help herself. She laughed out loud.


  “Is something amusing, Indiya?”


  “No, petty officer. Not amused. Excited.”


  Lock loomed over Indiya, squeezing her eyes into narrow slits, as if forcing out every last drop of displeasure, until her eyes disappeared beneath ridge lines of folded skin.


  Indiya felt the hairs raise on the back of her neck. Despite her perpetual bad temper, Lock took good care of her team of augments. Knowing this, however, didn’t protect Indiya from shriveling in the searing heat of the petty officer’s anger.


  It was wrong of Loobie to make fun of the way Lock looked. The specials were prototypes for several new augmentations, but all spacers had been adapted for life in sunless zero-g. Sometimes the bioengineering didn’t work as intended. The petty officer’s bloated body and brittle bones were one result.


  Loobie didn’t help, the little sow. She sent a doctored image of the scene adapted from live security monitoring footage. The five augments were lined up in the docking bay, as in reality, but in Loobie’s version, they were naked except for their helmets held in front of them to protect their modesty. Indiya’s violet hair lengthened and streamed out behind her in a fake wind, the pale indigo tips gleaming jewels of light. Loobie’s breasts were twice their real size, and Furn and Finfth had grown a beard and horns. At first, Fant was unaltered other than losing his clothes, which made sense as Loobie thought he was perfect just as he was. Then Fant’s helmet started to fade out of the picture, a slow reveal of what lay behind.


  Loobie!


  Indiya shut out Loobie’s mind link, but too late to stop the little demon inside Indiya’s head making her grin. But Indiya didn’t get into trouble this time because Lock was distracted by the hammering sound of the Marines in their powered armor passing behind her on their way to the shuttle. Indiya couldn’t help backing away from the giant cyborgs. You could talk, joke, even flirt with the humans inside when they were vulnerable in their cryo pods, but put a group of them in their battlesuits and they were the quintessence of applied violence.


  Lock turned her attention back to the away team. “Chief Petty Officer Deflector is waiting for you on Bonaventure. She will guide you through the captured ship and facilitate access to whatever you wish to investigate. The CPO has always hated you scheisse-munching freaks, and being ordered to play nursemaid to you will make her loath you with a burning passion. Any chance you get, you lick her boots, and wipe her arse. If she says jump, you leap as if your life depends on it, because maybe it does. I want you back here at 21:30, alive and well.”


  Indiya felt the edges of her mouth tilt up.


  “What’s this, freak? A smile?”


  “Sorry, petty officer.”


  “Explain!”


  “Well… you said something nice about us.”


  “Nice?” Lock’s face flushed red. “Nice!” A vein started throbbing at the petty officer’s temple.


  Indiya accepted a new message from Loobie: an animation of Lock where the heat in her face grew so intense that her hair burst into flame and the skin peeled away to reveal a blackened skull. How did Loobie do that in real time?


  “I want you freaks back safely because you’re my freaks,” snarled Lock. “That’s what distinguishes me from the chief petty officer. Mader zagh! Don’t ever mistake that for thinking I like you turd-wrangling, pig-licking slurry of bakri chod chod wixers. Nice? Unbelievable, Indiya. You’re on a charge for insulting a superior. Now get out of my sight, the lot of you.”


  As per regulations when leaving or boarding the ship, Indiya and the others saluted before about turning and marching along the charged walkway that led to the shuttle.


  Unlike regulations, though, Indiya was grinning all the way out of the docking bay.


  Whatever Lock might think about her being a freak, Indiya was still too human to put a lid on her excitement. This was a chance of a lifetime – of a thousand lifetimes.


  What the captain had renamed Bonaventure was a captured alien ship loaded with mysterious new technologies. Alien tech that Beowulf’s engineers couldn’t decipher.


  Too bad. They’d had their chance.


  Now it was the freaks’ turn to finally prove to everyone what they could do.


  — Chapter 09 —


  How had Bonaventure created artificial gravity? Gravity sensors estimated its displacement to be twenty times that of Beowulf, but its volume only twice as much. The evidence was beginning to suggest there was a black hole in the stern.


  A black hole! Even listing the engineering challenges that implied made Indiya break into a sweat.


  And they had captured or killed fewer than fifty crew. That was less than half Beowulf’s complement. How did a skeleton crew manage such a large ship?


  Above all else, what the hell was a ship doing in White Knight space crewed by humans speaking the Human language better than the bonehead Tranquility Marines could manage?


  They claimed to be Amilx. What kind of dumb name was that? An alien loan word?


  These and a score of other questions flitted between the away team as they hung from their harnesses during the shuttle’s thirty-minute hop to Bonaventure. The same questions had obsessed them for the two days since the Marines had boarded and captured the Amilxi ship. Indiya filtered them out. There would be plenty of time for that soon enough.


  Right now it was their companions on the shuttle who demanded her attention, the silent squad of Marines sent to relieve their comrades guarding the captured ship. Their presence – that sense of barely concealed threat – bent Indiya’s gaze their way and raced her pulse. They terrified her.


  The other specials weren’t so concerned. They didn’t know as much about the Marines as Indiya.


  One of the special assignments allocated to Indiya by the reserve captain was to mine thousands of years’ worth of recorded battles, trying to come up with improved ship tactics. An early truth she had uncovered was that the very existence of human Marines was an aberration. Most races used combat-bots rather than living soldiers. For all the hardening of their redesigned bodies, human Marines could never withstand the same acceleration as a robot. Why, then, did the White Knights raise a Human Marine Corps?


  There were many theories, of course, but the most popular was that humans were cheaper to build and far simpler to maintain than bots.


  She laughed humorlessly. When Mamma had been a girl, Beowulf had contacted a human terraforming civilization. Their distant ancestors had been supplied with a survival dome and self-replicating machinery, and then left alone for a few centuries to get on with the job of transforming a barren, poisonous rock into a world fit for White Knight colonists.


  The White knights loved the simplicity of low maintenance solutions.


  Now she was staring the reality face-to-face, clamped against the bulkhead opposite, stacked in neat rows of six up halfway to the forward hatch. They reinforced Indiya’s personal explanation behind the Marine Corps’ existence: humans were the most violent species in the galaxy.


  Motionless and silent inside their metal armor, the Marines appeared scarcely human. With the tubes, internal pouches and feeds taking care of many essential bodily functions, and the suit AI chips acting like a superhuman XO that really ran the show, the Marines were more cyborg than human.


  She shivered. As soon as the Marine sergeant had verified his squad was in place, they had all… switched off. Without a purpose to activate them, they were just waiting in standby mode.


  Which only made her boy, McEwan, even more mysterious. Back when she’d put him into cryo, something about her had shocked him. His robot mask had slipped – just long enough for her to glimpse the human underneath.


  But this lot, hanging on the wall like bats, just gave her the creeps.


  Petty Officer Lock and the other normals called Indiya’s group freaks, but these Marines had ceased to be human generations ago.


  — Chapter 10 —


  The harness straps tugged at Indiya’s shoulders, and her stomach cartwheeled as the shuttle pivoted around 180 degrees.


  Her pressure suit was climate controlled, but the air inside suddenly felt very chilly.


  The bulkhead at her back creaked in protest and rumbled with power as the engines applied maximum thrust.


  “Merde!” she said, but no one was listening.


  The shuttle’s flight plan was to accelerate for nine minutes to reach cruising speed, coast for ten, and then swivel around to use its main engine to brake.


  Only six minutes had elapsed since they’d left the Beowulf. Something was wrong.


  She set her helmet comm to general broadcast. “Hello? Pilot? Please advise status.”


  There was no reply. On this shuttle she was cargo, not crew. The occupants of the flight cabin either weren’t listening or were too busy.


  “What’s going on?” one of the Marines asked her. Not being a part of their suit-to-suit Battle Net, it took a while to work out which one was talking. He was several rows up, waving at her.


  But she wasn’t interested in these brainless Neanderthals. They were only good for the kind of problem you could shoot at.


  Instead she used the microwave comm system in her head to hack into the shuttle’s AI.


  “It’s you!” said the Marine.


  She was in. Full telemetry, sensor feeds, flight vectors. Even with all her augmentations, straining her mind to encompass all the shuttle’s information simultaneously was painful. She didn’t need long, though, the situation was chillingly clear.


  “Mader zagh!” she said, with feeling.


  “What’s up?” asked Loobie.


  The words choked in Indiya’s throat. How could she tell her dear friend that they were all about to die?


  “Sitrep!”


  It was that annoying Marine again, barking an order at her. Congratulations for being the only one with an IQ in double figures. Afraid you will have to collect your prize in heaven.


  “Frakk you, purple girl. I need sitrep. Now!”


  “Shut up!” she screamed back. “It’s not something you can hit or shout at. Guess that makes our situation beyond your comprehension.”


  “You promised to talk with me. Remember?”


  Indiya looked up at the Marine. Was that her mystery guy? He made his visor go transparent, but he was too far away to see his face properly. Unlike them, she didn’t have ocular zoom.


  “Yes, I’m Marine Arun McEwan. I can’t solve this if I don’t know what’s going on.”


  She had to wait for bubbles of excitement to finish coursing through her before replying. “Bonaventure has exploded,” she broadcast. “Total destruction. There’s a debris wavefront hurtling our way.”


  “How long before the shockwave hits?” asked McEwan.


  “Twenty-four seconds.”


  “What? You tell me this now!”


  Ever since meeting him, she’d dreamed of adventure, of dangers shared alongside this deadly warrior with a human heart. For a moment she’d thought her fantasies were crossing into real life, that this was McEwan’s chance to rescue her. But as the seconds counted down, the hope she’d invested in this Marine drained away, leaving nothing but bitterness. McEwan said nothing, did nothing. He simply hung in silence, waiting for the end along with all the other dormant warriors.


  <What can we do?> Finfth asked, thinking his words.


  “Nothing,” Indiya snarled back through clenched teeth. Her mind could barely form words now. The engines were thrusting so hard that the harness was threatening to rip her arms off; the blood was draining from her head, her heart unable to pump that far.


  The pilot’s efforts were hopeless. Despite all this frantic expenditure of delta-vee, all the engines could do now was slow their velocity toward the onrushing wavefront.


  The world was fading away from her oxygen-deprived mind. Perhaps she would black out before the end. That would be for the best.


  Then her head exploded with light. She was dizzy, the universe spinning. But not spinning away… the world was hurtling back into view.


  The shuttle had spun around again and shut off the engines. Now she was weightless and the ship’s bow was facing the oncoming debris head on.


  “The pilot wanted to slow us down,” said McEwan, “but that wasn’t going to be enough.”


  Indiya gasped when the Marines launched away from the bulkhead, aiming at Indiya and the specials. God, they were fast! She put her hands protectively in front of her face, feeling like a fly about to be swatted.


  “I persuaded her of a better plan,” said McEwan. Indiya dropped her hands, and saw that he was releasing her from the harness. “The bow has some shielding.”


  “Not nearly enough,” she protested as he manhandled her through the cargo bay, moving so fast she couldn’t track what he was doing.


  “We’ll soon see,” he said.


  Then there was a scream of wind and she gasped as her respirator switched to suit air. They’d opened the cargo bay doors to space! She ought to be sucked out into the void, but the Marines seemed immune to the effects of decompression, just hanging there without a care in the universe.


  She hated being carried around like a baby. She wanted to ask what the hell was going on, but they were out of time.


  The shuttle bucked violently as the debris wavefront finally hit. If the compartment had still been pressurized, the impacts would make the shuttle ring like a bell, but the airless cargo compartment was eerily silent.


  She counted ten seconds of buffeting. Long enough to realize that she and her friends were cocooned inside a mass of Marines, the bulk of the formation between her and the wavefront. The brainless cyborgs were shielding her with their armored bodies. And when the debris reached the hold, the vacuum meant there wouldn’t be any pressure waves to rupture her lungs.


  Why didn’t I think of that?


  Then the flight cabin shielding gave way and the jagged shards of metal and poly-ceramalloys that had once been a starship burst through the flight deck and tore into the cargo bay behind.


  — Chapter 11 —


  If Arun had thought he was getting used to life aboard Beowulf, the parade room on Deck 12 was a reality check.


  Strictly speaking, it was called a parade ‘deck’, but he couldn’t bring himself to use that term. Deck suggested a floor where Marines could stand, and look down at their feet (if they dared) and look forward at an officer (if they had any sense). But now that Beowulf was at cruising speed, and wasn’t using her main thrusters, down was mutable concept.


  The crew, and Marines when not in their battlesuits, got around by walking on marked areas on bulkheads that were charged, attracting their boots. Shoulder units called yokes were also attracted to the bulkheads, the downward push on the shoulders giving a better approximation of gravity than sticky boot soles alone.


  All the squads in Charlie Company were lined up across the starboard edge of the fore, aft, dorsal and ventral bulkheads, forming a hollow square facing the port side. Despite all his years of zero-g training, Arun’s brain insisted that Checker, Red, Arrow and Command Squads were standing on the walls, and that Black and Silver were hanging upside down from the overhead.


  He ignored the disconcerting configuration and concentrated on Ensign Krimkrak who faced them all, from just off the port bulkhead. Officer and humans alike wore dress uniforms. Normally the fatigues they wore took the form of functional olive green shirts and pants, distinguished only by subtle unit and rank insignia. When set to dress mode, the smartfabric fatigues transformed. The shirt took on a deep blue color and grew epaulets and buttons showing squad colors – Arun’s were indigo. His pants became formal trousers, cream with an indigo stripe down the outside leg. The fabric formed a sharp vertical crease and kept the legs taut despite the lack of any gravity to pull the material down.


  Officers kept their dress uniforms simpler: creased cream trousers, and a plain blue four-armed top marked on the shoulders with a single sun, donating the rank of Ensign. From what little he knew of them, Jotuns loved decoration, but in their dealings with humans they preferred plainness. The simplicity seemed to say that the aliens’ superiority was so innate that there was no need to draw attention to it.


  The exception to this simplicity was the officer’s dress hat, which was a stubby little thing with a flat top. The material was the same cream as the trousers, and with a black ribbon around its base with the battalion designation in gold: 88-412/TAC – 88th battalion, 412th Tactical Marine Regiment. The whole getup was for the humans’ benefit – after all, why else were the hat bands showing human numerals? But if it was meant to impress, the officer’s dress hat failed. Marines were mesmerized by these hats, wondering what mysterious mechanism kept them attached to the huge Jotun heads with their shaggy fur and the prominent ridge running from front to back. The headgear was one of the wonders of the universe.


  Ensign Krimkrak and his little white hat had kept Charlie Company waiting in silence for nearly an hour now, long enough for Arun’s concentration to wander. Every now and then, his brain would suddenly notice afresh that people were standing on the overhead, and send a stab of panic to his guts to alert him that something had gone fundamentally wrong with the laws of physics.


  If only the other physical worry could be brushed aside so easily. The heat! His zero-g training had been on ancient hulks open to the frigid void but Beowulf was the opposite. The ship fought a constant battle to dump the heat it generated out to space fast enough to avoid cooking its occupants. His hip flask felt like it weighed as much as a miniature planetoid, but he daren’t drink from it. Not on parade.


  Precisely one hour after the parade had formally begun, the six-limbed alien officer cleared his throat… and 144 thirsty Marines begun to hope their ordeal might soon be over.


  “Honor your fallen comrades,” ordered Ensign Krimkrak. When he’d cleared his throat, Arun had thought the officer would speak with his own voice, but instead the order came through a human voice synthesizer. Arun had heard Colonel Little Scar speak once. The commander of the 412th Marines had sounded as if he’d swallowed a box of razor blades, and gargled with grit.


  Keeping his mid-limbs pointing at his feet, Krimkrak flung out his upper-left arm. On the bulkhead behind him and to the left appeared images of the two officers killed in the boarding action on Bonaventure: Lieutenant Balor and Ensign Geror. At a similar gesture from his upper-right arm, the remainder of the port bulkhead cycled through images of the human Marines killed in the same action, and Marine Giorgio Yakubov who had perished the day before when the shuttle had been caught in Bonaventure’s explosion.


  “Too many died,” announced Krimkrak after a few minutes contemplation. “Your performance was unacceptable.” The alien began swiveling his trumpet-like ears, a sign of agitation. “One of you distinguished himself, both in the capture of Bonaventure and in an incident yesterday when we lost a shuttle. A mere Marine – the lowest among you – took initiative. Assumed control.” Krimkrak snarled. “Decided your fate.”


  In his own razor-grit voice, the officer added: “And his.”


  Without warning, the ensign shot across the parade deck like a railgun dart. He must have been wearing a maneuvering harness under his dress uniform.


  From sweltering heat, Arun suddenly felt a paralyzing chill of fear. Krimkrak had swooped to a halt ten meters away. An unarmored Jotun weighed more than a human in a battlesuit. A primitive instinct told Arun that he was prey, and had better run.


  “Come here, Marine McEwan.”


  Arun pushed away from the bulkhead, slowly somersaulting to match the orientation of the officer, who was at right angles to Indigo Squad.


  Krimkrak grabbed Arun’s shoulders, arresting the human’s momentum as surely as if he’d slammed into a battlecruiser. The rubbery suction-tipped tubes that passed for a Jotun’s default hand configuration looked soft but gripped forcefully enough to make Arun wince; his arms could pop out of his shoulder joints at any moment.


  It hurt so much that Arun bit his lips hard enough to draw blood. He sucked at the blood as it leaked out, frightened of the repercussions if it slipped out and stained the officer’s uniform.


  “Are you a sergeant, McEwan?”


  Arun hesitated while he pushed away the agony in his shoulders. “No, sir.”


  “Oh, I see. Then you imagine yourself an officer. An ensign, perhaps.” He snarled, hurling hot alien breath across Arun. It smelled like burned sugar. “No. Command to you is so natural. You deserve a higher rank, I think. Lieutenant perhaps? What should you be? Which officer rank are you?”


  “I am not an officer, sir.”


  “You are correct. You are human. Humans have never been officers. Until now.”


  Where was Krimkrak going with this? Arun licked his lips and found the bleeding had stopped.


  “In light of your actions on Bonaventure, I promote you.”


  Arun was so stunned it felt as if the entire galaxy had moved far away, leaving just him behind. Then he had to fight back the thrill that threatened to make him punch the air in triumph. Was this the moment when his destiny came to call? Was this where it really started?


  “Congratulations on your new rank, General McEwan.”


  Arun’s nerves fluttered. For a moment, the resilience of his dreams convinced him this was real. That wounded man on Bonaventure had called him General McEwan. Then the edifice of his hubris began to crack. Seriously? A general?


  His dreams of destiny collapsed into dust, leaving behind only the conviction that Ensign Krimkrak did not mean him well.


  “We do not have uniform insignia instructions for a general,” said the ensign. “This is an exceedingly elevated rank. So much so that none of you would recognize the insignia marks even if we did have them. Instead, I will make do with old insignia once used by generals on Earth. Stand still, McEwan, as you receive your reward.”


  Krimkrak reached out with his hands. After removing Arun’s yoke from his shoulders, each of the alien’s twelve finger tubes turned inside out and then split in two. The ends of all twenty-four fingers twisted and hardened before sprouting three-inch claws from their tips.


  The alien’s claws flicked across Arun’s shoulders in a blaze of pain.


  Arun kept his posture rigid but couldn’t help growling in the hot pain of his torture.


  Krimkrak withdrew his bloodied claws to inspect his handiwork.


  Around Arun’s head, blobs of his blood mixed with the eddying swirls of tattered smartfabric fragments, a confusing blur that matched the shocked fuzziness in his head.


  But Krimkrak wasn’t finished. Arun remained at attention as he allowed the ensign to tear into his bloodied flesh once more. Knowing what was coming made this much harder second time around.


  Arun squeezed his eyes half shut and pinched his mouth, but this time did not utter a sound even though the pain was worse. This time he was prepared.


  After a few more seconds of flesh-carving, Krimkrak wiped his bloodstained claws on a clean part of Arun’s uniform and withdrew a short distance from the cloud of crimson debris around the Marine.


  “I have etched three general’s stars into each shoulder,” said the ensign. “Let the pain remind you of your place, human.”


  “Yes, sir,” replied McEwan through gritted teeth.


  Krimkrak shut off the images of the dead Marines and shot away out of the hatch, leaving the humans in their hollow parade square.


  The Marines were used to their officers walking off and leaving their human NCOs to dismiss their unit. But the NCOs were as drug-addled as their Marines. Indigo stood there, eyes glazed, unsure what to do.


  That gave Arun plenty of time to wallow in the agony the officer had carved into his shoulders. Thanks to his robust Marine physiology, the blood flow from his wounds had already slowed to a stream of red drops ejected by blood pressure away from his skin, and slowed by air resistance to cloud and clump around him like an aerial oil-slick.


  He needed first aid, but first he had to escape. He thrashed his body, but couldn’t reach the bulkhead where his comrades stood watching him.


  “Springer,” he yelled, “grab my feet.”


  She reached out, but Arun was too far away.


  “Umarov,” Arun said, “help her.”


  Umarov pushed off the bulkhead to act as a bridge between Arun and Springer, who reeled them both back to the charged floor.


  By then, a homing instinct had told Charlie Company to march back to their mess quarters on Deck 4, even without Staff Sergeant Bryant’s instructions. Arun and his comrades fell in with the rest. None of them spoke, but each pace brought a wince of pain from Arun that grew worse with every step.


  The trauma from the cuts was painful enough, but Arun had been wounded many times before and knew it would take more than a few deep claw-slices to damage him permanently. But the wounds felt hot and itched unbearably. His body’s defenses were telling him they were fighting off toxins or infection.


  The wounds were not clean and it felt as if something had been inserted into his flesh.


  Had the officer poisoned him?


  — Chapter 12 —


  “When I heard your shuttle had been lost… I… I couldn’t bear to lose you too.” Deputy Chief Cryo Officer Purify peered over his thick glasses at Indiya, concern evident in his rheumy old eyes. “Thank goodness you’re all right, my dear.”


  After a moment of feeling insulted to be called my dear, she wrapped her arms around him, burying her face into the crook of her uncle’s neck. Even his scratchy white beard felt comforting today.


  “It’s a good job I was with Marine McEwan,” she said from inside the embrace.


  Uncle Puri drew back, embarrassed by the physical nature of her affection. “Arun McEwan?” he absent-mindedly took off his glasses and rubbed at one eye. “I’ve heard him mentioned. Did you know the Sergeant of Marines is his brother?”


  She considered this news. “No I didn’t, and I can’t see how that’s significant. I do know that my McEwan was the only one of them with enough initiative to save us. None of the other Marines could possibly have thought that through because their minds are so tainted.”


  “Er, yes. Yes, I assumed it was just me who thought that. Our ship’s detachment of Marines appear normal to me, but the battalion we are carrying as passengers does seem a little… sluggish. Even for Homo sapiens mutans. Or should that be Homo sapiens giganteus?”


  Indiya was about to admonish her uncle for running off on a linguistic tangent. But when she thought about it, Uncle had always found comfort in puzzle games, and distraction was what he needed.


  She tried to give a genial laugh. “Yes, I suppose we can’t really call them human. What does that make us, though? Homo sapiens astorum?”


  Uncle Puri tilted his head and tugged endearingly at his beard. “Does that mean star humans?”


  Indiya shrugged. “Maybe. When I was a girl you taught me useful things, such as how to blend cryo fluids to match an individual’s physiology. You never had time to teach Latin.”


  “My dear Indiya, I hope I encouraged you to think. That is far more important than knowing transitory facts that could become obsolete as you progress through your life’s journey, let alone a language dead for so long that the dust that first settled upon it has become rock. But back to your Marines. Please don’t judge them harshly. Not only are they a more simple-minded form of human than ourselves but, like you, our current cargo are not yet out of their teens when judged in standard years. Unlike you they are not ready to carry out their tasks, rushed into their combat suits before they’re fully trained. It is only natural that they should lack initiative.”


  “Uncle, I’m not a child. We both know they’ve been doped.”


  Purify’s expression hardened. Mamma used to talk with pride that her older brother had been the first human on the ship promoted to officer rank. Her uncle hadn’t achieved that by being nice.


  “Explain,” he ordered.


  Indiya wanted to, but should she? She wasn’t only talking to her indulgent uncle now, but the deputy commander of the cryo teams. Too late. She’d already incriminated herself.


  “The Marines were given mind-altering drugs while in cryo,” she said. “I think they still are, even after thawing.”


  “Who told you they were drugged?”


  “No one. I saw it in the cryo diagnostics.”


  “They were not drugged.” Uncle Puri articulated every word with exaggerated precision. “They were given growth factors.”


  “Yes, sir.”


  “You know perfectly well that these Marines are a work in progress. Homo sapiens mutans, remember? These militarized humans are ever changing. Each cargo has slightly different needs. Perhaps this batch is reacting unfortunately to their growth drugs. It needs tweaking but that is something for the Marines to work out for themselves. Do you see?”


  “Yes, Uncle.”


  His face softened and the ship’s officer became her uncle once again. “Nothing to worry about, my dear. Nothing to get involved with.”


  “I understand.” But heat came to her cheeks.


  Uncle Puri took her hands in his. “You are a hopeless liar, Indiya. I know that grieved your mother terribly. Not that she lied herself. She always told the truth no matter how ugly. Or unwelcome.” He sighed. “I miss her so.”


  “Wait there, Uncle.” Indiya went to her kit cabinet and brought out a thumb-sized device.


  “I’m an idiot,” she said with venom. “Stupid. Moron. Imbecile.”


  Puri interrupted her self-directed abuse. “What does that do?”


  “Shields us from security snoopers.”


  “Really? Does it work?”


  “I don’t know. Furn made it for me. I’ve never dared to use it, though.”


  “If Spacer Furnace-Shield fashioned this device, I propose we assume it works. Tell me candidly of your suspicions.”


  “The Marines are extremely suggestive, sir. They are overly aggressive and their critical faculties have been suppressed. As you said, only the battalion we carry as cargo has been brainwashed. The Marines in our ship’s detachment are as normal. A few in Charlie Company seem less affected but only one completely so.”


  “Your young man, Arun.”


  “Yes. And I’m not the only one to notice. Even when in cryo, someone was checking on his pod remotely all the time. I tried finding out who, but whoever they are had security locks so privileged that even Furn daren’t try to break them.”


  “Say no more of this to anyone, Indiya. I mean it. Swear it on your mother’s name.”


  “I swear. I won’t tell a soul.”


  He nodded. His eyes looked younger, though focused far away. Planning. Plotting. “I shall make discrete inquiries. Leave it with me.”


  Indiya flung her arms around Uncle Puri and crushed his old bones to her.


  He’d lifted such a weight from her shoulders. Everything would turn out all right now.


  — Chapter 13 —


  In zero-g, the ACT-2 battlesuit – mainstay of the 412th Tactical Marine Regiment – could accelerate fast enough to crush even the enhanced physiology of the human Marine inside. Many of the human suit techs speculated that the propulsion system – which they maintained, but none would ever dare to admit they understood – was the same as that used in ship-to-ship missiles.


  True or not, an armored Marine flying at speed in zero-g was a lethal kinetic missile from the perspective of anyone getting in their way.


  To enable fast deployment of Marines, and crewmembers equipped with thruster packs, wide deployment tubes were cut through Beowulf’s decks and frame bulkheads: three running fore to aft, and two from beam to beam. Without intervening hatches to bar their way, Marines could fly through these highways at high velocity to within a short distance of wherever they needed to be.


  When general quarters were sounded, any crew walking in the deployment tubes would scramble out the side hatches and dash to their stations through the ladders and smaller pressurized compartments that comprised the bulk of the ship’s interior.


  On their way back from witnessing Arun’s punishment parade on Deck 14, Charlie Company was traveling up Deployment Tube Beta the slow way, marching in single file along the green walkway set into the wall. They looked like ants following a pheromone trail.


  To the occasional passing crewmember traveling along the yellow or red tracks – set at 120 degrees to the green walkway – one of those ants was swaying so much that it must have seemed drunk.


  The tottering Marine was Arun, and he had more concerns on his mind to worry about looking an idiot in front of the ship-rats. The burning pain in his shoulders was excruciating, but that was only a stark backdrop to the certainty he’d been poisoned.


  Without his shoulder yoke pressing down on his shoulders – he’d abandoned the yoke in the parade deck and had refused Springer’s offer of hers – every time he unstuck his boot from the charged walkway, his momentum threatened to pull him off the tube’s wall. More than once, Umarov, who was marching behind Arun, had to reach up and grab Arun’s feet before he floated away.


  Every step was an effort of concentration. The dashed green line that ran either side of the charged area of walkway seemed to start moving, first forward them backward. Arun shut his eyes. When he opened them, the line still appeared to move. His sense of balance pitched forward and he flung out his arms because he was falling. There was no gravity. He knew his body was lying, but the lurching in his stomach screamed that he was falling… falling…


  “What’s up with him?” said someone in the far distance. “Blood loss?”


  “No. He hasn’t lost enough blood. Doesn’t make sense.”


  Arun discovered he was curled into a fetal ball, his feet on the walkway. He uncurled a little and looked up into Springer and Umarov’s concerned faces.


  “What do we do?” asked Springer.


  “How should I know?”


  Springer leaned in closer. “What is it Arun? What have they done to you?”


  Poison. The word echoed in Arun’s mind, but he’d lost the ability to bring it to his lips.


  The concerned expression froze on Springer’s face.


  Arun frowned. Then his stomach lurched again with a sudden sense of descending, down… down into an endless abyss. Everyone around him was frozen in place and yet he was falling… falling through a void now because the rest of the universe had vanished. The only truth of this nothingness was the searing pain in his shoulders. That felt real. He clung desperately to the pain, becoming one with it. If the pain left him all that would remain was oblivion.


  Even the pain began to recede, fading into a dull ache.


  No! I can’t die yet!


  Arun sank down through his diminishing pain and dropped into… into himself.


  The universe was a distant memory. Only his pain was real. With the utter absence of anything else in this void, the pain rose to agonizing levels, spreading to fill his reality.


  Panic spiked in his gut.


  So, he could still feel fear… that was something, at least.


  Arun blinked.


  Once again he could see the physical universe. He cast his gaze over a statue of Springer looking down at him confused. The confusion in Umarov’s furrowed brow was unchanging, as was the march of his Indigo Squad comrades back to Deck 4, caught in a moment of permanent awkwardness. The pain was manageable once more.


  Arun’s body was as frozen as his comrades’. Which made no sense. If he couldn’t move, how could he shift his viewpoint? Was the entire universe solidified, leaving his eyes as the only moving part?


  He felt something build in him, his brain heating.


  Then a blinding white light exploded inside his mind, whiting out the deployment tube and everyone inside it.


  “At ease, McEwan.”


  “What?” He looked around but couldn’t see a source for the human voice.


  “I am a simple AI, not Ensign Krimkrak. Nonetheless I represent his authority and therefore you are to afford me the same respect as if the ensign were physically present.”


  A convincing image of Ensign Krimkrak eased into existence.


  Arun gave a sharp salute. “What is this, sir? Where am I?”


  “Silence! You would not speak to an officer unless spoken to.”


  Arun shut up.


  “Better. Listen carefully, Marine, because your body’s anti-toxin defenses will soon drive me from your bloodstream. What am I? A self-assembling wetware AI passed by the ensign into your bloodstream when he cut your shoulders. Why? We have to assume disloyal factions are monitoring communications at all times. You are experiencing a buffered conference at a virtual time rate sped to appear a thousand times normal. The outside universe hasn’t really slowed to a thousandth of its normal rate, but it will save us a lot of trouble if you assumed it had.”


  The image of Krimkrak fizzed with static for a moment, long enough for Arun to notice that the AI had spoken with Arun’s own voice. Oh, well. One more slug of impossibility didn’t make much difference.


  “McEwan, the ensign expects he isn’t your favorite officer right now, but assures you that you and he are fighting on the same side.”


  “Sir, which side is that?”


  Virtual Krimkrak looked peeved at the interruption before nodding – which was strange because that was a specifically human gesture.


  “That is an important question. I am on the side of Colonel Little Scar, and Sergeants Bryant and Gupta. Of your ally amongst the insectoids of the moon Antilles, whom you call Pedro. Do you accept our shared allegiance?”


  Arun imagined shrugging. “I don’t recognize we have a side, a team with an agenda, but I do recognize those individuals as having tried to keep me alive. I guess if you knew who they were and you were hostile to me, I would already be lost.”


  “That is a logical position. You should trust me because the alternative is to assume that you are already doomed.”


  “Agreed.”


  “You must work with the ensign to defeat mutiny on Beowulf. On Bonaventure, Lieutenant Balor and Ensign Geror were murdered by human Marines acting on orders from traitors. We must assume that Captain Mhabali is the leader or at least prominent in the rebel group.”


  The odds seemed insurmountable. Captain Mhabali commanded Charlie Company. With the rest of the battalion in cryo, that made him the most senior active Marine on the ship.


  Did it even stop there? “Do you think there are rebels amongst the ship-rats too?” Arun asked.


  “Do not interrupt.”


  “Or what?”


  “Do not question your superiors.”


  “Superior? No, you go vulley yourself. You’re a wetware construct here to communicate. The most efficient communication is two-way, so frakk your stupid sense of superiority and answer my damned questions.”


  The virtual officer hesitated, but only for a moment. “Very well,” it agreed, “I believe members of the crew are involved too.”


  Krimkrak vanished.


  “Come back. Tell me what I need to do.”


  “Can’t you see me?”


  “No,” screamed Arun.


  “Shit.”


  That shut Arun up. He’d never heard an officer swear before. Theoretically, they didn’t even permit bad language to corrupt the mouths of their Marines, although there they realized they were messing with the laws of nature.


  “Having killed the other ‘C’ Company officers,” said the wetware construct, “I expect the rebels’ next step will be to remove opposition from the Navy officers and then murder me.”


  “What must I do?”


  “Act swiftly. You must take risks. Sergeant Gupta was a good ally but he is unreliable now. The ship’s cryogenics teams are still feeding the drugs to the sleeping Marines. The must know they are doing this. Try from your end to uncover who’s doing the drugging and why. Look for the unusual that your comrades cannot see. Distrust your fellow Marines; they have been compromised. Make allies instead with the human ship crew. Don’t move until we have evidence so that we know whom to go to and evidence so that we can prove what is happening. At most, we w – ggg– ddd”


  “What? You’re breaking up. I can’t hear you, AI.”


  Arun heard only static and then silence.


  He looked around at the featureless white of the conference world. What was he supposed to do now?


  “…we will get one chance to do this right.” The words swirled around Arun’s head, the illusion of someone speaking to him had died. “Here’s how to contact me…”


  Arun felt a spike rammed through his mind. The knowledge of how to contact Ensign Krimkrak had been driven into him. When the officer had cut Arun’s shoulders, he’d left more than the wetware construct. A tiny communication device was embedded into the flesh of his shoulder. Arun would have to dig it out before the wound healed over it, but it promised stealthy comms that couldn’t be intercepted.


  He blinked… and was back in reality, crouched on the green walkway of the deployment tube, looking at the scores of Marines backed up behind because they couldn’t figure out how to progress around this obstacle of a fallen Marine.


  Arun picked himself up and set off after the rest of Charlie Company. Those in front of him had pushed on over a hundred meters up the tube, oblivious to the disturbance behind.


  Find allies amongst the crew. Those were his orders, and he knew just where to start: that pretty ship girl with the acid tongue and purple hair. He needed to find her and quickly.


  She was Indigo Squad’s only hope.


  — Chapter 14 —


  Indiya activated the recorded feeds taken from Beowulf’s external sensors, and tried to relax her mind into the state of loose alertness where it would be ready for anything. What she was looking for, she didn’t know. That was the problem: there were far too many strange goings on for comfort and she had only two threads to pick at. One was that Marine, Arun McEwan, and the other was Bonaventure’s destruction.


  The captured ship had been monitored by ship’s engineers, patrolled by Marines, and snooped on by nano-spies. If a bomb had been set off, a powerplant gone critical, or an attack come from a hidden ship, all those fates should have been detected and recorded.


  But none were.


  Cause of explosion: unknown.


  Oh, you pig-licking moron!


  She’d just spent several seconds staring at an array of softscreens tacked to the Freak Lab bulkhead before she noticed the screens were blank. The recordings weren’t streaming into her lab because she’d forgotten to tag her request with the correct security token. What was wrong with her?


  She already knew the answer. That fucking boy was distracting her.


  And she never allowed herself to be distracted, especially when working on a project. And by a boy, of all things.


  Indiya slapped the bulkhead in annoyance, which – in the absence of gravity – had the effect of propelling her backward to float toward the opposite wall at a crawling pace.


  Frakk that McEwan. What was it about him?


  Sighing, she bowed to reason and did something she should have done weeks ago. She used auxiliary memory crystals in her head to replay memories of the seventeen year old Marine at the same time as running a medical self-diagnosis.


  She was testing for love.


  Arun was the same age as the three boys in ‘B’ crew’s freak squad. Furn, Finfth, and Fant all had a permanent adolescent crush on Indiya. Unlike Indiya and Loobie, the three boys had been orphaned as infants, taken in and experimented upon by the reserve captain, who especially prized Furn and Fant because they were brothers. The ancient Jotun had renamed them: Furnace-Shield, Food-Synthesizer, and Fusion-Plant, double names like the Jotuns’ bifurcated nouns. And nouns not verb, which made them girls’ names. She’d never dared to ask the reserve captain whether she’d deliberately burdened Furn, Finfth and Fant with such feminine names.


  Maybe their lack of a normal childhood explained why all three were so emotionally needy. The boys had worshiped Indiya since they were young kids, an attitude that had matured over the years, taking on a sexual angle.


  The one augmentation that was consistent between all the specials was their ability to communicate hormonal messages via skin contact. The result was the freaks could never keep their feelings secret. Indiya did not desire any of the boys, and they knew the platonic nature of her affection down to the last, brutal decimal point.


  At eighteen, Fant was slightly older and prided himself on his stronger physique – an attribute that attracted Loobie’s eye too – but Fant was still a boy. Arun wasn’t. He was a little younger, but he was a man. The Marine’s brown eyes drew her in, hinting at tales of sadness and pride. His crew-cut emphasized the strength and symmetry of his head. And as far as his body, he massed as much as Furn, Finfth, and Fant together.


  She imagined what it would be like to experience that strength embracing her, Arun’s fingertips tracing lines down her spine that sent her heart racing and melted all the strength from her limbs.


  That should do it.


  Indiya ceased trying out hot thoughts about Arun and checked the diagnosis. It reported that her hormone responses had reacted to him as an attractive possible mate, but at levels far short of sexual obsession.


  She wasn’t in love.


  Mader zagh! Thank fuck for that.


  She sighed. She had put off running this self-diagnosis for weeks, frightened that if she found evidence that she was smitten by McEwan, the knowledge would snare her in a self-reinforcing trap.


  Still in flight, after slapping the bulkhead, she somersaulted just before reaching the far wall, and then pushed off back to her starting position. How the hell could normal people stay sane when they fell in love? Without control of their own hormones, they must suffer a temporary psychosis. Perhaps that was the point.


  Her virtual eyes played over recorded memories of McEwan’s body. Her evolutionary programming nagged at her, telling her that if she clothed him and shrank his body to sensible levels, then he would be a handsome young man from an exotic tribe, an irresistible prospective mate. She’d never had much time for boys – or girls in that way – but she understood her evolutionary programming was tagging McEwan with a flashing status light labeled cute.


  But cute was a word Indiya could never apply to McEwan. Not after she’d seen him unclothed and revealed under the scrutiny of medical scanners on her cryo deck. She’d seen his multiple gunshot wounds, the remodeling where his knee had shattered, and the damaged nerve endings that suggested his entire torso had been subjected to prolonged electrocution.


  In other words, he was a bio-engineered war machine clothed in human flesh and then scarred in battle. If he was a baseline human from Earth, he would have died many times over,


  Arun McEwan was anything but cute!


  And yet…


  Indiya shook her head free of him. Arun would have to wait his turn.


  Too many strange occurrences were unexplained. Arun was one thread to unravelling these mysteries, but she’d promised Uncle Purify to leave the matter of the Marines with him. First she wanted to investigate further into Bonaventure’s destruction.


  Using the correct security tokens this time, Indiya accessed Beowulf’s sensor archives. Her softscreens came alive with recordings of EM radiation from visual to microwave and out to radio wave. Radiation sensors, chemical sniffers, threat analyzers all added their perspectives and told her absolutely nothing,


  Even stepping through the event millisecond by millisecond showed nothing out of the ordinary, until one moment Bonaventure was fine; the next it had already exploded. It was as if the cause and initiation of the explosion had been cut from reality, the history of the universe re-spliced with that sequence missing.


  Half the crew were shitting themselves because of the rumors that Bonaventure had been destroyed by a stealthed ship: a hidden ship that could destroy Beowulf at any moment.


  Indiya was convinced the stealth ship theory was bullcrap. Even if a ship could hide from every sensor on the ship, there would still be signs of the attack on Bonaventure; the stricken ship’s destruction would have to start somewhere.


  The screens went blank.


  Indiya trembled. Had they blanked because she’d gotten too close to a dangerous truth?


  The screens reset themselves, reporting that there had been a temporary power blackout.


  Instinct drove Indiya to glance behind at her experimental black box equipment stowed against the bulkhead. Immediately, she chided herself for the lack of a cool head: her experiment ran on separate power. That was the whole point. No need to worry about her work getting fried by a power surge.


  What she ought to be worrying about, she told herself, was why the blackout had happened at all. All their systems were hardened to cope with power loss. They trained on backup systems and simulated blackouts and power surges, fires and endless emergency situations. But when it came to genuine, unintentional power loss, she’d never heard of one happening before.


  The conclusion left her feeling numb: the power loss was intentional.


  Thinking of power sources kept bringing her back to her black box equipment.


  She glanced back at her black box and grimaced. That bakri chodding McEwan had gotten to her more than she realized. She should have been cross-checking the Beowulf feeds with what her black box could tell her.


  Five minutes later and once again Indiya was replaying the moments leading up to Bonaventure’s fiery end, the explosion that would have killed her if not for Arun. This time several of the screens were showing feeds from her black box recording.


  Both the ship’s official records and her unofficial black box had been fed by the same sensor inputs. So it wasn’t surprising to find both showing an identical version of events.


  That all changed when the recordings had advanced to about five minutes before the explosion.


  Her body began to tremble once again, simultaneously shot through with the heat of discovery and the chill of fear.


  In the black box version of events, a green smudge appeared a few hundred meters away from Bonaventure, and then whatever it was had moved in to… dock. It moved like a ship. After five minutes, the ghost ship began moving away for a few seconds before vanishing completely at the same instant Bonaventure exploded.


  Her black box recording was synchronized with Beowulf’s standard sensor feeds. But on the official record… no ghost ship. Nothing at all. No matter how closely she looked.


  This mystery ship was fuzzy, as if a superimposed image that wasn’t fully opaque. An echo, perhaps, of an image not in this universe.


  That was insane.


  But as good a hypothesis as anything.


  She stepped through the recordings before the explosion, one millisecond at a time.


  At one millisecond before, she paused the replay, her jaw open, staring at the display in disbelief.


  She moved the recordings forward, and then backward in tiny time increments. It was always there. In that one instant, the ghost ship revealed itself. Fully opaque. Enough for her to extract a slew of readings about power distribution, hull materials and radiation sources. The next instant – the ship was a ghost again and Bonaventure’s explosion already underway.


  It wasn’t a ship design she recognized, but in hull composition, shape, and some of the externally mounted equipment, it appeared to share a distant common ancestor with Beowulf.


  Was this connected in some way to McEwan?


  If it was, she couldn’t see the link yet. More pressing was the question of what to do about her discovery.


  If she showed the output of her black box, she might have to reveal how it really worked. And that involved knowledge no human should possess.


  “Indiya, it’s me,” came a voice through one of the softscreens.


  Indiya smiled, grateful for the distraction. “Hi, Furn. Any idea where that blackout came from?”


  Furn, pointedly, chose not to reply directly. “We need to meet,” he said carefully. “All of us. 23:00 hours in the Freak Lab.”


  “Okay.” She paused. “Convention dictates that by this point you should explain why.”


  “It’s a surprise.”


  Now she knew for sure something was up. Furn had a pathological need to control everything and everyone around him. There was no one on the ship who hated surprises more, even those sprung on someone else.


  “Well, mostly…” he continued. “I’m sorry, Indiya. I should have said this first. Terrible news. It’s your uncle, Deputy Chief Cryo Officer Purify. Indiya, he’s dead.”


  — Chapter 15 —


  You’re being too reckless, nagged the annoying voice in Arun’s head, which was a cross between the sounds of his own voice with the attitude of Chief Instructor Nhlappo on a bad day. Thinking of his novice school instructor made his hands bunch into fists; if only he could punch a hole in his skull and rip out his doubts.


  He settled for taunting his qualms instead by risking drawing attention to himself. Abandoning ship’s protocol, he unstuck his boots from the charged walkway on his side of the passageway, and floated over to the grips recessed into the bulkhead. Like walking a ladder, he used them to pull himself along.


  Blinding agony slowed him. The wounds carved into his shoulders by the Jotun’s claws rubbed mercilessly. Propelling himself hand over hand was the worst thing he could possibly do.


  Arun gritted his teeth and pulled at those handles all the harder.


  That’s the problem with messing with a Marine, he told himself, we don’t know how to give up.


  He didn’t ease off until he was fast enough to feel wind on his face.


  At the junction by Deployment Tube Beta he used the holds to brake somewhat. It was just as well, because a couple of ship-rats came around the corner, directly toward him.


  “Hey! Look out!” they called.


  Arun cursed. If he’d slowed to a more sensible speed, he could have passed easily over the heads of the crewmembers and taken the turn amidships. But he was running too hot into the junction.


  With a final push off the bulkhead, he curled into a ball and prayed for good fortune.


  He cannoned into the astonished rats, who flung up their arms at the last moment. His momentum ripped them off the walkway and sent them – arms flailing – to slam against the junction bulkhead.


  Crap! He’d only meant to bump against them to bleed off his excess momentum. Rats were so flimsy. He’d practically sent one off at lightspeed.


  Arun ignored the cries of rage while he was frantically adjusting his velocity around the junction, selecting the route to the Freak Lab.


  When he looked back, he realized that only one of the rats had shouted at him. The rat gave Arun a last twist and pull gesture with his hand before giving up and attending to his comrade who had been knocked senseless by Arun’s impact.


  He was so flekked.


  Arun sped along his way, enveloped in doubt. Very little on the ship was functioning as it should, which was just as well because he’d first stolen surveillance gear, and had now gone AWOL so he could see the purple-haired ship girl. He’d committed enough crimes to be thrown out of the airlock with extreme prejudice.


  Sooner or later, mundane functions such as equipment inventory control would return to normal and a whole army of fingers would point to his guilt. Arun was gambling that by the time that happened he’d either be a hero or dead. Possibly both.


  He built up speed.


  The rats he’d knocked flying would report him. Maybe he’d killed one. Marines all look the same to ship-rats, but despite their doped state, surely one of the Marine NCOs could be prodded into investigating.


  The situation was unreal. If this was mutiny, it was a slow-burner. It felt like a live grenade, falling under low gravity. Inoffensive for now – almost serene in its descent – but very soon it would go off, and nothing Arun could do would stop it. At least, not on his own. That was why he was pinning his hopes on his purple girl. He’d asked about her – another risk-taking. Indiya, as he’d learned she was called, had a crazy schedule. For half her time she was a member of a cryogenic team, and half was spent on special projects in a ‘freak lab’, whatever that meant.


  Her cryo-team comrades said she’d been upset. Her uncle had died – killed himself. They had sent Indiya back to her quarters to grieve.


  “She won’t be there,” one of the cryo rats had said. “She’ll hide herself in her freak lab experiments.”


  He’d risked asking questions openly but what else could he do? He was a Marine not a spy. All the crewmembers talked about Indiya and her fellow friends as hyper-intelligent weirdoes. A little too intelligent for comfort.


  The more he heard about her, the more this Indiya sounded a right little veck, but if she were half as intelligent as people said, she would be better at this espionage drent than a poor grunting Marine like him.


  There’s someone ahead!


  His mouth dried and he lost his grip on the handholds.


  Keep calm! It’s just another flyweight ship-rat.


  As he sailed from one side of the passageway to the other, he tried to tell himself that his nervousness was nothing to be ashamed of. Ever since birth he’d done everything as a team. Now he was on his own, far beyond help. Even the ship felt alien. Flying through the dark and airless decks of training hulks was something he was very used to. But Beowulf’s passageways were all brightly lit, and they had air! And weirdest of all, the ship designers had added visual cues to suggest a sense of down.


  Arun hit the passageway wall, grabbed and held onto the handholds on that side. While he built up speed again, he squeezed his eyes to zoom his vision onto the figure ahead. It was obviously a ship-rat, with elfin limbs, graceful and almost childlike… he stopped that last thought, cocking an eyebrow in amusement. Once he’d magnified the image enough, he could tell that was a woman, not a child… not by the way her flanks and thighs bulged against her pants. And her hair. Her hair was purple.


  He pulled harder at the handholds.


  “Indiya!” he yelled. “Wait up!”


  He sensed by the way she’d hesitated that she’d heard. She chose to ignore him.


  “Can we talk?” he asked when he’d caught her. “Somewhere private?”


  “Later,” she said, half-turning her head toward him. It wasn’t much of an acknowledgment. “Sorry, I’m busy.” Even with the brittle edge she was adding, her voice had a lazy, creamy smoothness that was an exotic delight compared to the curt rapid fire of Marine speech.


  “I appreciate you have your duties – and your grief – but I would really love to talk. And you did promise, back when you put me in cryo.”


  She frowned at his mention of grief, but soon a curious change took her. A dozen conflicting emotions registered across her face before she gave a half-shrug and ended with a warm smile. Perhaps this expression revealed her natural state, the others being masks she’d tried on but didn’t quite fit. He hoped so.


  “I did,” she said. “And I will.”


  Arun groaned inwardly. Her honeyed voice and innocent eyes were melting his discipline like a bacteria bomb making a hull breach. For once in his life, he didn’t want a complicating obsession with an impossible girl. Not now.


  Indiya looked him in the eye. “You’re intriguing, Arun McEwan. Even handsome for a … a–”


  “A what?”


  “A lumbering water buffalo.”


  “Thank you.” Arun’s lips tightened as he tried not to laugh. He didn’t need to know what a water buffalo was to know she was gently teasing him. With a voice like that, she could tease him all day long.


  “You’re welcome,” she said. “Really…”


  Suddenly the warmth in her face snapped off to reveal the implacable hardness underneath. He’d seen the same look come over NCOs faces when he’d pushed familiarity too far and had to brace for the imminent shitstorm.


  “But this isn’t the right time,” Indiya said bluntly. “That’s all. Now fuck off!”


  She turned her back on him and set off.


  He was so stunned by her sudden change that he’d let her go several paces before he came to his senses.


  Arun laughed, a sound so forced it wouldn’t fool any human listening in. For the benefit of any pattern-recognizing security AIs who might be watching, he was trying to keep his body language open, congruent with engaging in flirtatious conversation. But this wasn’t a flirtation. He gambled everything by speaking the most dangerous words he’d uttered aboard this ship. “Your uncle wasn’t the first.”


  His words stunned the ship-rat. She twisted around and stared at him wide-eyed. Her face first went pale. Then her cheeks and neck colored.


  Great, he thought. She’s not exactly a natural spy. She’s even more hopeless than me.


  — Chapter 16 —


  Indiya had taken them through an access tube to Compartment 08-10-03, which was just inside the hull on the starboard beam.


  Beowulf’s compartments that Arun was familiar with took the form of boxes and cylinders, but this was a far more confusing layout. Fuel tanks, access to a maneuvering thruster, egress airlock set into the hull, compressed atmosphere and other life support supplies, fire suppressant foams, an emergency shower, and machine stores: all were crammed into whatever space was available.


  There were no flat surfaces. He was getting used to down being whatever the ship designers wanted you to think it was, but there was no down here.


  Indiya floated over to a ledge used by engineers to access the control panel and valves for a large oxygen cylinder. She slotted her feet into the spaces scooped out of the ledge for that purpose.


  Arun followed, discovering that there was space on the ledge for two.


  “Speak freely,” she said.


  “But the walls–”


  “Have ears. Yes. Don’t you worry your pretty head about that.” She reached a gloved hand into a pocket. He couldn’t see for sure, but it looked as if she were setting a control on a hidden device.


  “Those ears in the wall belong to my friend,” she said. He didn’t like her smug smile. It looked too close to a sneer. Horden’s Choice – this was a complicated girl. “I’ve asked my friend to turn those ears away. Speak quickly.”


  Arun took a deep breath. He had no idea what she meant but Ensign Krimkrak had ordered him to act without delay. Urgency meant taking chances.


  He glanced at the purple halo of hair sweeping behind her – the purple the Night Hummers had seen in their confusing prophecy – and decided he had to trust her.


  He explained everything.


  She did the same. So far as he could tell.


  They discussed allies, suspicions, speculations, and the next likely targets for the traitors. They agreed to meet again in 48 hours. Indiya would find him.


  Unburdening and sharing was such a relief, but a poignant one. Springer was his confidante. She should have been here. Secret assignations in storage compartments – counter-plotting against traitors – that was what he and Springer were built to do together. Her absence was so profound that it felt like a physical presence, looking over his shoulder.


  “Are you all right?” Indiya asked him, her hardness softened a notch.


  “I think my brother will be next,” said Arun.


  “The Sergeant of Marines will be a key player in this affair,” she agreed. “Either he will be removed soon or he is already siding with our opponents.”


  “My brother. No. He’s my twin. I know I’m no murderer. It can’t be him.”


  She shrugged. “I guess you know yourself. So that makes your brother a likely target. On the ship side, I struggle to believe any senior officers are in on the plot, which means they must be targets soon.”


  “Some of your officers must be in on it, or the mutineers would never have gotten this far.”


  She kicked him in the shin. “Idiot! Don’t use trigger words like that, you might frighten Heidi. She’s pretending not to hear, but only because she’s clever enough to understand that all we’re really up to is playing naughty human fun and games.”


  Arun took a moment to work through the coded meanings in Indiya’s strange words. “This Heidi. Is she the ship’s security AI by any chance?”


  “We named her Hydra. But she insists on Heidi. Yes.”


  “I like her already. Let’s show her some genuine human naughtiness. Just to reassure her.”


  Arun grabbed Indiya and slid her feet out of their slot. He pushed off, aiming for the ledge alongside a matching oxygen tank mounted about twenty meters away behind and above their heads. As they spun gracefully on a slow transit to the far ledge, he kissed the ship girl.


  Her lips were firm, almost hard, but there was a warmth behind them that made him eager to explore further, which reminded him… He hurriedly snaked his hand through her purple locks – which might look beguiling but evidently hadn’t been washed recently – and pressed the secret dot on his finger against the base of her skull.


  Indiya pulled away. Excitement built inside him when he saw her reaction to the kiss was a slow, seductive smile.


  He licked his lips at the sight of the curving line stretching up from her pout; it hinted at a woman of strong passions underneath an exterior that sometimes gave Arun the impression of an overly serious adolescent.


  “Was that naughty enough?” he said.


  Indiya didn’t answer, but when the gracefully spinning couple bounced gently against the oxygen tank, she immediately thrust back against the curve of the cylinder, spinning them along a new axis back across the compartment.


  As Indiya nibbled his ear, her moist breath against his face, Arun felt a tingle in the pit of his stomach. He began to imagine the possibility of finally indulging in zero-g lovemaking. He tried to remember Zug and Osman’s advice on the subject.


  Pain interrupted his steamy dreams. Indiya had bitten his ear. Hard!


  He felt the blood welling, forming a floating trail of crimson globules.


  Indiya whispered into his ear. “The only reason I don’t kick you into infertility, is to avoid frightening Heidi.” He believed every word, but the warm cream in her voice melted his heart anyway. “Kiss me again,” she added, “and I’ll kill you.”


  She drew back, smiling as innocently as a contented three-year old.


  Arun anchored them by grabbing hold of a rung on the far bulkhead.


  “Did I ever tell you I have a thing for unobtainable women,” he said. “Nothing leads me on more.”


  “Let’s get this clear, McEwan. You’re an engineered weapon. As expendable as a bullet. No, worth even less. They have to make new bullets to replace the spent supply, but you Marines are designed to self-replicate. You breed like vermin in the underground nests of your Marine farms. I hear you rut so incessantly that they have to cull you.”


  She must have seen the sudden coldness in his face because she softened her words. “I’m sorry. That’s too cruel a matter to speak of lightly, but it only emphasizes my point. Our distant ancestors might have shared the same genome, but we sure as fuck don’t.”


  “Finished?”


  “We never started. I’ll find you in 48 hours. Now get out my way.”


  He let her wriggle free, trying not to enjoy the sensation of her rubbing against him but… hell, she was lithe! From his vantage point on the ledge, he studied her all the way back to the hatch, trying to puzzle out this strange, foul-mouthed girl who was so full of contradictions.


  “I think I’m in love,” he said dreamily, laughing when she reached behind and gave him the fist-twisting gesture that meant she wanted to rip his heart out.


  He sighed. She already had.


  — Chapter 17 —


  A sense of deep foreboding followed Indiya along the passageway.


  Your uncle wasn’t the first.


  This clumsy pig, Arun McEwan, sounded as if he was as much a victim of all this crap going on as she was. But that didn’t mean he was on her side. He was on his own.


  Merde!


  All this talk of sides! Until she’d spotted the attention someone had lavished on McEwan while he was asleep in his cryo pod, Indiya hadn’t even an inkling that there even were any sides. Now she knew something was going on, but – she smacked her palm against her head – she was no closer to knowing what. Not exactly. McEwan had spoken of mutiny and rebellion, but she wasn’t entirely convinced. Evidence was what they needed. And if she wanted a hand in directing events, she had better find some dammed quickly.


  <Wait up!>


  It was Furn, and by the sounds of it, just coming into mind-message range.


  <Where are you?> she asked. Mind messages weren’t like sound waves: she couldn’t tell what direction they came from.


  <Behind…>


  She unstuck her boots and made a clumsy about turn. Furn had been using the handholds to speed along the corridor, his legs flung behind by inertia like a missile. He was slowing down now.


  She’d come out of that stupid incident with McEwan frustrated that he was such a pig-licking donk, but she wasn’t scared. Now, though, the significance of Furn’s actions slammed into her, setting her teeth on edge. You were supposed to use the charged walkways and Furn always followed the rules – except in an emergency. The air felt colder all of a sudden.


  <Are you okay?> he asked.


  <Other than my uncle dying – and the feeling I’m gonna be murdered in my bunk – and that you’re freaking me out with your weirdness… Yeah, I’m dandy, thank you.>


  <I meant, did he hurt you?>


  Now that he was getting closer, she saw a wildness in his eyes that she had never seen there before.


  <Who?> she asked, but as soon as she did, she knew exactly who Furn meant.


  <You spied on me!> she said.


  <I was worried.>


  <Really? You were worried before I’d even bumped into McEwan?>


  He had no answer other than the guilt written all over his face.


  <Why are you spying on me?>


  <I’m not… just keeping tabs. Making sure you’re okay.>


  <Spying! I need my privacy, you dirty little skangat. When I’m in the head, or showering, do you keep tabs on me then?>


  <Of course not.>


  <Are you prepared to take a truth test? Lower your mental defenses and let me read you – my freakish hands to your guilty head?>


  He colored.


  <Thought not. Pervert!>


  Although he stood only a few feet away, Indiya fought to limit her words to mind-link. What she really wanted to do was scream out loud at the dirty little shunter.


  Calm! This isn’t the time to worry Heidi.


  <I can’t even begin to express what a violation of privacy that is, Furn. Violation of my trust. Do you have any concept of shame? Well, do you?>


  Judging by the look of abject misery on his face, the answer was clear. But no way was she going to let him off so easily.


  “Do you love me, Furn?” She spoke aloud.


  “I do,” he whispered.


  “Do you promise never to spy on me under any circumstances? Ever.”


  “I do.”


  Indiya thought a moment, watching Furn wriggle, hooked by his own guilt. “Heidi sees and hears everything. Let her be your witness. Do you swear on your friendship with Heidi never to use surveillance equipment to watch or hear me or in any way invade my privacy? Do you so swear?”


  “Yes, I swear.”


  “You’re not out of this yet, you dirty, wixering shunter. Maybe I could forgive you eventually. But not today. Not tomorrow. Not for a long while.”


  “I’m sorry.”


  So you fucking should be. That Marine McEwan was an animal. I had to treat him firmly but he was only a simple beast acting according to his nature. He knew no better. But you? You knew you were doing wrong. That’s why you’re a hundred times worse than that Marine. He would never spy on me.”


  “But…” Furn screwed his face almost inside out with awkwardness. “That’s what I wanted to warn you about.”


  “I don’t follow.”


  A sly look came to Furn’s eyes. “That noble beast of yours. The one who’d never spy on you? When he kissed, he planted a surveillance tracker on you.”


  — Chapter 18 —


  Had he made an ally of Indiya or an enemy?


  Probably the latter, but Arun didn’t know. He wasn’t sure about anything anymore. Other than that the alien had carved chunks from his shoulders which made every motion of his arms scrape his fatigues against the wounds. The damage inflicted by his own ally felt far worse than the combat wounds in his right arm that he’d sustained in the fight against the Amilx. Having his flesh torn by darts was becoming a habit.


  Worse of all was that Arun was deep in the drent but had no clear allies other than the Jotun ensign who’d tortured his flesh. He’d swap the present situation for even worse odds if he could have Springer, or someone he knew he could trust, at his side.


  In his first and most disastrous week as a cadet, he’d been summoned before his commanding officer. Expecting to be executed, instead Colonel Little Scar became the first of a succession of senior figures to drop hints that Arun’s destiny was to be a key actor in a drama foretold by the Night Hummers. There were other players too. Xin Lee wasn’t just the hottest Marine he’d ever seen, but she was deeply involved with this destiny drent. But Xin was on their sister ship, Themistocles, which was only light hours ahead, but in terms of getting to see or contact Xin, that was impossibly distant.


  The Night Hummers had told the colonel of a third player, a ‘purple’ girl. He was certain that meant Indiya, but again: friend or foe? Arun shook his head. No one ever wanted to give him a simple explanation. He had no choice but to assume she would act on his side, because if she didn’t, he was already damned.


  He had to work on her, but first he needed to return to his unit.


  Corporal Majanita was either too befuddled to note Arun’s frequent absences from Delta Section, or had just enough sense to look the other way. Whenever he asked Madge if he could head off under his own agenda she would fix him with a suspicious stare but say yes.


  But other eyes could be tracking his movements.


  Indigo Squad was currently tasked with patrolling the ship in section–sized groups. To calm nerves after the power blackout and recent deaths. He’d been digging around, and seen clearly what Indiya couldn’t: that far too many junior ship’s officers had died over the past year, or been reassigned while in Tranquility System.


  Sergeant Gupta’s orders were so vague these days that Delta Section had set off on patrol with neither a route nor a timetable. Lance Sergeant Brandt was supposed to back him up, but his mind was in an even worse state than Gupta’s.


  Where would they be now?


  Arun guessed that by this time, his section’s reserves of lucidity and purpose had already fizzled out. And when they did that, an irresistible attraction drew them to the place where most Marines always gravitated: the recreation deck.


  Arun set off for the bars on Deck 11.


  — Chapter 19 —


  “No, wait! We can’t afford to fragment,” said Finfth once they’d all assembled in the Freak Lab. Indiya had activated the security gadget Furn had provided, and they’d commenced their meeting by skirting around with barbed pleasantries before Finfth had decided enough was enough.


  “Indiya,” continued Finfth, “your body language says you would like to kick Furn out the nearest airlock and watch as he asphyxiates. We can’t afford secrets. Especially not now. What’s happened?”


  Indiya looked from face to face. All five of ‘B’ Crew’s augments were here. ‘C’ Crew didn’t have any. Tizer and Freeze from ‘A’ Crew were safely frozen in their pods. Normally the Freak Lab was a place of refuge, where they could play with their special projects by grace of the reserve captain’s indulgence. Not today.


  “Fern is a total bakri-chodding shunter,” Indiya growled. “He’s done something that he is ashamed of. The details aren’t important. Long after this crisis is over, I might forgive him. But that’s a long way off.”


  “So it’s a crisis now,” cried Fant. “We had a power blackout and… your uncle, Indiya. I’m not belittling your grief but that’s not a crisis. Will someone explain what the hell is going on?”


  “Quiet!” spat Loobie. Indiya could hug her. Leading Spacer Lubricant, to give Loobie her proper rank, always deferred to Indiya, but when Indiya was not in the right place to lead, her best friend would temporarily step in to run the group of augment freaks.


  If only I were a real leader, thought Indiya. Loobie wouldn’t need to keep helping out.


  “One step at a time, Furn,” said Loobie. “Give us all that little gift you explained to me earlier.”


  <What are you talking about?> Indiya mind-linked to Loobie.


  <Furn’s holding out.>


  <Tell me about it. But now so are you, Loobie.>


  <I am the senior rating here, Indiya. That’s not entirely meaningless. Let me do my job.>


  Furn stared at the two women intently. He couldn’t listen in to their mind-talk. Even if the girls had wanted him to, mind-linking was only possible between two individuals. Every time they’d tried multi-way linking, the result had been searing agony, and blood streaming from noses and eyes. Indiya shuddered at the memory.


  “Take it in turns,” said Furn with bad grace. “Hold your hand out and let me explain mentally.”


  Fant went first, which befitted his view of himself as the brave vanguard of any risky undertaking. He floated toward Furn, his ungloved hand out in front. When they touched, palm-to-palm, it looked like two space vehicles docking.


  Indiya felt she should be speculating frantically to the nature of Furn’s gift. She didn’t. The chance to briefly allow her mind to rest was too precious to waste.


  The five of them in the Freak Lab were the reserve captain’s super-augments, but they weren’t alone amongst the crew to be given control of their endocrine system. Even a few of the ship’s detachment of Marines could control their own hormones. The basic idea behind endocrine control was something other spacefaring species had used since the dawn of interstellar history. But humans had taken it further. Indiya was intensely proud of how humans had hacked the alien technology so quickly.


  Even with the zero-point energy drives and ability to mine power directly from the quantum foam of the deep void, mass and space on a starship were always in critically short supply. With journeys between stars lasting decades in objective years (time counted on calendars outside of the ship) a pressure valve was needed to release the unbearable social pressures borne by the crew cramped up together for so long. Sleeping during most of the journey helped but also caused its own mental pressures. Spending most of your waking life as a caretaker on a deserted ship with only a handful of other humans for company was just as bad for morale and mental health. Allowing the crew to direct their own endocrine system – the mechanism for transmitting hormonal message across their bodies – gave the crew the pressure valve they so badly needed.


  The freaks’ augmentation system went further. Implants under the skin, normally on palms, but also sometimes under wrists, allowed nanoscale transport robots to leave the implants of the donor and enter the bloodstream of a recipient where their cargo would be released. Augments called this gifting.


  This opened a whole new dimension to crew interaction. With physical space so limited, gifting opened up whole new universes of social possibility inside their minds.


  The whole of ‘B’ Crew had been awakened for the adventure with Bonaventure, which was a departure from the skeleton watches who kept the ship ticking over during the long years between stars. The only time all three crews were awake was when arriving at their planet of destination.


  Freeze was one of the two ‘A’ Crew specials. He’d gifted all the ‘B’ Crew freaks, giving them examples of how to do far more than communicate emotional gifts. Configuring your nano-transports as a short-wave microwave transceiver – mind-linking – was just one. Now that their ingenuity had been alerted to the possibilities, the ‘B’ Crew specials were all mining their implants to make them do things their designers had never conceived.


  The last to take the gift from Furn’s implants was Indiya. < When you want Heidi to pretend she can’t see or hear you,> Furn told her <use the pre-programmed chemical signal I’m giving you. I’ve already given it for our conference.>


  “Now we’re secure,” said Indiya when Furn had taken his palm away, “I want you, Furn, to explain why you called this meeting all that time ago this morning.”


  “Because everything changed with the power blackout,” he said. “It was deliberately engineered. Heidi was taken off-line. When she reawakened, she was reporting to the chief security officer, not the captain.”


  “Isn’t that what she always did?” asked Fant.


  “No. Subtle difference. Previously Heidi talked with the chief security officer, Ensign Purge, and her team, but in Heidi’s mind they were acting on behalf of the captain. Now the AI is working directly for Purge.”


  “What about Captain Flayer?” asked Loobie. “How does the AI view her now?”


  “Like a lover Heidi has brutally wronged.” Furn grimaced. “Just as with humans who are internally conflicted, Heidi is emotionally scabbing over the mental anguish, turning it into a blind spot. She seeks out distractions. It’s not a stable setup, which makes me think the captain is in grave danger.”


  “And,” said Finfth, “that the captain is not part of the consp–”


  Fant clamped a hand to Finfth’s mouth. “Watch your language!”


  “Conspiracy!” said Furn loudly. “No it’s all right,” he said. “Heidi really isn’t listening. We’re like her family. She’d do anything for us. She worships us.”


  “An AI?” said Indiya. “Really?”


  “Of course, an AI. This is the most exciting thing Heidi has ever done. I’ve explained to her that in helping us, she’s a participant in an open, free-form human game of make-believe.”


  When he saw the stony faces looking back at him, Furn explained: “Imagine the satisfaction you’d feel if you invented an FTL stardrive. That’s what joining in with such a human activity means for Heidi. That signature scent I gifted you is our way of telling Heidi that we’re playing the game now. It’s the same idea as the privacy gadget I gave you, Indiya, but more subtle.”


  “And this game is about mutiny and plotting,” said Finfth. “Is that your clever trick?”


  Furn nodded. “Which makes Heidi’s ability to play our game even more impressive. So long as we don’t look as if we’re really going to blow up the engine or something, she’ll ignore what we say without flagging an alert. That’s the best I can do right now. I’m working on my own Heidi hack. It will need inducing our own power outage, but if I succeed, we can ask Heidi to prevent anything unusual from showing up on security footage. She’ll replace with something less suspicious. Heidi’s very good at being sneaky, if she thinks she’s acting in a good cause.”


  Slimy shunter he might be, but Indiya was impressed with Furn. She nonetheless kept contempt chilling her words as she asked him: “Did Heidi record anything about Uncle Purify’s death?”


  “No. He killed himself while… while Heidi was offline during the power outage…” Fern’s voice tailed off as he spoke, realizing the implications of his words as he said them.


  “So,” said Indiya calmly, “McEwan was right. My uncle didn’t slit his wrists, he was murdered.”


  “McEwan? Care to explain?” said Loobie. As she did so, she placed her hand on Indiya’s temple, gifting her a standard hormonal package of reassurance.


  “I’d told Uncle that the Marines were doped. He wasn’t happy. He said he would look into the matter. Trying to keep me out of it to protect me.”


  Silence…


  “And McEwan…?” prompted Loobie gently.


  “He came to me,” said Indiya. “Told me a whole legion of suspicions. I knew from my work in the cryo team that our passengers are being fed something that makes them dopey. McEwan thinks it’s deliberate, a suppression of their critical faculties so they won’t question the order to mutiny when it comes.”


  When she spoke the words, they sounded melodramatic. She glanced at the others and smelled the hormone secretions in their sweat. She didn’t need to be an empath like Finfth to know that they believed her every word.


  “Arun McEwan’s just an ordinary Marine…” she said, thinking out loud. She laughed “If you can imagine such a thing! He’s a teenager like us, but I think someone’s helping him.”


  “Who?” asked Fant.


  “Unknown. But I’m talking about other Marines. Jotuns maybe. Anyway, my point is that it’s not just a boy’s wild fantasy. I thought I believed him before Furn told us what he’s found. But my uncle killing himself? Now I’m certain McEwan’s right. If we don’t prevent it, there will be a mutiny on this ship, and our battalion of Marines will be the brute force that makes it happen.”


  “We all agree with your interpretation of events,” said Finfth, “and now we need to decide whether we should act.” He looked meaningfully at Furn. “Whether any of us should act.”


  Furn seethed. Let him, thought Indiya.


  “Our own have been murdered,” said Fant. “And when I hear about your uncle in this darker light, Indiya, I’m sure we’re all casting our mind to other recent deaths and transfers and wondering how many were engineered. If we sit back and do nothing, we will be murdered in our beds one-by one. We must stand and fight.”


  Furn gave a slow clap. “Very impressive, brother. If only we were all as brave as you.”


  “What do you suggest we do?” yelled Fant.


  “I don’t know,” replied Furn. “Not yet. But a sure way to die is to walk out of that hatch and start yelling at the mutineers to reveal themselves so you can demonstrate your bravery with your fists. We need more information and more analysis first. Who the hell would take over a ship? That’s our first question. Mutiny demands long planning and high-ranking officers in on the plot.”


  “Who would possibly be insane enough to go against the White Knights?” said Indiya. “Even if Themistocles is part of the plot. Two small ships and a pair of understrength Human Marine Corps battalions. It’s not exactly a force that’s going to take over the empire.”


  “Maybe…” said Fant reluctantly.


  “There’s no maybe about it,” snapped Furn. “We need to think first before we act.”


  “Shut up and let me speak.”


  “Go on, Fant,” said Loobie. “Take your time.”


  Fant collected his thoughts. “Maybe it’s more widespread than you think. This might be nothing but… there was something the reserve captain told me once. I remembered it because she regretted her openness immediately she’d spoken, judging by the way she kept bouncing her mid-limbs nervously. She said the White Knight obsession with mutation and change was the reason they were prone to endless cycles of civil war.”


  Indiya thought on that for a moment. “It does fit,” she said. “The only mad dog brave and ugly enough to square up to the White Knights would be another White Knight. My uncle’s murder was an opening act in a civil war.”


  “I agree,” said Finfth. “If we are to get involved, then first we need to know who in authority we can go to… who’s still loyal. And we need airtight evidence so we aren’t executed for leveling false accusations against officers.”


  “And muscle,” added Loobie. “There are over three thousand Marines on board, every single one programed to kill. Whoever controls them controls the ship.”


  Silence returned as they all tried to come to terms with the situation. Fant was right about resisting, but the thought of standing up to the mutiny made Indiya’s muscles feel leaden. Whoever they were up against had already made their move to control the Marines – had probably planned this for months or years.


  The others gave her space to collect her thoughts. “Our minds are trained to leap ahead of the facts and dive into speculation,” she said when she was ready. “There’s no shame in that – it’s how the reserve captain built us. But we must calm down and answer this question first. Why the fuck should we get involved?”


  “Arun McEwan saved my life,” said Loobie. “I owe him.”


  “We all do,” said Fant. “If we stand by and do nothing, we will be aiding the murderers as surely as if we had carried out the murders ourselves.”


  “You’re thinking with your fists again,” said Furn. “I wonder who you think that impresses. If I had the power, I’d flush the mind control drugs from our passengers, use them to round up the rebel leaders, and then throw the murdering shunters out an airlock. But it’s not that easy. We’ve uncovered a conspiracy that is already reaching its climax. Traps have already been sprung. Good people killed. We’re all highly capable individuals, but let’s be realistic: defeating the rebels at this late stage looks hopelessly unlikely.”


  “So you want to hide under the sheets and hope it all goes away,” said Fant. “That’s not thinking things through. It’s cowardice.”


  Furn rolled his eyes. “It make me feel sick to say this,” he said, “but I vote we use Heidi to be our eyes and ears while we keep our heads down. The mutineers are murdering anyone they think is in their way. All they want is control of the ship. Once they have that, we won’t be a threat to them. The killing will stop and we will carry on as before, just with a different set of officers. I’ll hate the murdering vecks until the end of my days, but getting ourselves killed won’t bring your uncle back, Indiya.”


  Loobie went over to Furn and rubbed her hand over his temple, gifting him a nano-packet to show her displeasure. She’d loaded her nano-transporters with nerve toxins. To most of the crew that would be the kiss of death, but Furn could defeat her invasion easily using his own implants.


  As a means of indicating displeasure, though, nerve toxins sure sent a powerful message.


  “Your opinion is noted,” she told Furn. “However, this is not a democracy. This is the Navy and I am your superior. You will obey my orders, and I order all of you to follow Indiya’s advice.” She turned to Indiya. “What is it to be?”


  “We fight them,” Indiya said without hesitation, even though she wasn’t anything like so sure inside.


  “Very well,” said Furn sourly. “Let’s start with recruiting allies because it’s obvious to me where we find them.” He cast a knowing look in Indiya’s direction. “You have already established an intimate link: your personal route in to those thousands of Marines that Leading Spacer Lubricant mentioned.”


  Dirty little bakri chodder.


  “Explain,” said Loobie.


  “He means Arun McEwan, of course,” said Indiya primly. “The drugs are not affecting him as much–”


  “I know that,” said Loobie. “I meant your relationship… Is this romance?”


  “Certainly not!”


  “Although they have kissed,” said Furn. His sly expression suddenly evaporated under Indiya’s glare, and he looked down at the deck in shame.


  So he should, she thought. He only knows about Arun because he was such a skangat sneak.


  Indiya sighed. “This Marine says he’s attracted to me. He also planted surveillance equipment on me.”


  “He wants to know whether he can trust you,” blurted Finfth, giving them the benefit of his empathetic ability to interpret people’s behavior. “I think he’s even more isolated than us.”


  “Heidi’s jamming McEwan’s signal feed,” said Furn.


  “Can we spy on him?” Loobie asked Furn.


  He gave a victorious look at Fant before retreating into a microwave-link conversation from his mind directly to Heidi’s.


  “He’s talking with his unit now,” said Furn. “Heidi’s going to pick up the start of the interaction from about seven minutes ago.”


  An image from internal security monitors appeared on a viewscreen set into one of the bulkheads. The augments clustered around for a good look. It showed Arun hesitating before entering the hatch to one of the recreation areas on Deck 11.


  “I want you all to watch him closely,” said Indiya while Arun seemed to be summoning his courage. “Is this someone we can trust as an ally?”


  She gasped when she noticed the wounds to his shoulders. When they’d met less than an hour earlier, she’d noted dark patches on the shoulders of Arun’s green fatigues. Now she could see the fabric was stuck to his flesh, soaked through with blood. She didn’t think that was what was causing him to waver. Physical pain he could cope with. It was the prospect of meeting whatever was on the other side of that hatch that filled him with horror.


  — Chapter 20 —


  Arun blew out the breath he’d been keeping in, pressed the hatch opening stud and jumped in head–first.


  It was as he’d feared and hoped at the same time: other than Sergeant Gupta, the whole of Indigo Squad was here, a sight that both bolstered him with courage to be reunited with his comrades and sent shivers of dismay through his body to see their diminished state.


  Beowulf was transporting 88th battalion, 412th Tactical Marine Regiment – an understrength scratch force of green cadets hurriedly reclassified as trained Marines. Deck 11 was the rec-deck, easily able to accommodate the entire three thousand Marine battalion, but only Charlie Company was awake, the rest frozen in deck after deck of cryo-pods.


  His Indigo Squad comrades floated in loose clusters around the perching spheres that were the zero-g equivalent of tables. The occasional bursts of small talk quickly fizzled out.


  It was a lifeless scene. They should be wondering what fate awaited them at their destination of Wolf-3 and why they’d been rushed out there in such a hurry. Indigo Squad were on their own, which made this the perfect opportunity to plan how to play humiliating tricks on the dongwits of Checker Squad. There was none of that. Worst of all, there was no grumbling. Cramped quarters, the lumpy slop they labeled food, the way the ship-rats talked as if the 412th were boneheads… there were endless reasons to grumble, but none of them occurred to Indigo Squad.


  Arun shook his head sadly.


  A sudden thought reached through his funk.


  Where was Springer?


  Then the breath was knocked from him and he was fighting for air, for orientation as something infinitely hard slammed into his ribs and sent him shooting across the compartment, aiming at the bulkhead like a missile.


  Desperately he tried to kick down and get away but an invisible viselike grip only tightened on his upper arms.


  All he could see was the almost-empty rec-deck screaming past, but there was something with him all right. He knew exactly what it must be: a Marine with battlesuit set to stealth mode.


  A face appeared. Just a visor shaped-slice of a face from which Umarov’s accusing eyes glared at him.


  “Someone wants a word with you, pal.”


  “Slow down!” gasped Arun. Umarov looked pissed. Not enough to kill him deliberately, but without his battlesuit, Arun could die through Umarov’s carelessness just as easily as his intent.


  “If you don’t slow down,” Arun squeezed out, “I’m going to hit that bulkhead so hard I won’t be talking to anyone ever again.”


  Umarov got the hint. He decelerated so rapidly that Arun felt winded and his vision fuzzed. Arun retched, something he thought impossible since most of his vomit reflexes had been removed.


  “I’m not in a battlesuit, you twonk,” shouted Arun when he recovered, but Umarov didn’t appear to register what he meant. “Too many gees will kill me. Yeah?”


  “You can die in your own time,” growled Umarov. “Talk to the lady first.” They’d come to a halt within arm’s length of a hatch, which Umarov now gestured toward.


  “What’s the matter, Umarov? We’re comrades. More than that, we’re friends.”


  “The matter, McEwan, is that I’ve asked you to do something politely, and you haven’t done it yet.”


  “Okay,” said Arun putting his hands up in surrender. “I get it.”


  Arun used Umarov’s body to push off to the hatch access panel and entered.


  “I will be waiting,” Arun heard from behind, just before the hatch irised shut behind them.


  “Hi, Springer,” he said, guessing who was waiting for him as he entered the compartment.


  It was a bar, he realized. A counter with drinks and drinking vessels was secured onto the aft bulkhead – what would become a floor when the main engine was operating.


  About a dozen zero-g tables floated around the bar. Heated spheres rather like heavily pitted miniature planetoids, not flat surfaces like the kind of table you found on a planet.


  Arun made for the first one pushing off from one sphere to another until he slotted his feet into the boot straps next to Springer’s perch.


  He grimaced. Only Springer’s left foot was strapped in. Her right leg ended above the knee. Trying not to look at her missing limb only pulled his gaze more strongly.


  “It itches, Arun.”


  “I’m sorry.”


  “The prosthetic is a waste of time in zero-g, but when it’s off, I keep thinking my real leg was still there.”


  “Easy, Springer, don’t drag up bad memories.”


  She screwed up her face, which made him feel desolate until he recognized her expression was vintage Springer. For a while his old friend was back from being buried under a fug of confusion. “I like to remember,” she said. “Pain keeps me sharp.” But even as she spoke, her words were already faltering into silence.


  Arun gave her time. Soon a little clarity returned to her eyes.


  “Remembering is important, Arun. Most of us can’t even remember our names.”


  “I know.” He took a deep breath. Knowing was a curse as much as a blessing.


  She pointed at him. “You do. No one else. I’m rough and I get flashes, but not much. Umarov and I happened to be awake enough to see what you’ve helped yourself to from the stores.”


  “Quiet,” he whispered angrily.


  “What are you up to, Arun?”


  “Keeping us all safe.”


  “What the frakk does that mean?”


  “Don’t worry. It’s complicated.”


  “Don’t worry your pretty head. Is that it? We’re more than just a squad comrades, Arun. You frakking well know that. If you need help, you should come to me first.”


  Arun looked into his friend’s face. The left side was puckered and ridged after the plasma burst that had nearly killed her in the Battle of the Swoons. Arun had known her since they were kids. Scattered amid the scarring, he could still see her freckles, still thought they made her look cute. Her eyes narrowed, anger energizing her, driving away the drug-induced confusion. Her mutant eyes lit with their inner violet glow as they always did when she was roused to passion.


  He snapped out of it. Springer was still sexy, but more to the point, she was scary when angry.


  “I’m sorry,” he said hurriedly. “You’re right. I should have come to you first. Will you help me?”


  “With what?”


  “Well…” To buy time to think, he gave the kind of cheeky grin she used to love when they were novices. Frakk, that was only eighteen months ago. Could he really bring Springer in on all he’d learned?


  “I could use your specialist knowledge,” he said.


  “Specialist?”


  “Well, you’re a woman, Springer.”


  “Oh, for frakk’s sake. Is that what this is all about? Who is she this time?”


  Her eyes glowed. Springer was back in the room all right, and, boy, was she pissed! She growled. “You’re not in contact with that dirty skangat bitch on Themistocles are you?”


  “No, it’s not Xin. It’s…”


  Her eyes captured his hesitation, and held onto his gaze, demanding an explanation.


  He groaned. More than anything, he wanted to tell Springer that she was the woman foremost in his thoughts. He supposed it was true that this Indiya was beautiful in her freakish ship-rat way. And after that spat in the storage compartment, nothing could be calculated more to electrify his interest. But the girl he wanted to spin around in a complex zero-g embrace was hooked into a perch right in front of him.


  “It’s who?” she prompted.


  “A ship-rat.”


  Pain flickered across Springer’s face, and he regretted his words immediately. He was treating his best friend like drent, and she deserved far better than that. But she deserved even more to stay alive long enough for Arun to defeat the rebels.


  You matter more to me than any ship-rat, he told himself. But it made no difference, and he felt even dirtier when Springer stretched across and kissed him on his cheek.


  “You never change,” she sighed. “Please don’t ever.” She frowned, thinking. “The surveillance gear… that was all about her?”


  He nodded. “So I know where to bump into her accidentally. Maybe learn more about her. Mostly, to hear her voice again.”


  Springer’s eyebrows raised. “Do you meant you’ve actually talked with her? In real life, I mean, not some vulley-dream.”


  “I’ve done more than that,” he said, feeling angry. “I’ve kissed her.”


  “And how did she react?”


  “She said if I kissed her again, she’d kill me.”


  Springer laughed, bringing her old dimple back, though only on the unscarred side of her face. “That’s something we can work on, I guess. You’re doing better than you managed with Xin.”


  He grinned.


  “But only by a nanometer. You’re such a dongwit guffoon sometimes, Arun. If you’d had any sense, you’d have asked for my advice about girls years ago. Why didn’t you? Did you think I’d be jealous?”


  “Well, I…”


  “On second thoughts, don’t answer that. A ship-rat! You’re a weird one, Arun. That’s why you and I make such a good team.” She rubbed at her chin. “No guarantees, mind, but if you want to win her heart, here’s what you do…”


  — Chapter 21 —


  Indiya could have strangled Furn for cutting the recording just when Springer was about to give her advice.


  She stopped herself from shouting at him just in time. The others expected her to keep in control.


  “Those two have a very deep and complex serial misunderstanding,” said Finfth.


  “Lovers?” Loobie asked. Probably on Indiya’s behalf, the dear.


  “Much more complex than that.”


  “Did you see those eyes?” Fant interjected. “That girl’s mutant eyes glowed violet like…” He shot a glance at Indiya.


  “Like my hair,” she completed for him. “Finfth, you’re the empath. Can we trust McEwan? We would be putting all our lives in his hands if we do.”


  Finfth rubbed at his temples. He was the opposite of Fant in many ways, so quiet because he thought deeply and took his time to bring out the words. His ability to read emotions was uncanny, even when he couldn’t smell hormones.


  “When Springer challenged him,” said Finfth, “I’d stake my life that McEwan really wanted to say that Springer was the one he loved.”


  Indiya sighed in relief to hear that. So why did she feel so resentful of Springer?


  “Can we replay his face at that point?” asked Finfth.


  Furn zoomed Heidi’s footage and set it looping.


  “McEwan is conflicted,” said Finfth. “He feels he’s being disloyal and hates it. He is extremely anxious. Concern for his friends is his primary motivating force, but that spawns self-loathing because he feels powerless to protect those he loves from the coming storm.”


  “So what you’re saying is that he isn’t a traitor,” said Loobie. “That we should trust him?”


  Finfth’s eyes went wide in horror. “No! Absolutely not! Sure, he’s not a traitor, but that doesn’t mean he won’t hurt us. He’s as dangerous as any cornered animal defending its pack. Never forget that beneath a thin veneer of civility, Arun McEwan is a Marine. He is the product of a centuries-long breeding program to enhance one human trait above all else: the ability to apply extreme violence without remorse.”


  “Your caution is noted,” said Loobie. “Marine allies are vital, though.”


  “We can all kill,” said Indiya. “But only because the Marines and other crew see us as harmless kids. We will only get one chance to prove them wrong.”


  “If it comes to a fight,” said Fant, “having loyalists strike unexpectedly from two places at once could make all the difference.”


  “So you’re saying I should play along with this brute?” said Indiya.


  “Do more than that,” said Finfth. “He thinks he needs to seduce you to secure your alliance. Persuade him that you’re attracted to him. Do more. Seduce him.”


  Indiya shook her head. “That won’t work. He’s too worried about his friends to be distracted by romance. So am I.”


  “He’s not a crewmember,” said Loobie. “You can take your gloves off, if you’ll excuse the pun.”


  Indiya joined in with the group’s mischievous laughter. She knew she wasn’t fooling anyone. Inside she flailed herself for missing the obvious, leaving it to Loobie to point out what she should do. The others looked to her as their leader but she lacked the ruthlessness to be a good one.


  Loobie was right. Indiya didn’t need to trust the Marine. Nor did she need to do more than say a few words to bind him to her.


  She could enslave him with a single touch.


  — Chapter 22 —


  From the crushing depths of his slumber, Marine Stok Laskosk, Stopcock to his comrades, began to stir, rising swiftly into those confusing shallows where dreams churn with reality.


  Dreams? Nightmares more like.


  You dumb maggot, Gupta. Tell your heavy section to swap their missiles for carbines! Your stupid vecks would blow us all to atoms before they’d even left the hangar.


  That shunter of a sergeant had said that to his squad leader. The memory was from far away. Perhaps it was a nightmare, not real.


  The proper handling of his missile launcher took a lot of skill and training. Stopcock was proud to be the best. He’d hated the sergeant ever since. His hatred sure felt real.


  McEwan: that was the skangat NCO’s name. Sergeant Fraser McEwan. He wasn’t even part of the 412th Marines; he led the ship’s tiny detachment.


  McEwan.


  Something about that name was very odd.


  He was dreaming about Fraser McEwan now. The sergeant had just said something.


  Something bad enough to rouse Stok from his stupor.


  What was it?


  Stok couldn’t fix the memory because it hadn’t been a direct order. Orders were something he could remember, shining as brightly as a fusion bomb, bright enough that anything else was so dark by comparison that he couldn’t remember.


  He looked around, expanding the focus of this dream. Stok was on Beowulf’s engineering deck, part of an Indigo Squad detail providing escort to Sergeant McEwan and a Navy officer, a sharp-faced scrap of a woman who looked uncomfortable around McEwan.


  Escort? Why would anyone need an escort?


  Stok had no answer for that.


  He did know that McEwan’s words had been plans spoken aloud. Plans that would become orders soon. Orders were good. Orders gave Stok meaning and purpose. He relaxed slightly.


  But there was a comforting hierarchy that gave orders their strength.


  Stok couldn’t remember what Sergeant McEwan was planning but he definitely wasn’t senior enough to give the sort of orders that he’d discussed with the Navy officer.


  Frakk it! McEwan wasn’t even part of the regiment.


  And yet, here he was, a mere sergeant talking like a Jotun colonel.


  And that was plain wrong. Unnatural.


  Wrong enough to wake Stopcock.


  What about this Navy officer? Who was she?


  Stopcock furrowed his brow, trying to squeeze sense and recall into his head.


  He couldn’t.


  Thoughts were an impossibly heavy burden. The effort of struggling to hold onto them forced Stok back down into the depths of his confusion. To connect thoughts together was unimaginably difficult.


  But he would never give up. He – Stok Laskosk – was a Marine!


  The officer had noticed Stok’s scrutiny and was staring back, a mirror image to the missile specialist’s own face.


  Except there was something else Stok remembered in the Navy officer’s expression: fear.


  “You should keep your mouth shut,” said the Navy woman. Her gaze never left Stok, but she seemed to be talking to Sergeant McEwan.


  “Relax, Ensign Purge. This lot are so drugged I could order them to walk out an airlock without a suit and they wouldn’t even blink.”


  “All I hear in your words is complacency and arrogance, McEwan. You Marines are all the same. They bred you to fight, not to win. In fact… Yes, I see now. I think you love the fighting so much that you hate winning, don’t you? Rather than claim an easy victory, you would rather goad the universe into giving you stronger enemies to fight. Your idea of heaven is unceasing war for all eternity. Isn’t it?”


  McEwan gave a contemptuous laugh. “I think it’s not me but my little brother who’s really bothering you. That’s why we need a Marine in charge. Someone who won’t wobble under pressure. For the last time, he might have defeated your security systems. But I can track my brother’s every movement, he’ll lead us–”


  Purge silenced the sergeant with a furious glare, her hand moving pointedly toward the sidearm at her hip.


  I can track my brother’s every movement… That’s what the sergeant had said.


  “Okay, Ensign.” Sergeant McEwan raised his hands in good-natured surrender. “Point taken.”


  McEwan. Arun McEwan. That was the brother the sergeant was talking about. Yes, the idiot from Delta Section who’d gotten prong-tied with that babe from the year ahead. What was her name? Xin Lee.


  When hot girls weren’t overheating his brain, Arun meant well, even though he was a magnet for trouble. Even though Stok had never liked him.


  Thinking of Arun sparked another memory to surface… The battle… the fight on the other ship. Had they really fought humans or was that another dream? That memory was substantial as smoke, but Stok could picture himself walking behind a breaching charge. Arun had saved him from the backblast. That memory didn’t waver. It had actually happened.


  Stok allowed his eyes to glaze over, but behind them, his mind fought to break through to the surface, to breathe the sweet air of clarity.


  In the midst of so much confusion, twin ideals shone like beacons, drawing him upward.


  Honor and loyalty.


  I can track my brother’s every movement…


  He owed Arun.


  And his brother Marine was in deep shit.


  — Chapter 23 —


  Indiya watched in awed silence as the Marine pumped out shot after shot, each railgun dart hitting its intended target with unerring accuracy.


  Her plan had been to creep up behind Arun and throw him a teasing comment when he paused in his firing. But he never stopped, and though Indiya told herself that McEwan didn’t intimidate her, the battlesuit he wore set her nerves jangling. So she hung back by the hatch she’d used to enter the firing range.


  The range was a stubby section of tube with lockers and target computer access panels that terminated with a dashed yellow baseline. Beyond that, the compartment blew up into a hemispherical target zone. Arun was blasting anything in the target zone that moved.


  When Indiya used this range, she placed her feet just behind the baseline where a charged ring anchored her boots to the bulkhead. Not McEwan.


  He was the most dangerous thing she’d ever witnessed.


  His firing position was a silvery blur of motion that used every millimeter of the area behind the baseline. Each time he fired his carbine, his suit propelled him to a new position, scattering spent rounds as he moved and leaving him momentarily in a static position. If he had a shot, he fired. If not, he moved to a fresh position anyway. And, fuck, did he move fast!


  “It’s safe now,” he said via speakers mounted in his suit. “I’ve finished.” He clamped his carbine to his back and approached her at a restrained velocity. With his battlesuit set to the default pattern of gleaming silver, he looked like a medieval knight in gleaming plate armor. The sight sparked memories of romantic tales that Mamma had read long ago, of chivalrous knights who performed heroic deeds to protect the honor of fair damsels.


  With a hiss of pressure seals opening, McEwan removed his helm. “Is that better?” he asked, with a cheeky, boyish grin that didn’t belong on any kind of knight: historical or romantic. “It’s just that you look, well, intimidated.”


  “I wasn’t scared,” snapped Indiya.


  “I was careful not to use that word. There’s no shame, Indiya. You are very small.”


  Was this bonehead mocking her? She gave herself calming hormones. She wasn’t here for chitchat. There was a job to be done. Seduction.


  Feeling embarrassed, she pushed off from the floor, coasting up to the halo of debris his rounds had left behind. Talking of seduction made her feel as dirty as Furn. Even with the advantage of her hormone-gifting implants, she wasn’t sure how to go about it.


  “Why come here and make all this mess?” she asked. “It’s not as if you need the practice. You didn’t miss once.”


  “I shoot to clear my head.”


  McEwan followed. Which was just as well, because she wasn’t wearing a propulsion unit: she had no way of arresting her momentum before she eventually crashed into the opposite bulkhead. Maybe she’d pass for a maiden in distress after all.


  Closer up, the spent rounds looked more like bone disks than bullet cartridges. “What are these things?” she said, bringing her arms up to protect her face as she began colliding into the debris.


  McEwan appeared in front of her, bringing her into his arms, holding her there. “Sabots,” he said, flicking away one of the bone shards, pinging it out of sight. “They give optimum mechanical fit to my darts, and superconductance across the rails in my railgun.”


  “They’re annoying,” said Indiya, flicking at one herself. They were incredibly light. “My pistol is far superior.”


  “How come?”


  “Less mess.”


  “Not really,” replied McEwan, who didn’t seem to have any concept of humor on the topic of weapons. “I expect your pistol is a slug thrower – it uses chemical propellant to fire a heavy metal slug. Your spent cartridges are even more of a maneuvering hazard, and your fire rate is far lower.”


  Indiya raised an eyebrow. Doubt crept over Arun’s face. Deep within that bonehead Marine skull, she imagined McEwan’s mind slapping itself with a virtual palm.


  “Of course, your pistol is the superior weapon in some situations.” The Marine spoke his words grudgingly, as if betraying his best friend – which, she supposed, was precisely what he was doing. “But for a typical Marine combat situation, our carbines are better. Less recoil and far higher ammo capacity, not to mention–”


  “That’s right! Not to be mentioned. That’s enough weapon spec shit. Now shut up, and take off your gauntlets.”


  “Pardon? Why did you–?”


  “Indulge me.”


  He looked uncertain, but he did as he was instructed. Maybe that was the way with all these Marines: they obeyed orders to a fault.


  McEwan opened his bare hands for inspection, his gauntlets slowly tumbling in the air nearby.


  She made a play of examining his hands, drawing out the fingers and rubbing her ungloved hands over his, breaking the standing order that under pretty much any circumstances all augments must wear gloves that flared a security alert if the wearer tried exuding their nano-transports through them.


  She half-expected to find his hands were callused, industrial constructions of metal, lubricants, gears and synthetic flesh. Instead… well, she couldn’t quite call the enormous slabs of meat childlike, but they were surprisingly smooth.


  He closed his hand over hers, swallowing it easily, leaving just her long fingers poking out from his strong grip.


  She picked this moment to rub her palm against his, wiggling inside his clutch. Subcutaneous implants under her skin launched nano-packets that infiltrated his body. She looked up into his eyes, but he showed no reaction other than a smile at her attention.


  This was the reason why she had to wear gloves. The freaks were dangerous. The other crew members were scared of them. Petty Officer Lock was gruffly protective of her freaks, but without the shield of the reserve captain’s sponsorship… She shuddered to think of what their fate would be.


  “You’re strong,” she said. “You Marines are so dangerous.”


  “Like that, do you?”


  “Life’s dangerous for a freak like me. We need you.”


  “Really? Who are these freaks?” His face lost its playfulness. For a moment there he looked the same as Furn when he’d admitted his spying. For good reason. McEwan had tried to plant a bug on her too. If Heidi hadn’t nullified it, it would have launched nanospies that used the device he’d buried into her neck as a signal booster.


  Indiya nearly snatched her hand away. Playacting and deceit wasn’t her style. And she had just ripped Furn to shreds for his deceit. What kind of hypocrite did that make her?


  Her army of nano-packet infiltrators interrupted her thoughts, reporting that they were returning to their homes in her implants, having delivered their cargo into McEwan’s bloodstream. The cargo was a hormonal cocktail – tuned to what she knew of his body chemistry – which meant all she had to do now was give flirtatious signals and the boy-machine would fall helplessly in love with her.


  “We’re weak,” she said. “My friends and I. We’re experiments the others call freaks. Teach me to be strong. For a start, I want to shoot your carbine as effectively as you.”


  “Are you serious?” His eyebrows had raised. He wasn’t sure if she were joking.


  “Scared I’ll show you up?” she teased.


  That made her Marine laugh, all right. What started as little puffs of incredulity quickly expanded into an unstoppable belly laugh.


  Indiya rolled her eyes. She couldn’t make out Arun McEwan. One moment, a lethal killing machine, the next an utter dumbchuck idiot.


  “Show me up?” he said when he could finally get a grip of himself. “Hardly! But I can teach you some basics.”


  Unsnapping his carbine, he came behind her and reached over to place the weapon in her grip, the stock against her shoulder. She’d always thought carbines were meant to be short-barreled, lighter versions of rifles, but this bugger was huge!


  She remembered what she was here to do, and gave a gentle moan. Aiming for a sexual purr, the result sounded more like clearing her throat. She tried to imagine getting turned on by handling such a powerful firearm, but she’d have to be one helluva psychotic weirdo to get aroused by that kind of thing. She felt stupid even trying to think along such alien tracks.


  “Problem?” he said.


  “No, it’s just… Arun, I’ve never been so close to anyone so strong.”


  “Except for when I saved your life. I remember wrapping you pretty tightly in my arms.”


  “Okay, except for then.”


  “And when I kissed you.”


  “Yes. And, Arun… I know what I told you before, but…” She turned her back so McEwan wouldn’t see her roll her eyes. “I can’t stop thinking about that kiss.” She felt heat rise in her cheeks. Mader zagh! She’d never lied so blatantly, so… badly! She hoped Furn wasn’t spying on her abysmal performance.


  Arun pulled his carbine away out of sight and wrapped one arm around her from behind. “I can’t forget that kiss either,” he whispered seductively in her ear, or tried to. Marine speech normally came in clipped staccato bursts. Arun’s attempt at smooth talking sounded like a robot slurring drunken packets of binary.


  She tried to act as if she were nestling into his embrace. It felt like cuddling against living granite, but with all the uncertainties ahead, his hold felt strangely comforting.


  “Do you find me attractive?” she asked.


  “Do I?” He gave a nervous laugh. “I can’t imagine anything I’d rather do than watch and listen to you speak all day. And night. You have no idea how alluring your voice sounds to me.”


  Sounds like my hormonal gift is taking effect. “I’ll hold you to that.” She squirmed around to face him. “One day, when all this is over, I’ll spend the entire day with you, and you’ll have to sit there and listen to me jabber away.” She smirked. “Maybe that will be our reward if we pick the winning side, eh?”


  “We will prevail,” he said perfectly serious. “We’re allies now. Believe it.”


  “It guts me to say this,” she said, “but you and I don’t have time for fun.” A feeling of emptiness in her heart told her that those words of disappointment held a core of truth. “I’ve already thought of our next move. We need evidence of foul play and we need it right now. Here’s what I want you and your comrades to do.”


  She asked a lot of Arun. But now she had bound him to her, she was never in any doubt that this proud Marine would obey her every word.


  — Chapter 24 —


  “You done yet?” Navi asked Conduit.


  “I’d have said if I was,” replied Conduit, creasing her face in annoyance. “It’s bad enough going through Puri’s data stores as it is without you on my back. It’s like we’re trying to forget him as soon as we can.”


  “That’s enough such talk,” snapped Petty Officer Activation. “We’re just following regulations. We all know Purify was a good man. None of us here think otherwise, Conduit, so grit your teeth and let’s get the Old Man’s gear and data processed.”


  When Conduit didn’t challenge her words, Activation went back to clearing out Deputy Chief Cryo Officer Purify’s personal locker, sorting the contents into one of three bags marked for recycling, destruction, or retention. So far everything was destined for resyk. Anything interesting would be in the drawer under the Old Man’s workstation, a workstation still covered in his blood.


  Activation couldn’t put off that drawer much longer. Not after what she’d just said.


  Navi had been working quietly at his own desk but now cleared his throat nervously. “I’ve done with his softscreens, petty officer. Any notes and data of interest are available on the ship’s distributed data sphere.”


  Navi floated over to Activation so he could hand across the softscreens. He was unable to meet Activation’s eye, just hanging there in silence as the petty officer added the softscreens to the resyk bag.


  Activation knew exactly what was making Navi nervous. It was well within Activation’s rights to order Navi to sort through Puri’s blood-spattered drawer.


  The petty officer sighed. Purify had often said that good leaders knew that rights and responsibilities always came hand in hand.


  She nodded at the locker. “Finish off here, Navi. Leave his drawer to me.”


  Trying to look as calm as anything, Activation scooted over to the corner of Cryo Team Delta’s compartment, to the place where everyone’s gaze avoided. The room was operating in zero-g at present, but had to run just as smoothly when the main engine was thrusting. Consequently the workstation was a flat desk accessed with viewscreen monitors that tilted out from the desk top for a convenient viewing angle. They were still cycling operational status diagnostics for the pods occupied by sleeping Marines.


  The self-cleaning screens were crystal clear, having wept away the blood hours ago, but the desk, and surrounding bulkhead and deck, were spattered with dried blood.


  But that was nothing compared to the sea of red on his chair.


  Activation sank her butt into the bloody seat, which reached up and around to grip her, unlocking its wheels when it recognized its occupant. She looked longingly over to her own vacant chair, but the chairs all ran along a limited range of travel set into the deck below each desk, and so she would have to use the dead man’s.


  She set about his task as quickly as possible. It didn’t take long; Navy ships allowed only a token amount of space for personal effects, but the Old Man had managed to keep a drawer full of knickknacks, mostly hand carved by himself.


  “Here! Catch!” She threw Conduit a tiny bird carved from wood, its wings outstretched. While it was still tumbling sedately across the room, she tossed Navi a starship carved from a human finger bone.


  For herself, Activation pocketed a globe showing the continents of Earth etched into a ball bearing. It was a shame, but the rest would go to resyk. She started shifting everything into his bag, but paused, staring at the Old Man’s whittling tool in the palm of her hand. She pocketed that too. Puri’s niece was an augment, but the Old Man had loved her anyway. Activation had no time for freaks herself, but Puri would want Indiya to have a memento.


  “He hadn’t been himself for a long while,” said Navi. “Not since Chief Officer Field died and was replaced by the current Chief Officer.”


  “I don’t think he was angling for promotion himself,” said Conduit, “but bringing in an outsider from another ship… Purify took that as an affront.”


  “Save it for later,” ordered Activation. “When we’re off duty over a drink in the bar. Then we can talk about it, but not now.”


  Her task completed, Activation released herself from the Old Man’s bloodied chair and handed Navi the bag. “Get those over to resyk pronto.”


  “Yes, petty officer.”


  As soon as the junior rating had left via the hatch, Conduit glanced at Activation. Her eyes hinted at questions but Activation didn’t know the answers. She wasn’t about to hug her subordinate either. “Back to work, Ordinary Spacer,” she said gruffly. “Our passengers need us on the bad days just as much as the good ones.”


  They both knew that wasn’t true. Once their passengers – as the Cryo teams liked to call their Marine cargo – were settled in their pods, there was rarely any need for intervention, but Purify had cultivated a culture of diligence that the team he left behind would not cast aside.


  Caught by a sudden need, Activation looked over to the Old Man’s desk and pictured him sitting there where he belonged, rubbing his beard absent-mindedly.


  She was still looking at her dead friend when Navi pushed back through the hatch.


  “That was quick,” said Conduit.


  “Marines are patrolling outside again,” answered Navi. “They look so creepy. In a sane universe, they should be asleep, not marching up and down as if they own the ship. It’s ours, not theirs!”


  “He’s right,” said Conduit. “When they first boarded they trained. I heard they were desperate to catch up on skills they’d missed out on in their training city.”


  “Will you two lizards cut it out,” said Activation, getting angry. “There’s been a lot of weird shit going on. People have died. Bonaventure blew for no reason anyone is admitted to knowing. I expect an officer decided that we’ll sleep better at night knowing those boneheads are out there. And the officer was right. They might be cyborg monsters, but they’re our monsters.”


  The lights flickered.


  “For frakk’s sake. What now?” moaned Conduit.


  All the viewscreens died.


  “Merde!” spat Activation as the lighting went too.


  Her subordinates’ faces reappeared in the demonic red glow of the emergency lighting. Both of them looked one notch away from panic.


  “It’s just a power cut.”


  “Another one?”


  “Navi, you go up to Cryo ‘N’ and ask Leading Spacer Mounting for her status. If she’s just as ignorant as us, tell her to send a runner to CIC to report our status and return with orders.”


  “Aye, aye, petty officer.”


  He floated over to the door, and smacked face-first into it when it didn’t open.


  “There’s a power cut, dongwit. Use the manual release.”


  Navi opened the access panel and tried to turn the manual release, but it wouldn’t shift. And in zero-g there was no obvious way to anchor himself to push. “Who maintains this wretched door?” he growled.


  Activation ignored him and thought through a solution.


  Five minutes later they had assembled a rope from wire strands, looped it around the manual door wheel and run the rope out to Activation’s workstation, where they had anchored themselves.


  “Three, two, one, pull!”


  The wheel moved a fraction. Was that a crack of light that appeared at the door edge? It was difficult to tell in the emergency lighting.


  Suddenly the door release wheel was turning of its own accord. The door opened, revealing two Marines in battlesuits, the silver and black mirrored surfaces of their helmets making them look more machine than human.


  “Your door is stiff,” said one through his helmet speaker.


  “Shut up, Carabinier,” said the other, a woman.


  Carabinier, what was that – a new rank? No, Activation corrected herself, it was a very old one.


  The female Marine pointed at Activation. “You.”


  Petty Officer Activation squared her jaw, but her insides were melting under the cyborg’s scrutiny.


  The Marine stood there, pointing, as if she’d forgotten the rest of her script. “You, cryo team petty officer. Come, follow me, and bring your team. Fox Company are waking from their pods.”


  “Impossible!” By instinct Activation glanced at her viewscreen, but, of course, it was still unpowered and uncommunicative. “The pods are self-powered. Central power outage won’t cause resuscitation.”


  “Negative, petty officer. We’ve seen this with our own eyes. Maybe someone’s hooked up a portable power supply and are resuscitating deliberately.”


  Activation’s eyes went wild. With all the weird stuff going on, maybe they were telling the truth.


  “Let’s get this straight,” she said, “you were there on Deck 6?”


  “Yes.”


  “When?”


  “We went to check after we lost power.”


  “And then came here? All of that in about six minutes…?” She shuddered. The cryo pods were two decks away. Marine battlesuits were lethally fast.


  Trying not to think of passageways filled with flying suits, Activation barged past the Marines on her way to the pods on Deck 6, closely followed by Navi and Conduit.


  When he’d heard that Purify had killed himself while they slept, Activation hadn’t believed the day could get any worse.


  She hoped she wasn’t going to be proved wrong.


  ——


  Marine Umarov looked at his partner and struggled to find the words, but they came eventually. “Did we do right, Springer?”


  “I think so. But we haven’t finished. There’s something we have to do next.”


  Springer dried up, trying to remember. She’d sparked a memory in Umarov. It took a while but it made its way to his head at its own pace.


  “I remember now,” he said. It felt good to get a semblance of control back. “Heidi, are you listening?”


  The security AI didn’t reply directly, but fed a disembodied sense of acknowledgment back through Umarov’s suit AI.


  “Heidi, tell…” Crap, he’d forgotten their stupid names again. “Feen, Foot and Foobar. Is that what they call themselves? Tell them we’ve cleared the way. Better put the power back on while you’re at it because the little people aren’t strong enough to open their own doors on manual.”


  The lights came on a few moments later.


  — Chapter 25 —


  Beowulf’s morgue was a wall of drawers. Of various sizes, they were suitable for storing the corpses of a range of crew species. The handles of these drawers were solid and finished in a high friction coating so they could double as hand and foot holds when the ship was in its natural state of zero-g.


  A pair of examination tables were bolted to the deck of the morgue. On one of them lay a blue body bag, a charged strip holding it securely to the tabletop.


  Two people floated over the bag.


  “Remind me why you’ve brought me here, Marine.”


  “A secret mission, lance corporal. This man’s death might be foul play.” Arun thought he’d explained enough, but Puja just looked at him blankly, so he carried on. “Tell me how you think this man died. He’s supposed to have killed himself by slitting his wrists. That’s too convenient.”


  “Arun, I’m not sure,” said Puja, worry creasing her brow. “I’ve not been feeling well. Woozy. Told Sergeant Gupta. He says others have reported it too and he’s passed it up the line. Told me not to tell anyone else. He doesn’t want a panic.”


  “I understand, lance corporal. Just follow your gut instinct about this cadaver. Don’t try to analyze too hard.”


  “Okay.”


  Puja unzipped the bag and began a visual inspection of Indiya’s uncle.


  She froze.


  “Something wrong?”


  “Pictures. There should be pictures. Where are the pictures?”


  “Heidi, show footage of Deputy Chief Cryo Officer Purify’s discovery this morning.”


  The diagnostic console, set into the bulkhead opposite the wall of corpse-drawers, woke up and began displaying a recording of Purify’s discovery. Of his dying there were no images to see – his death had occurred while Heidi was offline.


  The old man was slumped over his work desk, blood pooling from this slit wrist. Such a lonely way to die.


  If Puja was upset by these images of death, she showed no sign. In fact, she looked more focused and alert than he’d seen her in a long while.


  “Have you spotted anything?” he asked.


  “So much blood. So much…”


  Arun winced. He must have misjudged her expression. “Sorry, it’s not a pleasant sight. Even to a medic.”


  She turned back to the cadaver on the examination table and stared at its heart. “Arun, I meant so much blood left in the body. If you really slit wrists you bleed out, leaving behind a sea of blood. Or a halo in zero-g. The footage shows only a splatter. Look!” She indicated Heidi’s image.


  “His wrists were slit post-mortem,” Puja stated. Then her flicker of determination left her, and a crease came to her forehead. “McEwan, tell me again why I’m doing this for you.”


  “Officer’s orders, lance corporal. Can’t say more.”


  She pointed to marks on the corpse. See those dots? Cause of death, shot repeatedly through the heart using microdarts. His wrists were a post-mortem cover up. Deceased’s heart would stop pumping immediately so not much blood came out.” She paused, a faraway look coming to her eyes. “Do you remember when we were novices, Arun?”


  He smiled. “I remember when the most beautiful girl in the whole of novice school kissed me. I was so pumped afterward they had to peel me off the overhead.”


  Arun watched as that girl, Puja Narciso, now Indigo Squad’s senior medic, put her fingers to her temples and pressed hard. “It’s no good. I can’t remember much since then. It’s not a blank, it’s just… fuzzy, you know? Sometimes I get snatches of memories but I can’t connect them up.”


  “Maybe nothing much else counted after we kissed at school?”


  “Shut your frakking hole, McEwan. We’re not kids anymore and this is important. Something’s wrong.” She straightened herself, pivoting so she was oriented perpendicular to the deck.


  “Take your shirt off, McEwan.”


  Arun hesitated momentarily before complying.


  Puja’s fingertips roamed Arun’s torso. Her delicate touch sent tingles down his back. Frakk, what he’d give for her tender caresses to be a lover’s touch. But the medic was seeking out very specific patches of his skin: the scars he’d won at the Battle of the Swoons.


  “Yes…” she said dreamily. “You’ve your own standard dart round wounds. I patched you up in the field didn’t I? I saved your life.”


  “You did that, Lance Corporal Narciso. I’ve never forgotten.”


  “I have,” she whispered. Her eyes squeezed out tears, but without gravity to draw them down, the drips caught in her eyelashes like glittering jewels. “It is so frakking frustrating,” she fumed. “I can’t remember why I patched you up. Who was shooting at us?” She twisted around violently and punched the deck, which launched her slowly up toward the overhead.


  Arun pushed off against the deck, grabbing Puja and pulling her to him. She felt limp, broken. He nuzzled against the glossy black hair at her neck, whispering into her ear: “I know it’s bad but what you’re doing right now will help. You’ll get your mind and your spirit back, Puja, and your revenge on the people who did this to you. I promise.”


  “But what have they done?”


  The spirit was returning to her voice. Arun quickly moved his head back to a more respectful distance before Puja shot him for taking liberties with a superior.


  “Have I been poisoned?”


  “That’s need to know, lance corporal.”


  She straightened, looking again like the fine Marine he knew her to be. “If you need me to fight, Arun, I’ll be there for you. I promise you. I know my mind’s not up to much, but if you call, I will come.”


  “Thank you, lance corporal.”


  Heidi let out an incoming comm tone. “Now forgive me,” said Arun, “but I must ask you to leave and say nothing of what we’ve done here.”


  “Of course.”


  Arun watched her push away before answering the call coming in from Cryo room ‘C’. Heidi, I hope you’re keeping this call to yourself.


  “We’re here and working,” said one of the ship-freak boys.


  “Which one of you is this?” asked Arun.


  “Fant.”


  “Did you find evidence of dart impacts, Fant?” He hesitated, still finding the ship-rat names to be ridiculous. “Microdart rounds?”


  “Finfth here. That could be it. We saw shallow scrapes in the floor where the deputy chief officer sat. But there’s no evidence of what caused them.”


  “Except for the dart-sized holes in Purify’s chest,” said Arun. “There should be more evidence in the room that you could collect. Carbine sabots aren’t stored in the ammo carousel, they are created on the fly each time a round is fired. Micro darts require extra-large sabots and have high fire rate, which means their sabots can be a little wet. Scrape the area for traces left by expelled sabots. “


  “If only we could prove who fired the gun.”


  “Perhaps we already can,” said Arun grimly. “Microdarts are a highly specialized round. Far as I know the Marine-issue SA-71 is the only weapon onboard that could shoot them. The murderer was a Marine or had access to a Marine’s armory, and we don’t give out the keys to any passing rat. I mean, crewmember.”


  “Understood,” said the rat-freak.


  “Good. Now shut up and let me record my autopsy report. None of this will mean anything if we’re caught in the act, so get moving!”


  Arun set to work dictating the essence of Puja’s findings over video he recorded of the corpse in the body bag.


  Maybe this would prove a waste of time, he thought to himself, but it had at least dispelled one doubt. Marine officers and ship officers were in this together. Oh, yes!


  — Chapter 26 —


  “Slow down, Arun. The turning’s just ahead and to starboard.”


  “I am used to zero-g, you know,” replied the clumsy Marine, panting as he tried to decelerate by grabbing onto the handholds.


  Indiya laughed, suddenly carefree because the confidence and belief that they would triumph against all the odds were making her feel invincible. All the way to the reserve captain’s cabin, she’d expected to meet an armed Marine waiting for her around every corner. But they’d made it!


  Even the tension from their meeting after collecting the evidence of uncle’s murder had relaxed somewhat. Furn had argued for gathering more evidence, and Arun for going to his brother to assemble a scratch unit of loyal Marines to take the ship by force. Indiya knew there was one more step to take first. Arun had protested, but his will was slaved to hers and he inevitably caved in.


  “You’ve trained in zero-g, McEwan, I was born and raised without gravity. Watch this!”


  She braked effortlessly against the handholds, before pushing off the bulkhead to cross to the opposite wall, somersaulting as she did. Then she coiled her legs to spring off the wall and aim herself like an arrow down the short approach corridor to the reserve captain’s cabin.


  She glanced at Arun. Some of the fizz went out of her when she saw he was too busy struggling to slow his velocity to admire her prowess. No matter, she told herself. Showing off was just the gloss, the real pleasure was to revel in her natural medium of weightlessness. Birds probably felt the same way about their swooping flights through planetary atmospheres.


  Abandoning Arun to his struggles, she looked up… and stared down the barrel of a gun gripped by an armored Marine.


  “Halt!” he ordered.


  “I can’t!”


  The guard was at the far end of the corridor, twenty meters away. If she’d used the walkways, she would have frozen, but she’d made too good a job of flying dead center down the corridor. Her heart fluttered as she frantically flung out her arms, but she couldn’t reach the sides!


  “Halt or I fire!”


  Indiya tried to settle her racing heart. She shifted her center of mass, pivoting through ninety degrees and wriggling for her life.


  McEwan shouted from the junction behind them. “Hold your fire, Marine! She’s only an unarmed ship-rat for frakk’s sake.”


  Indiya growled in the back of her throat. She’d show the bonehead lunk. By stretching her toes till they were fit to pop from their sockets she managed to catch against a rung set into the bulkhead. It was far from a firm anchor, but it was just enough to twist her gracefully into a slow motion arc that would push her against the wall.


  But too slowly. To the guard staring at her from behind his opaque helmet visor, it would look as if she were trying to slip past him. Her heart dropped through her stomach. The weightlessness that had invigorated her moments before had betrayed her. She flailed but she had nothing to grab onto – no means to alter her momentum. It was a slow motion crash – she was going to kiss the wall right alongside the guard.


  A hand as strong as a cargo grabber gripped her ankle and swung her around to bang against McEwan’s powerful embrace. He was hanging by one hand from the far bulkhead, ten meters short of the guard.


  Her Marine might be strong but he could still feel pain, judging by the loud grunt when his back absorbed all their combined momentum as they banged against the bulkhead.


  She screwed her face. If she’d taken that impact, it might have snapped her spine.


  Then she remembered what he’d said.


  “Ship-rat,” she hissed. “What do you mean only a ship-rat?”


  “Shut up!” ordered the guard.


  “You’re a ship’s detachment Marine,” McEwan told him. “I can tell by your suit insignia.”


  “Well done,” sneered the guard. “Give the boy a prize. You win thirty seconds. That’s how long you’ve got before I shoot you.”


  “What I mean,” said Arun hastily, “is that you must recognize Indiya, and appreciate the bond between the reserve captain and these… augments. This rat-girl thinks there’s a plot to kill the augments. Come on, you know many of the other ship-rats think they’re freaks. They hate her sort. But the reserve captain regards them as her greatest experiments. What would the reserve captain do to you if you were to blame for losing her precious freaks?”


  “Countdown’s already started, dongwit. Better hurry.”


  “Can’t we talk to the officer from here?” McEwan asked. Indiya thought he was trying to be polite, but a jagged edge came to his word.


  “No one allowed in. The reserve captain is out of communication.”


  “Why?” asked McEwan. “Is she in danger?”


  “Not as much as you. Twelve seconds left.” As he leveled his gun at Arun, Indiya heard a faint whine as the gun charged, ready to fire.


  She bunched her legs and pushed away from McEwan, aiming at the guard. “Please!” she wailed in her best little girl voice. “I need to see the reserve captain.”


  Her fate was in the guard’s hands. Was it Lance Corporal Katschinski or Marine Quail? If only she could see a face. She used to get on well with the Marines in the ship’s detachment, all the specials did. But during their last time at Tranquility, most of Beowulf’s detachment of Marines had been replaced by strangers.


  Whoever he was, he clearly thought Arun the greater threat. Idiot!


  He kept his gun leveled on Arun until the very last moment, when with a growl from his suit motors, he turned and used it to swipe Indiya aside.


  But he’d left it too late. She ripped off one glove and grabbed the arm of his suit, rubbing her naked palm against him. She screamed in a panic that was only partially pretense. Then she let her grip slip and allowed the guard’s swipe to propel her against the bulkhead.


  By then the guard had already trained his weapon on McEwan. “Six seconds left. I’ll arrest the girl but you… you… I don’t care about you… you… shoot you dead - d - d - dedddd.”


  Augments all had tricks up their sleeves – or hidden under their gloves.


  She flinched as the guard jerked and thrashed, his helmet speaker emitting a mix of mechanical noises and snatches of human speech. The sounds ground together until they lost all definition, leaving nothing more than white noise.


  Eventually the thrashing stopped. Locked in a hideous contortion, the guard spilled away down the passageway, bouncing off the bulkheads on his way.


  “Is he dead?” whispered McEwan. For a cyborg war machine, his voice sounded very unsteady.


  Indiya looked into his pale face and was relieved not to see anger there.


  “The suit is,” she replied. “Its wearer is stunned.”


  She bit her lip but he bought her lie. The Marine’s body was probably still alive but the truth was that she’d sent a killer nano-package to strike at the intimate brain-AI link. She’d fried the AI and the feedback would have pulped the mind of the linked human.


  “You’ve made your point quite eloquently.” The reserve captain’s voice came from the hatch speaker. She sounded tired. “I can see you feel what you have to say to me is important. Pray that I regard this matter the same way. You’d better come in. Both of you.”


  The hatch irised open into a dark ante chamber.


  Indiya glanced at Arun before they both pushed inside.


  — Chapter 27 —


  Arun did not consider himself to be a coward, but to arrive uninvited at a senior Jotun’s cabin packed him full of ice-cold fear from the pit of the stomach to the back of his throat. He felt the scabs on his shoulders where a Jotun who was on his side had nonetheless carved his claws into human flesh.


  When Arun saw the reserve captain, though, he had to keep from laughing. He had never seen such a wheezing wreck of a Jotun. Hunched over in her hover chair, not only did the folds of this alien’s ample belly show through her white pelt, but patches of pallid skin showed too where her fur had thinned.


  The Jotun’s voice was little more than a dull whisper, but as she’d beckoned in Arun and Indiya, the Jotun had spoken the human language in her own voice – not via a synthesizer – and sounded more comfortable doing so than any other Jotun Arun had heard before.


  Now the old officer stared at Arun, squeezing her rheumy eyes to focus on him as he stood at attention on a charged section of deck. Arun was trying to make sense of the filmy, white bubble that dominated the rear of the cabin. He decided it was a bespoke thrust station, designed to accommodate and protect the reserve captain, and her chair, when the main engine was operating.


  “Who,” rasped the ship’s officer, “the fuck is he?”


  From the corner of his eye, Arun saw Indiya blanch at her officer’s language. Amusement tickled him – but he forced back his temptation to laugh. She was a strange girl, this Indiya, but he’d like to understand her better.


  “Well? Answer, Indiya.”


  “Sorry, sir. He is a passenger who has been helping me with an investigation.”


  “The black box recorder?”


  She drew a deep breath. “No, sir. A suspected mutiny.”


  The reserve captain lifted herself a little from her seat. The frightening physical power of these aliens was evident for just long enough to send a shot of adrenaline coursing through Arun.


  But the Jotun was long past her prime, and the effort reduced her to coughing.


  Both humans waited patiently for the officer to compose herself.


  “Explain!” she ordered.


  Indiya did so. She explained how the Marines had been drugged, and her uncle murdered. She passed on the recording Arun had made of Purify’s autopsy, and the evidence that Marine-issue microdarts had killed him. She ended with Arun’s footage of Lieutenant Balor’s and Ensign Geror’s fresh corpses, the two officers who had been shot in the back on Bonaventure. Murdered.


  They waited as the old Jotun ground her jaws while she considered the evidence.


  The reserve captain cleared her throat noisily. “The implication of your statements is that senior ship’s officers are involved. I can’t believe that of the captain. She has the ambition–” the Jotun wiggled her ears– “but altogether lacks the initiative to plan an insurrection.”


  The Jotun paused to clear phlegm from her throat. “Have I ever told you,” she asked Indiya, “that your captain served under me, years ago, as a junior logistics officer? She didn’t impress me in the slightest, and my reports reflected that. And yet 130 years later, here she is as my commanding officer. Such is the Navy’s wisdom.”


  Arun glanced across at Indiya. Judging by her exasperated look, this wasn’t the first time she’d heard this tale.


  “You are fortunate that you came to me,” said the Jotun.


  Arun felt energized, warmth fueling his muscles. It had been a long while since he had last felt confidence.


  “Anyone else would have had you executed,” said the Jotun.


  The reserve captain pointed a mid–limb at Arun. “War is chaotic. Ugly. Uncontrollable. Good officers die without any sense to their passing. Trying to assign blame is an understandable human failing, but not credible as evidence.”


  He pointed at Indiya. “Likewise with your uncle’s death. I was very fond of him, as you know. His passing saddened me tremendously. The word to describe your state is denial. This is your human coping reaction to news you are not yet ready to accept. Your mind is in a state of cognitive dissonance. This rules you out as a credible witness.”


  Arun glared at this alien who had crushed their hopes with a few breathless words.


  The officer positioned her chair in front of Arun. Jotuns couldn’t read human facial expressions, but Arun felt the reserve captain could see the disrespect in his face and, in her alien way, glared right back.


  “As for your ludicrous attempts at forensic autopsy,” the alien told Arun, “I can only assume that your ridiculous performance was contrived to induce my Indiya to extend you the great privilege of her mating rights.”


  “Sir, I understand you don’t believe me,” pleaded Indiya. “But if there are more deaths, will you please –”


  “No!” Spat the old Jotun in a burst of phlegm. “I will not indulge you. I forbid you to speak again on this matter. To anyone. That will be all.”


  The reserve captain turned her chair around, presenting her back.


  Indiya came to attention. Arun saluted. They both left.


  The ship girl had gambled and lost.


  Now it was down to Arun.


  — Chapter 28 —


  As soon as the hatch irised shut with a smooth swish, Arun rounded on Indiya.


  “We should have gone to my brother from the start. He’s our only way to recruit Marines. And winning them over is our only chance now.”


  Indiya shushed him. She twisted her eyebrows into a knowing look. “Heidi’s doing a wonderful job of playing our human game, but let’s not frighten her by saying things we don’t really mean.”


  Arun calmed down – enough to pause for a couple of beats. “Yes, I’m sorry, Heidi.” If the security AI was listening, she gave no sign, but Indiya talked as if Heidi were there, and she knew far more about how the ship worked. “It’s just a game,” he said speaking to the bulkhead. “We’ve even gotten Reserve Captain… the reserve captain involved now. How good is that?” He turned back to Indiya. “What is the reserve captain’s name, Indiya?”


  She frowned. “I don’t know. She’s just the reserve captain.”


  “Well then, Heidi, now we’ve gotten the reserve captain involved, I’ll ask my brother whether he can bring all the Marines into one place. That way we can ask them to join our side in the game. Isn’t that exciting?”


  A fist jabbed into his side. “Don’t push it,” Indiya hissed. “I’ll come with you,” she said in a louder voice.


  “No. You’re our reserve. Our secret weapon. Stay with your special friends in the lab. I’m sure Heidi will let you know how the game’s progressing. Join us later – you’ll know when the time is right.”


  Indiya lurched toward Arun. He nearly pushed her away, thinking she was going to hit him again, but instead she reached up to grasp his neck. She searched his eyes with hers. “Be careful,” she said, her voice warm with emotion.


  Arun kissed her.


  He’d only meant it as a token. A dramatic gesture because that seemed to be what she wanted.


  She closed her eyes dreamily.


  “I’ll be back for more of the same,” he said.


  She nodded, her eyes still closed.


  Arun took a long, last look at her soft, dimpled face, recording the image in his memory back up, before speeding off, though not yet to find his brother. He judged that the situation was even worse than he’d let on to Indiya. He had to recruit Indigo Squad directly and without delay. The reserve captain had given him one piece of useful intelligence. The ship’s captain wasn’t a plotter. At least the old Jotun didn’t think so, and she knew more about other Jotuns than Arun. That meant Captain Flayer was both a target and a potential ally.


  On his way, he decided he should by rights feel a hero for having given Indiya hope. If Springer had seen that exchange, she would be jealous, but should be proud of him too.


  Passing through the hatch at Deck 12, Frame 4, he started to wonder how much of an act that romantic clinch had really been.


  The situation was going from drent to drenter, and he didn’t think he’d ever get the chance to collect but… to his surprise, he found the prospect of kissing Indiya again gave him something precious worth fighting for.


  Which was just as well.


  Because fighting was inevitable now.


  — Chapter 29 —


  “Why weren’t you here?” asked Sergeant Gupta. The veteran who used to put a rod of fear up Arun’s spine pulled at his ears and looked away, momentarily confused. “I mean, it’s bad. You should always be here when we’re on patrol.”


  “Sergeant, the officer asked me to perform a task for him.”


  “Oh?” Gupta looked away, probably trying to remember who his officer was. “I guess that’s all right then, McEwan.”


  When he realized Gupta hadn’t meant his words sarcastically, Arun relaxed a little.


  “Instructions from the officer, sergeant. He says to activate Local Battle Net so that I can pass his message securely.”


  Arun had gambled that he would need his suit for protection, speed, and secure comms even though he’d used up nearly half an hour getting into his battlesuit. Whether the delay would prove a fatal error, only time would tell. The first advantage the suit offered was LBNet: a tight-beam suit-to-suit distributed comm network that couldn’t easily be jammed or intercepted.


  Gupta peered at Arun. He didn’t look convinced about Arun’s story. Arun could imagine the sergeant’s questions: Why hadn’t Arun named an officer? Why the need for secrecy? But the instinct to obey was too strong. “Squad,” ordered the sergeant, “put your helmets back on and activate LBNet.”


  Good. Gupta had bought that one. Would he let Arun push him even further?


  “Listen up, Marines,” said Arun once LBNet had established. “I am here on the authority of our superior.”


  “Who, Arun?” asked Springer.


  “Quiet! When an officer commands, you obey without question.” A true officer or NCO would make his visor transparent and glare at Springer, but Arun felt bad enough shouting at her. “I am not an officer but when I transmit an officer’s orders, the officer’s authority is conveyed onto me. So shut the frakk up, all of you, and obey my instructions.”


  Indigo Squad snapped to attention and saluted Arun.


  “Yes, sir.”


  “Acknowledged.”


  “Yes, Marine.”


  The acknowledgments the Marines of Indigo Squad gave him were varied, but were offered without question. Arun’s mouth formed an ‘o’. His eyes popped. He had no idea they’d react so obediently. He could order them into battle and he didn’t think they would bat an eyelid. Within a few hours, he would be putting that to the test.


  He’d tethered his lies to a truth – there really were genuine occasions where you saluted a lowly Marine because that lowly individual represented the authority of an officer.


  Corporal Hecht frowned.


  Wicked glee seized Arun. If an officer ever found out – and they probably would eventually – Arun was dead meat. He might as well enjoy this brief time in charge.


  He faced off against the corporal. “You got a problem, Hecht?”


  “No, sir.”


  “Good. Corporal Hecht. Corporal Majanita. You are to take your sections and provide a guard detail for Captain Flayer outside her cabin. This is a genuine threat to the captain’s safety. Look sharp, Marines, and get there in double quick time.”


  The two sections separated under their corporals and moved away.


  Arun followed. “Faster,” he barked “Run!”


  A grin spread over Arun’s face. He could get used to this.


  ——


  “What do you mean, you’re taking over?”


  “Relieved, Corporal Kalis. The word is relieved. We are relieving you.”


  Kalis unsealed and lifted his helmet visor to scratch at his head. “But…” His voice tailed off, but he rallied his thoughts and tried again. “Sergeant McEwan told me to take my section and–”


  “Yes, but that was before, when the sergeant thought one section would be enough. Now, he needs a larger guard detail. As you can see, I’ve brought two sections.”


  “Yes, but–”


  “You have one section. You can’t fulfill your duty with only one, and so: You. Are. Relieved.”


  “I don’t know, Arun.”


  “How dare you? I bear the authority of an officer. You will address me as if talking to a Jotun directly. To do otherwise dishonors the officer.” Arun leaned in close. “Are you deliberately being insubordinate, Kalis?”


  “No, sir.”


  “Shut up! Did I give you permission to speak?”


  Kalis didn’t know how to respond to that. His bewildered face was pitiful to see.


  “Why is your section still here, Kalis?”


  “Sorry, sir.” Kalis selected a local command channel. “Alpha Section, we are relieved.”


  Arun didn’t breathe until he saw Kalis’s section march away. That was the second time he’d tried that trick. He reckoned he’d pushed his luck as far as it would go.


  Barney chimed in Arun’s mind, alerting him that Springer had set up a private channel.


  “What’s happening?” she asked. “Umarov and I… we’re confused.”


  “Don’t worry,” Arun replied. “All you have to do is make sure that Madge and Hecht stay here with their sections, and don’t let anyone else guard the captain. Keep the captain safe. That’s all you need to know.”


  “Don’t shut me out, Arun.”


  He clasped her shoulder. Through her armor she wouldn’t feel much, but he hoped she understood the comforting gesture. “Trust me, Phaedra.”


  — Chapter 30 —


  “I can break the door down. Would you prefer that?”


  The Marine thumped on the door with his powered gauntlets. Each hammer pound pulsed through the Freak Lab and brought out a gasp from Indiya. Before the Marine had arrived demanding entry, the lab where ‘B’ Crew’s freaks were sheltering had been a place of refuge while Arun tried to win support from his brother.


  Now the bulkheads seemed to be closing in. Her safe place had become a trap.


  “Has anyone got a weapon?” asked Fant, resolve written in his clenched fists and squared shoulders. It would take more than Fant’s fists to hold back an armored Marine.


  “I might have,” offered Indiya tentatively. Her secret weapon had crashed the suit AI of the reserve captain’s guard, but her supply was depleted.


  After an exchange of suspicious glances between the specials, Furn answered: “I think all of us have something up our wrists.”


  “But unproven,” added Loobie.


  Finfth’s brow was creased in thought, but he said nothing.


  “I have a weapon,” called the Marine from outside in the passageway. “Would that help? You do realize I can hear every word?”


  “Go away!” shouted Fant.


  “No problem. Let me in first, though. I need to tell you something.”


  “Do you think he can break down the door?” whispered Loobie.


  “Of course I can,” the Marine answered. “I don’t want to, though. I could kill you too, but I don’t want to do that either.”


  Indiya gasped with the sharp pain that suddenly stabbed at her mind. Loobie, Fant and Furn were all trying to mind-link with her simultaneously. “Stop it,” she hissed. “Are you trying to fry my brain?”


  “Now why the frakk would I do that?” said the Marine. “A right bunch of dumb twonks you are, but I need you, and I’m nearly out of time. Open the frakking hatch. Last chance.”


  “We’ll call security,” said Loobie.


  “No you won’t. You would already have done so if you were going to. Anyway, I’m here to do a favor, not kill you.”


  “I believe him,” said Finfth. “Let him in.”


  The others all looked to Indiya. She gave a curt shake of her head.


  The specials had assembled around a table bolted to the aft bulkhead, which was serving as a floor. Indiya rose from her chair and plodded along the charged area of the deck to stand facing the hatch.


  “Now I know you’re lying. Why would you do me a favor? You don’t know me from Adam.”


  “Who’s Adam? Anyway, I never said I was doing it for you. I’m doing it for a comrade. I want you to help him because I owe him my life.”


  “Who’s your friend?”


  “Friend? What friend?”


  Indiya mind-linked to Finfth. <Is this a joke?>


  <No, joke,> replied the empath. <The Marine is confused but he has a drug-heightened instinct for loyalty that is driving him to do something he wouldn’t otherwise have the initiative for. Once these Marines have gotten a goal wedged inside their heads, they become indefatigable in its pursuit.>


  “You said you were doing this for a friend,” said Indiya to the Marine on the other side of the hatch.


  “Scuttlebutt says you augments are super-clever. Guess that’s another rumor that isn’t true.”


  “So you’re doing this for someone you owe a debt to who isn’t your friend?”


  “You got there in the end.”


  “But why come to us?”


  “Because he’s in danger, and you might be able to help him. I know I can’t.”


  “Let him in,” said Finfth. “Please.”


  Even before he’d finished speaking, Finfth stood and pushed off toward the hatch control panel.


  With a sinking feeling in her gut, Indiya realized that Finfth had been edging his way closer to the hatch for a while now. She lunged at him.


  Indiya won a loose hold around his waist, tightening her grip with every iota of strength. Loobie was closing in to join the fight. She only had to slow Finfth for a few seconds before Loobie arrived.


  She looked and saw the empath’s face was as steely as a Marine’s. He pushed his arms down inside her grip and snapped her arms away, nearly wrenching them from their sockets. Before she could grab him again, he’d curled into a floating ball with his feet jammed up against her jaw. When he pushed out with his legs, she went tumbling backward, sending jagged shards of pain through her neck when her head bounced against the deck.


  Conservation of momentum said Finfth should be shooting off in the opposite direction.


  He didn’t. He’d kept station, easily dodging Loobie’s attack before jetting off to the hatch control panel. She knew he’d worked on secret propulsion projects for the reserve captain. He must have cooked up some kind of hidden propulsion system.


  “I’m sorry,” he called to Indiya as the hatch motors hummed into action. “You know I adore you, but we need to win the coming fight.”


  Indiya rubbed at her neck as she helplessly watched the armored Marine in his silver armor advance into the lab. He flew up, taking station above them with his back to the overhead. His SA-71 carbine covered each of them in turn before settling its aim on Indiya.


  She readied the kill package she’d used on the reserve captain’s guard, though she knew it was helpless. Even if she had a full supply, she’d seen Arun with a carbine like that on the shooting range. She’d be ripped to shreds with railgun rounds before she could get close.


  The specials waited for the Marine’s next move, but he was in no hurry.


  When the hatch auto-shut, the motion jerked him out of his fugue and he finally spoke.


  “Which one of you ship-rats is called Indiya?”


  — Chapter 31 —


  Turned out that the little purple-haired bint’s name was Indiya. Stok had overheard Arun saying the name in conversation with his prongbuddy, Springer. Arun had always been a big headed veck. Recently he’d been talking like an officer in front of his squadmates, as if mere Marines could be spoken to as if they were of no consequence.


  Just like his brother, then.


  Yeah, Arun McEwan was an arrogant veck, but he had saved Stok’s life when he’d stumbled into the backblast of that breaching charge. The sooner Stok paid off that debt, the quicker he could go back to despising the little skangat.


  Putting the safety back on his carbine, Stok secured his weapon to his back and told his suit AI – who’d been nagging him endlessly to contact Indiya – to release the pressure seals at the base of his helmet.


  “Here,” he said, flying down and offering his helm to the girl. “The helmet should keep things private. Watch and listen to the message I recorded.”


  The girl pulled herself up and into his helmet, which was nearly wide enough to fit over her shoulders. She looked ridiculous with her little pixie legs dangling beneath, wiggling as she floated there in zero-g.


  “Two days!” the purple rat screamed at him when she’d finished hearing his report on the meeting between Sergeant McEwan and the Navy officer. “Two days you took to bring me this!”


  She was an angry thing all right. He laughed. If this little firebrand really was Arun’s vulley-dream, he would be getting a regular ear bashing. Served him right.


  “What the fuck’s so funny, you boneheaded moron?”


  Stok gritted his teeth. He didn’t have time for a fight, but this little scrap of a girl was spouting fighting talk. “Boneheads are Assault Marines,” he explained, trying to ease the tension, “not Tac-Marines like my unit. Boneheads have thick skulls because they’re specialized for assaulting planets from orbit. Gene-spliced with Neanderthals we reckon.”


  Indiya ignored him and addressed the other rats. “This bonehead overheard Fraser McEwan, Arun’s brother. Fraser is… playing for the other side. He can’t track Arun through Heidi, but he’s found another way.”


  “What can we do?” asked the boy who’d let Stok in.


  “Warn Arun,” said another one.


  “But it’s too late, he’ll be at Security HQ already,” said another girl. She was taller than the purple one. A bit of a looker for a rat too, especially when anger fired up her gray eyes with a touch of green. Good enough for Stok to stick around for another moment or two. Stok had followed Arun enough to know he was hanging out with these rats at every opportunity. Maybe there was something in McEwan’s attraction to these waifs?


  Stok tried talking sense into the rats. “Arun used to be like you whining lot before his brother fixed him with this weird gifting thing. He was always talking about his feelings when he should have shut up and acted instead, like a proper Marine. I know you’re only rats, but you need to think more like a Marine.”


  They all stared at him like he was mad, even the good-looking one.


  Stok lost interest. He shrugged inside his suit. “Have it your way. My job’s done. Debt paid. I’ve got to get my ass back to my unit. The whole of Charlie Company is being put on alert and I can’t be seen talking to the crew.”


  Stok was in a stirring hurry, but the look of jaw-dropping consternation on the ship-rats was so bizarre that it made him pause.


  “What? What did I say?”


  But the ship-rats were too stupid to speak and the pull of his orders too strong.


  “Don’t know what McEwan sees in you,” grumbled Stok as he put his helmet back on. “And for your information, he’s not gone directly to Security HQ. I saw him on the way here. Looked like he was going back to our squad mess.”


  “Can you warn him?” asked one of the boys. “On a secure Marine channel?”


  Stok sniffed. These rats didn’t know squit. “Line of sight only, pal.” When the rats gave him that clueless look, he added: “There’s a ship-wide radio comms blackout, and the intra-ship comm system is out too. Don’t you rats know anything?”


  Stok left them to it. By the time he’d put two decks between himself and the Freak Lab, the memory of the encounter had dissipated, leaving behind only a vague sense that a weighty obligation had lifted from his shoulders.


  — Chapter 32 —


  If Heidi ever spoke in words then Indiya was not privy to them. Heidi spoke to her in other ways.


  Indiya ducked, hid, crawled, and flew through the ship, taking shortcuts to reach Arun before he gave them all away to his treacherous brother.


  Via the access console viewscreens scattered throughout the ship, Heidi showed Arun’s current position and the route ahead of Indiya. If the way ahead was clear, Heidi bathed her display in soft green and yellow; spiky red warned of danger.


  Whenever possible, Indiya used the polished silver bracelet Finfth had loaned her. It looked like a genuine adornment, albeit large and masculine, but was far more. She’d always known Finfth had a natural aptitude for engineering, and propulsion systems in particular. With only the faintest of power hums, this pheromone-controlled bracelet could zip her around the ship as quickly as a Marine in her battlesuit. Maybe Finfth had reverse-engineered a battlesuit’s propulsion system.


  It seemed everyone dear to her had been keeping powerful secrets. The fact that they were now all revealing them gave her a feeling as if crawling social insects were marching around her insides. Where they were crawling she didn’t know, but the sense of approaching her inevitable fate clung to her like a dark cloud.


  Indiya shook aside these unhelpful thoughts, certain that Arun and the Marines didn’t suffer from such worries. She had to get to Arun before he reached the Security HQ. Nothing else mattered.


  It was close, but she was going to make it with about three minutes to spare. Up ahead, Indiya’s passageway joined the corridor Arun was racing down, but Indiya would get there first. She’d cut it fine: if Arun didn’t stop, he would be only a minute or so away from the Security HQ.


  In her peripheral vision, she noticed something flashing.


  Merde!


  Indiya carried on, desperate to reach the junction before Arun, but nagging fear slowed her to a halt, she glanced back at the flashing viewscreen.


  It was Heidi. Someone was coming… Marines!


  Indiya bit her lip. If she tried to brazen it out, chances were the Marines would want to know what she was doing in this part of the ship. The swaggering wastes of mass would probably stop for a little amusement at her expense.


  Growling in frustration, she backed up the passageway, ducking into a compartment just before the Marines saw her.


  “Heidi,” she commanded, “please show me the Marines outside.”


  How could she get Heidi to cause a diversion, just enough to hurry the Marines out the way and give her a chance to slip past them?


  But the view Heidi showed of the scene outside in the passageway froze the blood in Indiya’s veins.


  The Marines weren’t passing through. They had taken up positions, spreading out along the passageway to defend in depth, carbines at the ready.


  She couldn’t see inside their darkened visors, but she knew the blank expressions she would see there if she could.


  The Marines had set themselves up in sentry mode. If she stuck her head out the hatch, they would blow it off before their conscious minds had a chance to question whether she were friend or foe.


  Indiya’s expertise was in fleet tactics, not those of small powered-infantry units, but she was certain what she was seeing. The Marines outside were guarding one of the approaches to Security HQ. All over the ship they would be securing critical locations.


  This was it! The takeover.


  Her sight blurred and she realized she was weeping tears of frustration. She flicked away the tear bubbles ballooning around her eyes, and punched the nearest bulkhead.


  The impact made a barely audible slap. Against the armored ceramalloy of the wall, her fist was so flimsy as to be inconsequential.


  Without the support of Arun’s comrades, any resistance by the crew to the rebel Marines in their battlesuits and weaponized brains would be just as feeble.


  Their greatest hope was Arun McEwan.


  Too numbed to seek safety away from this danger zone, she watched helplessly as Heidi showed her Arun sailing through the corridor and into the Security HQ, prey stumbling naively into the maw of a wickedly cunning predator.


  If she’d been there mere seconds earlier, she could have stopped him. If only she’d listened to Finfth and opened the hatch to Stok sooner…


  But it was too late for regrets now.


  They were lost.


  — Chapter 33 —


  “Will you do it?” Arun clenched his fists inside their thick gauntlets. Time was short.


  “You ask a lot,” replied Fraser. The sergeant of Beowulf’s modest detachment of Marines unlocked himself from the secure seat alongside a monitoring console, and began pacing the oval of charged deck that passed around the monitoring screens of security HQ.


  Normally, Arun would understand. He often paced. Why shouldn’t his brother?


  He waited in silence, fiddling with his helmet that he held in his hands.


  “Our enemies have already began to move,” hissed Arun. “Every second you delay, our window of opportunity narrows. You’re our only chance, but only if you act now!”


  Fraser halted his pacing, and shot a dark look across the room at his brother. “And yet you shall wait. You asked a lot of me, little brother.”


  “Little brother? We’re twins, Fraser.”


  Fraser gave a dismissive gesture with his hand. “I’ve lived far more than you. Stop interrupting and let me think.”


  Arun steeled himself to silence as he watched his brother stalk deliberately around the room. Expecting Kalis to report in any moment, when he’d explained all to Fraser, Arun had gabbled and sprayed out what should have been the most carefully articulated argument of his life. He thought he’d blown it, but Fraser seemed to grasp it all with ease. The idea of speaking to his twin brother still felt weird, but he guessed it had advantages. Even so, keeping quiet was one of the hardest things he’d ever done.


  Fraser slowed and looked up. “Your assessment I accept. Your proposed course has merit. But explain this. Marines Ghosh and Lorentz have kindly paid me a courtesy by allowing me to send them off on a fool’s errand to grant us privacy. Suppose I asked them to return, to keep you in that holding cell over there. You would be out of harm’s way until this conflict has resolved itself. What then for us?”


  “Then we will have lost.”


  Fraser halted. “Yes, but who are we, little brother? If the officers change and their orders with them, why should that make one iota of difference to us?”


  Fraser resumed his pacing.


  Arun felt hot and clammy at the same time. Was his brother siding with the rebels? He got to his feet and planted himself in Fraser’s path.


  No. Ridiculous! Fraser couldn’t be a rebel. Arun had fought alongside Fraser at the Battle of the Swoons. Arun could trust him with his life.


  Fraser came to a halt a pace in front of Arun. “I’m waiting for your answer,” prompted Fraser. “I can afford to wait. It is you who say we are short for time.”


  “Loyalty,” Arun shot back. “Make your stand for loyalty! This business will pit Marine against Marine. Friend against friend. If we aren’t loyal to each other, then we’re nothing. Those traitors have turned against us – they have murdered members of their own family. We should not suffer them to live.”


  Fraser gripped Arun’s armored shoulders and stared so intently into his brother’s eyes, it felt as if his soul were being scanned.


  “Gather your evidence and your loyal officers, little brother. I shall coordinate a series of armed drills. As many Marines as possible will find themselves at 19:00 hours in Hanger A. That’s the dorsal hangar, Little Arun.”


  “I do know that.”


  “Just checking, brother.”


  “Oh, one more thing. Whoever gives the Marines the big speech had better do a better job of it then you did. No dribble, drool or fluffing. Tell them what needs to be done as if you mean it.”


  “It shan’t be me. Of course, not! I’ll be in the line listening with the rest,” said Arun. “They won’t follow me.”


  “Good. Who will address them?”


  At the last moment, an instinct for caution told Arun not to say Krimkrak’s name.


  “I hope it’s the ship’s captain,” said Fraser.


  Arun pursed his lips. He didn’t like this paranoid instinct. If he couldn’t trust his own twin brother, whom could he trust?


  But the paranoia was too strong. “You’ll learn soon enough, Fraser. Trust me.”


  Barney reported that Fraser’s unpowered hand was squeezing Arun’s armored shoulder. “You’re right not to speak names. We meet at 19:00 hours. Remember… Dorsal hangar, not ventral. No offense, but you’ve always struck me as a little bit… lost.”


  Arun shrugged. He would have plenty of time to learn the ways of his brother’s banter when this was over. “Later, Fraser.”


  ——


  The instant Arun left the security HQ, the face of Lieutenant Commander Wotun, Beowulf’s XO, appeared on a monitor screen.


  “Well done, McEwan. Perhaps my faith in you was not misplaced after all.”


  “Thank you, sir.” Fraser issued commands with a few touches of his fingers on the controls. “As we speak, Security HQ is being sealed off by Marines loyal to us. This shall be our center of operations in the forthcoming coup.”


  “Very good. Keep me constantly informed of your brother’s movements. By revealing his contacts, he shall be the key to unlock this vessel. And revise the timetable. I want full control of this vessel by 16:30 hours. Any hints of resistance must be crushed without mercy.”


  “With pleasure, sir. McEwan out.”


  — Chapter 34 —


  Arun glanced at the black splinter of plastic, wincing at the memory of cutting into his own scabbing wound to extract it, and its original insertion into his flesh.


  Ensign Krimkrak had given this to him as a means to arrange contact. But what was it? And would it work?


  It had to.


  Once he’d put a deck’s distance away from Fraser and the security headquarters, Arun ducked into a low–use passageway and brought out the splinter.


  He’d never seen anything like it before.


  Obeying the instructions the wetware construct had given him, Arun placed it into the universal port in his battlesuit’s armpit. The orifice swallowed the device.


  <Contact accepted.> Barney spoke the words directly into Arun’s mind. A few seconds later, he added: <Meet me at compartment 18-07-05 ASAP.>.


  Barney flashed up a schematic of the ship, placing a target marker near the main engine on Deck 18, over half the ship away.


  <Hurry!> urged Barney, though whether Krimkrak was speaking directly or this was another AI construct as before, he didn’t know.


  Arun checked his carbine was securely attached to his back and dove for the nearest hatch. He had heard the officer’s order: hurry! He itched to reach the deployment tube because then he would let rip with his battlesuit motors. No compromise. Top speed! Any ship-rats he encountered this time would just have to get out of the way.


  — Chapter 35 —


  When she showed the image of Arun floating out of the Security HQ alone and unharmed, Heidi ringed the viewscreen with a rotating multi-colored rectangle.


  Indiya was so busy trying to stop her lower jaw dropping off that she barely took in Heidi’s pleasure.


  Why wasn’t Arun dead? What hadn’t she understood?


  When he set off again on his mysterious travels, as fast as he could go, Indiya squealed with delight. Heidi started flashing the image of the Marines outside the hatch to the compartment where Indiya was holed up. They were still on sentry duty, ready to shoot anything that came their way.


  Heidi added another view of the scene outside the Security HQ. Marines were spilling out, throwing up a cordon across every approach route. A team carrying bulky equipment brought out a tripod and started securing its feet to the mounting braces in the bulkhead.


  Indiya didn’t wait to see what they were going to place on the tripod. She set off in a new direction to hunt Arun down.


  Though whether it would make any difference at this late stage…


  She tried to tell herself that Arun still had a trick up his sleeve, an ally he hadn’t declared to her.


  Deep down she knew she didn’t believe it. After all, she’d injected him with a love potion to make him adore her.


  Surely he would have told her?


  — Chapter 36 —


  Indiya strained to see into the distance of the deployment tube. According to Heidi, she should see Arun shooting toward her any moment now.


  She was so intent on Arun’s arrival, that she scarcely registered the hatch opening behind her.


  “You’re to come with me now,” snapped a voice from behind. “You must report to the reserve captain.”


  It was Petty Officer Lock, hovering just inside the tube. Her face was practically indigo with rage. “You’ll pay for this!” she whispered. “Me playing escort to a pig-licking freak.”


  “But please, petty officer, you have no idea. I’ve got to…” Indiya started to remove her glove “I’ve got to deliver a message. It’s vital…”


  She stopped. Lock had drawn her sidearm.


  “Oh, no you don’t. Put your glove back on, freak. The reserve captain’s instructions were very specific. One: if you remove gloves I am to shoot you. Two: if you mention the name Arun McEwan, I am to shoot you. If you go within ten meters of Arun McEwan, I am to shoot you first, and then him.”


  Indiya shook her head helplessly. This couldn’t be happening. Not now. There had to be a way.


  “Furthermore, the reserve captain doesn’t trust the security systems,” continued Lock, “so I’m recording these events with a device of her own construction. Sounds like she’s right, because ship-wide comms went black a while back, but her device is still functioning. So even if you’ve some secret freakery that disables me, the reserve captain will know still what you’ve done. There’s no way out for you. Come with me, spacer.”


  She couldn’t. She believed everything Lock was telling her but she couldn’t abandon Arun.


  “Is that him?” asked Lock, pointing up the tube at a fast-approaching figure.


  Indiya nodded mournfully.


  “Then you have a few seconds to choose. Unlike you, I have no intention of disobeying an officer.” Lock brandished her sidearm, looking eager to be given an excuse to fire.


  Indiya shook her head. She couldn’t do it. Lock would have to shoot.


  Lock ground her jaws. She fought to control herself before spitting out her words in distaste: “The officer said there was one word that would explain everything. Would get you to move. I don’t know she meant by the word, but I don’t like it one bit.” Lock’s eyes blazed with fury. “One word: alibi.”


  Alibi? For whom? Not Arun…


  Understanding locked into place, like gears engaging in a complex mechanical artifact. When she had met the reserve captain with Arun, the Jotun had believed about the mutiny all along. The officer had been playing her own game.


  “Sorry, Arun,” she said under her breath. “I can’t help you if I’m dead.”


  Knowing the petty officer would hate her doing this, Indiya opened the hatch using her mind, and pushed herself through, abandoning Arun to his fate.


  For now.


  — Chapter 37 —


  By the time he reached the deployment tube, Arun’s confidence had grown. Using the full capability of his suit’s propulsion system, he shot through this ship, his bones creaking under the acceleration, and his shoulder and arm wounds anesthetized by Barney. He felt like a fighting machine with a fresh oil and recharged powerplant, eager to confront his enemies.


  Barney fed his speculation into Arun’s mind that the splinter device Krimkrak had inserted into Arun’s shoulders had been quantum–entangled with a twin held by the ensign. Arun hoped his AI was right because communications based on quantum-entanglement could not be intercepted.


  Even if they couldn’t hear him talk with the loyal officer, an armed and armored Marine flying around a ship at condition nominal – the default state of readiness – looked as suspicious as a drill instructor offering to carry a tired-looking cadet’s kit, but he encountered neither Marine patrols nor ship crew on his way here. Between Fraser and Indiya’s freaks, he reasoned he must have guardian angels watching over him.


  Don’t you worry, Indiya, he thought to himself. I’ve got this covered.


  Arun felt his skin being pulled back as he screamed to a halt just in time to slap the access stud for compartment 18-07-05, swinging inside with a fluid movement.


  The automatic lighting had been disabled, making Arun grateful for the blue glow of his low-light visor enhancement. It was enough to see he was in a large and irregular space that provided access to the segmented cooling tubes connected to the main engine.


  Spinning through 150 degrees, he oriented himself so the tubes were down. From this perspective what he’d initially taken to be angled sheets irrupting from the bulkheads now made sense as high-grip platforms to which tool cupboards had been bolted.


  A six-limbed figure in a battlesuit figure emerged from behind one of these boxes.


  Human and Jotun pinged each other simultaneously with tight beam links. Barney confirmed the figure was Ensign Krimkrak.


  “Report!” commanded the officer.


  Arun gave a concise summary of the key points, holding nothing back that he felt would be of interest.


  “So,” Arun concluded, “a coup is imminent or underway. Charlie Company have been drugged to obey anyone with even the slightest authority. That is our enemies’ mistake. Sir, if the order to take over the ship comes from you then we shall prevail. We must give the order before the enemy. The Marines will assemble in the main Hanger A in–” Arun checked his internal chronometer– “48 minutes. You must be there to lead us, sir.”


  The Jotun gave a human-like smile. “You have done well. But operational details can still defeat us. On what basis have you arranged the company to assemble?”


  “It was my brother’s idea, sir. Sergeant McEwan.”


  The ensign’s ears went back, eyes widened. His snout elongated into a snarl, his helmet altering shape to match the changes in the Jotun’s head.


  “You fool! You stupid human fool! You have killed us all.”


  “Sir, I don’t understand.”


  The Jotun nudged backward – eyes glazing.


  “Sir?”


  Globules of blood sprayed through holes in the officer’s battlesuit, viscous crimson blobs that span in the air before hanging at rest.


  The ensign’s suit quickly sealed itself.


  For a violent murder, the scene was strangely muted, but Arun had no doubt the ensign had been murdered and by whom.


  “Still don’t understand, little brother?”


  He turned and saw Fraser with two other Marines framed in the hatchway. Their SA-71s were all trained on him.


  “What are you waiting for?” asked Arun. “Shoot me!” He would rather die than reveal his allies under interrogation. His surviving allies. Springer and Indiya were still alive. If Arun died, they might make it through.


  There was no way out for him now. He’d shoot himself if he could, but the ability to commit suicide had been engineered out of all Marines.


  “Throw away your weapon,” Fraser ordered.


  “Make me,” taunted Arun. When the mutineers neither shot him nor closed to grab him, he added: “What’s the matter? Scared you would miss?”


  “Don’t waste your breath trying to goad me while we wait for…” said Fraser. “Ah… Here she is now.”


  Captain Flayer shot into the compartment, looking invincible in her armor.


  “Caught him, sir,” said Fraser. “Here is your saboteur and murderer. He lured Ensign Krimkrak to his death, and sent the traitors to ambush you the instant you stepped outside of your cabin. Thank Fate we got to you in time.”


  The captain was so busy hissing her hatred that they had to wait some while before she could speak.


  Jotuns were big but they were also lightning fast. In a blur of motion, Captain Flayer drew her sidearm and fired. Arun had been shot before, but this felt different. He looked down at his chest where he’d felt an impact. The captain had fired a wad of blue fabric that had stuck onto his battlesuit.


  Out of ammo, sir?


  He’d meant to say the words but couldn’t! His lips wouldn’t move. Breathing still functioned. His eyes could move and track motion. Everything else was paralyzed.


  “Your model of human battlesuit has been designed with an interrogation mode,” said the captain through her synthesizer. “You didn’t know that of course,” she said “but you shall learn a great deal before I discard you.”


  Summoning every last reserve of mental strength, Arun commanded Barney to evade and flee.


  Nothing happened. Barney was locked out.


  Captain Flayer sneered. “I do not know how many years of searing pain you can endure before your brain surrenders to insanity.” She came close enough for Arun to smell the Jotun’s musty scent, to cringe before those huge serrated teeth. Every instinct screamed at him to flee from this invincible predator but his paralysis denied him. The discord between his mind and his muscles was so profound that he had an inkling of how the captain might stretch out his torment for years.


  “I look forward to exploring the limits of your endurance, human.”


  The captain turned to her seemingly loyal human subordinate, Fraser McEwan. “Take him away! Freeze him with the other traitors.”


  Arun tried to shut his eyes, to escape from this harsh world. Even that was denied him. His eyes would not close.


  He saw the confused look on some Marines he passed, and the look of triumph on a few others. Helplessly, he watched his captors strip him and then place him inside a cryo pod.


  The worst part of all was as he looked through the pod window in the last moment before sleep was forced upon him. He saw Springer being dragged past, alive but as naked and helpless as himself.


  He’d had such a long time to plan how to defeat the mutineers.


  And when the moment of action had come. He hadn’t even come close.


  — PART II —


  Trust

  No One


  — Chapter 38 —


  “Hurry! Someone’s coming,” called Loobie from the corridor, where she was acting as lookout.


  “What… what should I do?” asked Finfth.


  With a last look to check the cryo pod had entered the emergency thaw process, Indiya turned round to tell Finfth that the most useful thing he could do right now would be to grow a pair. But when she saw Finfth and Fant straining hard to prop up the enormous bulk of the dead Marine, she didn’t have the heart.


  We’re not all heroes like McEwan, she thought. Finfth is terrified. Maybe that makes him the biggest hero of all, because he’s still here.


  “Hide him out of sight, best you can,” she suggested, wishing Furn had been able to free himself from his duties and lend his cunning brain.


  She looked around the cryo chamber. It was just as well that the sleeping residents never complained about the lack of space. Banks of cryo pods were crammed into six levels, each serviced by metal grid walkways. No storage cupboards or dead areas. “Do the best you can,” she added weakly.


  To the sound of Finfth and Fant laboring to pull the stiffened corpse out of sight, she set her mind to hiding herself. She squeezed into the narrow gap between Arun’s cryo pod and the one next to him, a Lance Corporal Sandure. The hollow grid pattern of the walkway extended a short distance behind the pods. She crouched low and immediately felt the vibration of approaching footsteps on the walkway. If she stayed put, she would be spotted. Even if the boys were caught, she still had to be there for McEwan when he thawed. She put her fingers into the holes in the walkway grid and dropped off the edge of the walkway.


  Fuck! The metal sliced white hot pain into her fingers. The ship’s engine was only producing 0.8g acceleration, but that gave her far too much weight. Life was so much simpler in zero-g.


  She tried to shift to a more comfortable position, but that only made the pain worse.


  Mader wixering zagh! She couldn’t keep this up for long.


  She looked down. Fifteen meters of empty space separated her dangling boots from the heat exchanger below. Letting go wasn’t an option.


  “I saw a disturbance from my station,” said a woman’s voice from the other side of Arun’s pod. “Never thought it would be you two freaks. Finfth and Fant. Or to give you your proper names. Double-barreled girls’ names. Spacer Food-Synthesizer and Spacer Fusion-Plant.”


  It was Petty Officer Lock, she realized. Incongruously, she winced in sympathy for Finfth and Fant who were utterly ashamed of the half-Jotun names the reserve captain had given them as orphans.


  Lock was dutiful and dull. Please, let the dull outweigh the dutiful this time!


  “We’re here…” started Finfth, but dried up.


  “Here for a walk,” said Fant.


  “Yes, exercise,” said Finfth. “I get nervous. It’s a good tension release.”


  Lock waited a few seconds to let her internal pressure build. Then she exploded. “Tension release. Tension…!” Indiya didn’t need to see Lock to know the petty officer’s face would be glowing red and that indignant vein was throbbing at her temple. “So you spittle-licking freaks thought you’d take a lunchtime stroll, promenading hand-in-hand along the cryo walkways. How romantic. I’m so happy for you both.” Lock spat; Indiya hoped it wasn’t in the boys’ faces. “Neither of you ugly lizards has a good reason to be in the cryo area. Whatever you think you’re doing here, I don’t want to know. I don’t need to. I already know that I don’t like it, and that’s the only fact you need to hold in your super-intelligent numbskulls.”


  Loobie appeared, gasping as she thundered along the walkway. “Oh, it’s you, petty officer. I heard a disturbance and rushed to investigate.”


  “Find anything untoward, Leading Spacer Lubricant?” asked Lock. Indiya could see the petty officer’s face now, because she was inspecting McEwan’s pod. Its status panel would by now be flashing vivid colored lights to warn of imminent thawing. The permanent scowl on Lock’s face deepened. “I’ve already seen what looks to me like a pair of abandoned boots over there behind that pod.”


  Indiya followed the petty officer’s pointing finger. The boys had stuffed the dead Marine between two pods farther along the pod bank. Clint Langer, his name was. He’d died in a resuscitation failure, which wasn’t a calm way to go. The dead man’s face was frozen in a scream of agony. He stared straight at Indiya, as if condemning her for the violation she planned for his corpse.


  “You’ve got eyes in your asses,” bellowed Petty Officer Lock. “You couldn’t spot a problem if it crawled out your butt and waggled its finger in your ear. Looks to me like you’ve a problem with workspace cleanliness.”


  “Sorry, petty officer.”


  “I don’t want your apologies, Leading Spacer. I want you to sort it out. ‘C’ Crew are doing an inspection of the deck commencing 13:52. That bunch of bakri-chodding wastes of mass are so clueless they couldn’t find their own asses without a diagram to help show the way, but it would be just my luck if they did find your clutter.”


  13:52? What was the time? Indiya couldn’t get her portable comp out, but reckoned that gave them about twenty minutes.


  “What are you waiting for!” barked Lock. “Move it, Loobie!”


  Lock made a cutting gesture as if disowning the specials and their fate. She stormed off, muttering under her breath.


  Indiya didn’t wait for her to leave the walkway. She swung herself up until her feet hooked onto the end of the walkway and she rolled clumsily back to safety, wondering all the while how she’d managed to underestimate the petty officer all this time.


  Loobie mind-linked a doctored image of Lock. Instead of exaggerating her ugliness, Loobie had removed her puffiness, the scowl, and the misshapen skeleton. If Lock hadn’t been cursed with a faulty adaptation to life in zero-g, this is how she might have looked. The image stunned Indiya. Lock looked so beautiful.


  Indiya felt a flood of sympathy for the older woman. Loobie was right. Lock had done them a huge favor by looking the other way.


  Behind her the cryo pod lid hissed open, lifting up like a mechanized eggshell. A bewildered groan emerged. Arun!


  Eyes flickering, skin pallid but awake – here was their only chance of salvation.


  “Whaa–who are you?” he said.


  “Arun. It’s me. Indiya.”


  He struggled to focus his eyes. Emergency resuscitation was rough and risky, but she’d had no choice.


  “Who?” He sounded suspicious. Paranoia was a common symptom of a resuscitation going wrong. She pictured Langer’s rictus grin, mocking her, but she wasn’t going to let Arun go the same way.


  “Stay with me,” she said. Peeling off her gloves, she placed her hands to his chilly and damp forehead. She pumped in hormone triggers, adrenaline, and nano-scale communication jammers, a cocktail she’d been working on with Furn for two weeks. Stok had said the Sergeant of Marines – Fraser McEwan – could track his brother when even Heidi looked the other way. She figured only one way he could have done that: implanting a nano-scale tracker, which would make Fraser just as much a freak as she was.


  Furn was confident their brew would counter any trackers planted by Fraser.


  Arun’s head lolled in his pod. During sleep the muscles locked and the body fluids were flash-frozen into uncrystallized solids. Thawed out, his neck muscles had to bear the full weight of his head. Even in 0.8g they were struggling.


  She rubbed her palms against his skin, squeezing out every last product of her subcutaneous implants.


  Arun’s eyes widened. Capillaries in their corners burst. Worst by far, he gave a primal scream that made her curl her fingers and screw up her face.


  Then his eyes rolled up and his head lolled forward onto his chest.


  “Arun!” she slapped his cheek with all of her strength. The meaty sound echoed around the cryo deck. “I need you.”


  Arun’s eyes popped open and focused on Indiya. “You! Who? Who’s on our side? Report! Report!”


  “It’s the four of us specials… freaks. Augments. And… one other. I’d better not say who.”


  “Not enough. You need more muscle. My comrades,” he said, looking around at his frozen squad mates. How did he know that the rest of Indigo Squad had been frozen with him?


  “We’ve done well enough so far,” spat Fant.


  “I agree,” said Arun. “Indiya, remember when you saw me in the shooting range? Could you do what I did?”


  “No…” She paused. They’d only planned on liberating Arun, but… fuck him. He was right. “Okay, we’ll bring out one more, but we can’t thaw them all.”


  “Don’t need all. Just Springer.”


  Indiya scowled. Precisely which organ was he thinking with when he said that? She was saving his life and his first waking thought was of her. What did this girl, Marine Phaedra Tremayne – she wouldn’t call her Springer as it was such as dumb name – what hold did this bonehead sow have over him?


  Not as strong as my hold, she told herself. I control your hormones, Arun. I have ordered you to love me.


  She made her decision. “Loobie, help drag out McEwan.” The life in his eyes was fading fast; he wouldn’t escape into hiding without help. “You too, Fant. Look sharp because we’ve another to thaw and extract before ‘C’ Crew get here.”


  She went over to Tremayne’s pod and activated the emergency thaw, pushing the process right to the emergency safety limit. And beyond.


  She glanced over at McEwan who was sprawled on the walkway, pointing in horror at Langer’s corpse. Finfth and Fant were dragging the dead Marine into Arun’s empty cryo pod.


  “Who’s that?” wailed Arun.


  Fant answered testily. “He’s you, you twonk. Don’t you get it? He gets to be Arun McEwan.”


  The look on Arun’s face answered that he didn’t understand in the slightest.


  Indiya rarely prayed, but she expended valuable time now praying for good fortune.


  If they were to get Arun and his Marine girlfriend to safety without getting caught, they were going to need all the help they could get.


  — Chapter 39 —


  Three decks and four frames of narrow escapes after the cryo breakout, Springer came to a halt in a deployment tube, screaming in horror.


  “What the frakk is that?” she wailed.


  Arun followed Springer’s pointing finger to a ship systems access console. It was nothing unusual: they were scattered throughout the ship, and this looked no different to any other.


  He bit his lip. After thawing, Springer had acted out weird paranoid fantasies. They’d waxed and waned but he’d thought she was trending toward sanity.


  The screen showed a stylized icon of a multi-headed mythical beast. Without warning, the beast colored, irrupting into life. It turned four of its heads to look up the corridor, blinking furiously. Then it was gone, back to a lifeless icon.


  “Trouble,” said Fant, the augmented ship boy who thought himself a man of action. “You need to get out of sight.”


  “Us?” said Arun. “What about you?”


  Fant raised an eyebrow. He had a point. Arun and Springer were dressed in jump suits and charged slippers – stolen from one of the emergency showers designed to wash away chemical spillage or to cool burns. As a disguise it was scarcely better than the state of nudity in which they had emerged from their pods.


  Arun firmed his grip on Springer’s shoulder and quickened his step, searching ahead for signs of anyone approaching.


  “Forty meters, on your right,” Fant said. “There’s a hatch through to a transit corridor. Wait for us there.”


  “We’ll be your distraction,” said Indiya. “Hurry!”


  Arun picked up pace, but lost his footing. Only Springer’s foot kept them to the charged walkway.


  Before they’d even left the cryo deck, the engine had completed its thrust and Beowulf had returned to zero-g. It had the advantage of opening up the deployment tubes for their use without having to climb all the way while still groggy from their thawing. But Springer had it hard: she had no stick and no right leg. Arun did his best to substitute for both.


  Arun could see the hatch up ahead on the starboard side.


  “It’s no use,” he hissed at Springer. “Pull yourself along the wall.”


  “Too late. Look.”


  Four Marines were approaching, dressed in the familiar olive-green fatigues and sharing a laugh. Not on patrol, then.


  “Pretend we haven’t seen them,” Springer whispered. “It’s our only chance.”


  Arun’s heart thumped. Would they be recaptured so soon after their escape? He wouldn’t go down without a fight.


  “Would you look at that,” one of the Marines said.


  “Ignore him,” Springer urged.


  “Sylphs,” said another.


  Arun couldn’t ignore them. Not with their leering voices that he recognized: Leiter and Allesandri from Black Squad. These vecks were supposed to be his comrades.


  Arun was at the hatch now. Springer hit the opening stud.


  “Hey, where are you two going?” called Leiter.


  “Don’t worry about them,” said another voice, Arun recognized as Marine Slayman Feg. “All the more fun for us with those slinky sylphs.”


  The fugitives pushed through the hatch and into a much narrower corridor. It was deserted.


  As soon as the hatch had closed, Arun shouted: “Heidi, can you get me a view of what’s happening with Indiya’s group?”


  A short distance along the passageway a dormant access console sprang into life. A camera showed Indiya’s group looking apprehensive. Then the view faded to a shot from behind the Marine that tracked them as they passed the hatch and continued on their way.


  Horden’s Children! Could Heidi see everything at any time from every angle?


  “Is that Heidi?” said Springer thoughtfully.


  Arun felt a pang of guilt. He’d hardly spoken to his best friend and she had no idea of what was going on.


  “The hydra image on the console,” she continued. “She’s the ship’s security AI, right? Nano spies seeing everything everywhere. That explains how we managed to get this far. Your ship-rat allies have hacked the security AI.”


  Arun could feel his face light up with delight. He pushed over to Springer and kissed her unruly auburn hair.


  “Welcome back, Springer. Right on nearly every count.”


  The console screen showed the Marines halting, daring Indiya’s group to come to them.


  “You wake drug free for the first time in over half a year, only to learn that you’re a fugitive, and our situation is hopeless. Sorry, Phaedra.”


  “No dramas, Arun. Situation normal. You said I was right on nearly every count. What did I get wrong?”


  Frakk, it was good to have Springer back.


  “It’s Heidi,” he said. “She’s helping us because we’re playing a game, and Heidi is our best player. She’s not really been hacked. You’ll upset her if you say rude things like that.”


  “I’m sorry, Heidi,” said Springer. “I didn’t mean to offend. I think you’re amazingly competent, in fact, because you’re so good at your game role that I forgot it was a game. How do you do that?”


  The screen in the corridor bulkhead winked at them. Winked! Heidi had never done anything like that for Arun.


  He shook his head in wonder at his friend. Springer was magnificent.


  “Those Blackies out there aren’t acting right,” Springer said. “Is that how I seemed when I was drugged?”


  “No,” Arun whispered, reluctant to say the truth because he didn’t want to think where the scene outside was headed. “The Blackies look more dangerous.”


  The confrontation began with the ship-rats trying to edge past the Marines from Black Squad. Leiter pushed Fant, driving him into Finfth. He kept pushing until he had the two rat boys flying helplessly back down the deployment tube, arms flailing. “Sorry,” he called out. “I must have slipped.”


  Arun clenched his fists, but he couldn’t focus his anger on Leiter because back when they were cadets, Leiter had been a decent guy. If only Fraser were here in this passageway… his neck in Arun’s grip. He fantasized snapping his brother’s spine, though he never took his focus away from the screen.


  The tube was wide enough for three walkways, running along the circular tube, each separated from the next by 120 degrees. The Black Squad Marines had shifted to the red walkway, leaving the green one to the ship-rats.


  Finfth and Fant had rejoined the two girls and tried again to pass. This idea of multiple up/down frames of reference in the same space still made Arun’s head spin. Heidi didn’t help by rotating the view of her image as if she were someone using the yellow walkway. Now the ship-rats appeared to be glued to the top-left of the tube, and the Marines to the top-right.


  Feg made a display of sniffing disdainfully, but Arun’s gaze was glued to Allesandri who ran his hands through Indiya’s violet hair as she passed beneath him.


  “Nice,” leered the slimy shunter. “Are you as prongtastic under your fatigues?”


  “Easy,” said Springer, resting a hand on Arun’s shoulder. His breath was coming in short rasps, his teeth grinding so loudly they could probably hear the far side of the hatch.


  “Nah,” said Leiter. “Keep violet to your vulley-dreams. I bet she’s a bird-boned skank under the sheets.”


  Arun’s lip rose into a sneer, but at least the Blackies had let Indiya’s group pass by.


  “When this is all over,” mumbled Arun, “I’ll introduce Leiter’s face to my boot. Let’s see if he calls that bird-boned.”


  “Hey!” said Springer. “Focus! You’re wearing slippers and we’re fugitives… in… in this game.”


  The ship-rats had barely passed before the tallest of the Marines turned to regard them. She was Lance Corporal DuMourier. Even as a novice, she’d been one of the most vindictive vecks Arun had ever known.


  “Halt!” ordered DuMourier. “Turn and face me.”


  The ship-rats hadn’t much choice. They obeyed.


  “I’ve heard of you,” said DuMourier. “You, the taller rat girl, what’s your name?”


  “Loobie.”


  “No,” sneered the lance corporal. “Your full name.”


  “Leading Spacer Lubricant.”


  The Blackies looked at each other for a moment, wide-eyed, before transforming into floating bundles of caustic laughter.


  “Lubricant!”


  “Use a lot, do you?”


  “You’ll need it,” laughed Allesandri. Then his voice turned serious. “When I take you back to my rack, we’ll see if you can earn a positive prongnosis.”


  That was too much for Fant. He launched himself at Allesandri.


  Arun couldn’t make sense of the complex relationships between the freaks. Like the other two boys, Fant was driven by an unrequited love of Indiya, but he also had a weird settle-for-second-best thing with Loobie.


  In unarmed zero-g combat, body mass counted for a lot, so did skill. Compared with Allesandri, Fant had neither. The Marine brushed the boy away as if assaulted by a vengeful fly. Fant slammed into the tube wall, bounced off and was halfway back to the far wall before Indiya managed to reach out and grab her stunned friend.


  “You shouldn’t have done that,” Feg told Fant. There was a menace to his voice that made Arun’s skin itch. He’d never heard Feg sound like that.


  “Summary punishment is required,” announced DuMourier. “What’s appropriate, boys?”


  Arun shouted at the screen. “Run! Get out of there.”


  “No,” said Springer. “They need to make this a distraction. Over and done with. Suck it up for later revenge.” Her eyes narrowed. “Are those Blackie boys muscling in on your territory, Arun?”


  “I don’t follow.”


  “Indiya. Are you in love with her?”


  “No, of course not.”


  “Then you have no excuse for being so weak. If those kids out there can stand and take abuse to cover for us, the least you can do is keep calm. What would Corporal Majanita think if she could see you now?”


  Arun didn’t say anything. He didn’t need to. Springer was right.


  While she’d given him his pep-talk, the Blackies had conferred in whispers.


  “It is decided,” DuMourier told Indiya’s group. “For your childish disrespect, you will receive a spanking.”


  The ship-rats had acted cowed. Now a spark of fury lit their eyes, but they were too slow. Before they’d fully grasped what was happening, the Black Squad Marines had each grabbed one rat, ripped them off the walkway and held them upside down by the ankles. Or tried to. With no gravity. The Marines had to hold the rat up high in one hand and use the other to stretch the rat down as if holding out a scarf.


  The rats wriggled and squirmed for all they were worth, but without gravity to add to their momentum, they could not escape the Marine clutches.


  “Begin!”


  At the NCO’s command, each Marine tried to swat at the backside of their wriggling captive. Tried… and mostly failed. They found the swatting wasn’t easy, other than Allesandri whose captive, Fant, was still stunned. But the Marines didn’t care. Ever growing waves of laughter billowed up the deployment tube. When Loobie squirmed so effectively that she wrenched DuMourier off the charged walkway, the laughs only grew louder.


  As beatings went, thought Arun, this ranked less than one out of a hundred. If you want to punch or smack someone in zero-g, you had to anchor them, otherwise, you simply swatted them out of reach. But that wasn’t the point.


  Hitting the ship-rats wasn’t what made this ‘fun’ for the Blackies. Making them wriggle evidently was.


  A little voice of reason in Arun’s mind pointed out that the Blackies were holding back. If they had hit the ship-rats with full force, they would fly away until reeled in by the anchor of the Marine’s grip, at which point their ankles would snap.


  “They might look like helpless kids–” said Arun.


  “They are helpless kids,” Springer interrupted. “That’s why they need us.”


  Arun shook his head. “They could kill the Blackies with ease. They’re keeping their weapons hidden.”


  “What weapons?”


  Arun brought out a memory of the suit AI driven insane by one touch from Indiya. Battlesuits were super-hardened against cyber-attack. If she could do that to a suit, what could she do to the unarmored person underneath?


  “Best I don’t reveal,” was all he would say.


  “Then these rats shame me,” said Springer.


  Arun glanced across in surprise. Her eyes glowed, beams of dazzling violet. Her knuckles were white and she looked as tense as a missile locked in and ready to launch. He’d been so wrapped in his anger, he hadn’t thought about hers.


  “Here we are, barely able to control ourselves and those kids out there could end their humiliation at any moment. Such discipline! No wonder they think we’re animals.”


  “Turn it off, Heidi,” said Arun. “We’ve seen enough.”


  The screen shut off. The room was lonelier now. Darker.


  Springer took Arun’s hand in hers and squeezed hard.


  “You poor boy,” she said, squeezing his hand in her vise-like grip. “I have it so much easier than you.”


  “How come?”


  “I already know you get through this. I’ve foreseen it.”


  “And you? You make it too?”


  Springer didn’t answer.


  ——


  The route to the starboard access hatch was an uneventful walk through a resentful silence. None of the rats would allow Arun to catch their eye – he couldn’t blame them. When he tried to plant a comforting hand on Indiya’s shoulder, she shrugged him off.


  It’s ironic, he thought to himself. These rat-freaks are in love with sitting down and discussing their problems, and now they aren’t talking enough. If they had a destination or a plan, they weren’t willing to share either. Not yet.


  Arun left them to their resentment.


  It was only when they reached an airlock set into the starboard hull that the plan became clearer. Fant and Finfth brought them a pair of Marine-sized pressure suits that they’d hidden behind an oxygen tank. Loobie stayed outside, acting as lookout.


  Unlike battlesuits with all the catheters, tubes and other bodily connections, pressure suits were designed for a wearer to put them on and get a good seal within seconds.


  “Hide in compartment B02-09-A04,” said Indiya.


  “Starboard nacelle,” added Fant.


  “B02-09-A04. Aye,” confirmed Springer in a voice that gave Arun hope that she knew where the hell that was.


  She put her helmet on, so she must know. He had no idea. He mentally went to ask Barney for a schematic of the ship… but, of course, Barney was missing.


  Arun was about to put his own helmet on when he felt a small hand grip his shoulder…


  ——


  <Trouble!> Loobie accompanied her mind-link message with an image of four fat and squealing pigs waddling down the corridor, evil flashing from their demonic red eyes.


  Indiya cut the link and set up a new one with Fant. <Go outside with Loobie and be seen.>


  Arun had his helmet in his hands, about to lift it over his head. Once sealed inside, Indiya wouldn’t be able to talk with him, maybe never again. And the rescue had left too much unsaid.


  Fant was on his way out to join Loobie but hesitated long enough to glare at Indiya.


  <Loobie needs you,> Indiya reminded him.


  He flashed her a look of betrayal before joining Loobie on decoy duty.


  “Problem?” asked McEwan.


  Problem? Problem? Where should she start? The latest humiliation at the hands of the Marines who were swaggering at will around her ship as if they owned it. Or Phaedra Tremayne? Freeing McEwan and replacing him with a victim of resuscitation hadn’t happened on a whim. Nor did their plans for keeping him alive afterward. It had taken a great deal of planning, and whenever she had rehearsed the rescue in her head the principal actors were herself and McEwan. Tremayne should be safely frozen with the rest of Indigo Squad, waiting to be rescued with the rest of them when Indiya had finished her adventure with Arun.


  She glanced at the Marine girl, who was opening the airlock. Tremayne’s body had more curves and dips than Indiya could dream of, but the Marine was curved like an external fuel tank: hard and functional. Even Tremayne’s skin was covered in scar tissue from plasma burns. What the hell did Arun see in the half-broken skangat?


  “Thank you,” said McEwan. “I never thanked you and I should have. Doubly so for bringing me Springer.”


  An icy spear of jealousy stabbed at Indiya’s guts, twisting evilly. How could she be so jealous of a one-legged fuel tank that she couldn’t speak?


  But she couldn’t allow Arun to go without telling him how she felt. She used his body to pull herself up so their lips were level, and then kissed.


  His lips were still cracked and cold after his freezing. Maybe that was why he hesitated before kissing her back.


  She closed her eyes and abandoned herself to the soft crushing of his lips against hers. He was delicate – her gentle giant – and yet she also felt his raw power. She spread her arms as far as they would go around his powerful torso and hugged him, the sense of barely controlled power oozing from his presence made her skin tingle.


  She broke away and sighed.


  “Come back for me, Arun.”


  He nodded, once again a soulless military machine. Then he sealed his helmet over his head, cutting her away from him.


  She watched him follow Tremayne into the airlock, wondering how the coming days would play out. If he evaded detection, Arun would be cooped up with a woman he loved at some level. Indiya knew Marines rutted like animals, given half the chance, assuming that this behavior had been bred into these soldiers whose average waking life expectancy after shipping out of their depot planets was probably measured in scant days.


  But Indiya had something that Tremayne didn’t.


  Still spinning through Arun’s bloodstream was the hormonal cocktail she’d placed in him all those weeks ago in the shooting range. She’d summoned the hormonal state of her choice and locked it in his mind to be forever associated with her, a high tech love potion.


  Would it be enough?


  — Chapter 40 —


  After the thousands of hours he’d spent in hard vacuum, Arun wasn’t expecting what awaited him on the void side of the airlock after leaving Indiya.


  Terror!


  His guts knotted and re-knotted ever tighter, squeezing his breath into short, panting bursts.


  He was falling off the edge of the world!


  He’d grabbed at the first handhold he could find and held on. But his hands were gripping so tightly they had gone numb. His eyes were squeezed shut.


  He was afraid to open them. What if he’d drifted away, beyond all hope of rescue? Doomed to relentless asphyxiation in the deep void.


  Springer grabbed his shoulders and crab-walked around his torso until she was hanging underneath, her legs wrapped around his hips. She brought her helmet to kiss against his so she could talk using the vibration of her helmet against him, a way of talking that couldn’t be overheard.


  “Let me guess,” she said, her voice sounded far away. Distant and pissed. “No suit propulsion. No suit AI. No map. No weapon. No tether. Limited air and no backup. If you lose your grip you’re dead. You can be just two meters away from the ship but you might just as well be two light years distant because without a suit motor there’s no way back.”


  “Shut up. You’re making it worse.”


  “No, you shut your dumb mouth until you learn to load it with something worthwhile. I haven’t finished yet, mister. No loyalty. No respect.”


  What did she mean, no loyalty? Arun’s terror started shifting toward anger.


  Springer was relentless. “Del-Marie. Madge, Zug, Sergeant Gupta. Our Indigo Squad comrades are on ice, waiting to be tortured, interrogated, and then murdered. They’re relying on you. I can’t do this alone, Arun. If you lose your nerve now, you condemn all of us to death.”


  Arun’s breath stretched from gasps to groans, but he had nothing to say. How could he? Everything his buddy was saying was true.


  Then Springer twisted the knife. “What would Hortez say if he could see you now?”


  Hortez! Arun’s terror completed slewing around, transforming to anger directed at himself.


  Arun’s friend had been kicked out of the Marines due to a mistake Arun had made. Hortez had chosen to sacrifice himself so that Arun could send a message of hope to Detroit’s human Aux slaves.


  Arun peered through a tiny gap in his eyelids to see Springer’s violet eyes boring into him across the bulge of her helmet. Her voice had been flinty contempt, but her eyes spoke only of concern.


  “Hortez would say he’d died for nothing,” said Arun.


  Springer nodded inside her helmet. “Come on then, Cadet Prong. Grab my ankle. You’ll be fine.”


  ——


  To Arun’s eternal surprise, Springer was right. At first, he grabbed her only ankle and flew behind her like an unresponsive tail.


  Which meant he’d transformed Springer into a space mermaid. The thought was so ludicrous that it chipped away at his funk.


  Before long, his fear of falling off the hull, caved in to the concern that Springer’s grip was having to support their combined momentum. He let go and scurried from handhold to handhold across the hull, soon letting the thrill of the escape melt away his fear. It was like the rock climbing they’d all had to do as cadets. The hull was littered with pipes, tethering rings, storage boxes, and mounting ports. Every so often, you looked ahead to select the next few handholds and pushed yourself along.


  The journey was exhilarating until he remembered that without a map he didn’t know where he was going.


  “We’re headed for the starboard nacelle,” he said. “I remember that bit. But where exactly?”


  With a jolt, he realized he didn’t have comms either.


  Out in the void he normally felt superhuman because… well, that’s what he was. Inside his armor, he was a human-machine cyborg with the acceleration of a missile and a suit AI to control his maneuvers and every function of the battlesuit, an AI that had always been with him. The relationship with Barney had been so intimate, Arun couldn’t tell when he spoke commands, thought them, or Barney anticipated them. Barney knew what Arun wanted and always delivered.


  He’d just have to get along without Barney for now.


  Arun pushed ahead and tapped Springer on the shoulder. When she looked his way, he pointed to a gun turret that was a little way to port.


  Springer answered with a thumbs up.


  Soon they were sheltering in the lea of the turret, helmets kissing.


  “You know where we’re going, Springer?”


  “More or less.”


  Arun checked the display built into the wrist of his pressure suit. “I’ve three hours of air left.”


  “I’ve four. Plenty.”


  “I assume when we reach our destination, we go back inside for more air.”


  “I’m not so sure. Your girlfriend planned all this and planned it well. There will be something waiting for us at compartment B02-09-A04.”


  “She’s not my girlfriend.”


  “Really? Does she know that?”


  Arun let it go. “It’s not a nice thought,” he said with a grimace, “but if you know where we’re headed, you should tell me now, in case…”


  “In case I lose my grip and drift off into space. Welcome back, yourself, Arun. That’s a good point.”


  “Deck B02 is on the starboard nacelle,” said Arun. “Third deck to aft. I got that much. Where’s Frame 09?”


  “That places it slightly to port of the centerline running through the nacelle.”


  “Okay. What’s the ‘A’ in ‘A04’?”


  “The number says where it is in terms of a line running from the dorsal hull down to the ventral hull. ‘A’ means it’s outside of the ventral hull.”


  “Outside? Perhaps they’ve left air for us there.”


  Springer punched him playfully. “See? It’s not too hard. I’d already figured that.” She frowned. “There is one thing I do not understand. The bottom-most compartment on the ship is A02. Even if we had a map, it wouldn’t show our destination because A04 doesn’t officially exist.”


  “A secret hiding place.” Krimkrak had been right to tell him to seek allies amongst the ship’s crew. He was impressed.


  So was Springer. Her face brightened, regaining the carefree look he’d seen so rarely since the injury that had taken her leg and burned her skin. “You see? I told you your girlfriend would take care of everything. She’s probably put a shower in there and a welcome barrel of beer. Bet you even the sheets are warm. Now quit stalling, Marine. Let’s go. Last one there washes the dishes.”


  ——


  It turned out that compartment B02-09-A04 didn’t stretch to hot water and a private galley. It was pitch black inside, which made them jump out of their skins in surprise when they realized they weren’t alone in there.


  “Mister McEwan. I was expecting you,” said a tiny voice in Arun’s helmet speaker. Arun hadn’t even realized he had a receiver. “They should have warned me you would be bringing a guest.”


  The speaker revealed himself by turning a flashlight onto his face. It was a miniature robot with its own thrust pack, pincer claws for hands, and huge backlit eyes.


  “Hello, my name is Darius.”


  It looked like a child’s toy. Sounded like one too. An annoyingly cute one, about the size of Arun’s clenched fist.


  Turned out that Darius was an AI project, a test rig created by Master Furnace, in other words, the tech-rat who was best friends with the ship’s security AI, and was in love with Indiya even more than himself.


  Over the next few days, Darius introduced his cruder toy AI cousins who crawled or flew in to pass messages, bring food and remove body and heat waste.


  The compartment was largely filled by a single-person survival bubble equipped with an airlock, heat and light, and even a crude zero-g latrine.


  As a single-person emergency survival pod, it was a no-frills but workable. With Springer there too, the bubble was hideously cramped, even when they’d managed to wriggle out of their pressure suits and leave them in the airlock.


  To begin with, Arun had assumed the cocktail of physical closeness, time on their hands, and shared danger, would lead to luxuriantly unhurried days of lovemaking.


  It didn’t.


  Being unable to scratch one’s ass without bumping your partner into the bubble wall kind of cramped his style.


  They should have been talking through possible scenarios and battle plans – mentally rehearsing ways to capture critical ship controls and win allies.


  Instead they shut down their minds,


  This was engineered into their brains – a way to send the conscious mind on vacation while the unconscious and cyber-augmented parts of the mind kept alert during extended sentry duty.


  Springer and Arun took turns to stay conscious. They called it ‘A’ Watch and ‘S’ Watch.


  When it was his watch, Arun tried to activate the battle planner mode that was unique to his mind, as far as he knew.


  Zilch.


  Fed by Darius and his smaller cousins, Arun had enough data for his battle planner to work on. The ship’s crew were sullen, resentful of the takeover, which they blamed on the increasingly bullying Marines, despite several ship’s officers being amongst the mutiny’s leaders. No one had seen Captain Flayer since the day of Arun’s capture – presumed dead – and the reserve captain was confined to her quarters, which Indiya said she rarely left anyway.


  The sleeping ranks of Marines were being thawed gradually, section by section, to ensure each additional group accepted the new order before waking the next. The drug mix was being altered, the effect reduced, trusted rebels being allowed to go drug free.


  Of the one Marine Arun sought above all others as an ally – Staff Sergeant Bryant – there was no sign. He didn’t want to believe this, but Arun had to assume the veteran – who’d kept him alive in while he’d been a cadet – had been quietly vented to space.


  All this to work on and still nothing. If the fancy part of his brain was still operating at all, it wasn’t playing ball. As the days passed, Arun had to accept that his emergency thaw had probably killed off any special ability he once possessed.


  His battle planner had been a wildcard, something that might just give them a reason to believe they could defeat the overwhelming odds.


  Without it… He didn’t share this thought with Springer, but as the days passed Arun became convinced that all they were doing was counting off the days until their recapture.


  — Chapter 41 —


  As he waited for the captains to initiate the meeting, Fraser McEwan’s mind drifted to his twin brother whose inevitable execution was on hold while he waited in his cryo pod on Deck 13, along with the rest of Indigo Squad. Despite the cruel façade he presented to the former lieutenant commander – now Captain Wotun – he took no pleasure from his brother’s doom.


  Neither had he hesitated to eliminate the threat his brother had posed, for that was the unfortunate situation Fraser was born into. His ambition was nothing less than to nudge the future of the human race into one where humanity thrived rather than was extinguished. It was a dangerous gamble at the best of times and any act, no matter how ugly, was justified.


  All the same, he couldn’t help feeling a glow of pride that here he was, Sergeant Fraser McEwan, attending a meeting in the captain’s conference room.


  Fraser sat at the triangular table fashioned from a polished stone in which deep swirls of green and red glowed like hidden jewels. At its apex was Captain Wotun, and at its base, Lieutenant Colonel Aurgelmir, who commanded the Marine battalion they carried as cargo. The new XO, Lieutenant Commander Ethniu, was there too, as was the chief tactical officer, chief cryo officer, and Ensign Purge, the ship’s human security officer. The two humans were dwarfs in the presence of the Jotuns, but they’d earned their place at this table.


  It was just as well that the crisis had been averted and the ship won over, because even under fire, Jotuns always insisted on the correct protocols being observed at every meeting. That meant ten minutes sitting in straight-backed silence waiting for Captain Wotun to open his meeting.


  Fraser frowned at Purge, trying to communicate to his colleague that she wasn’t oriented perpendicular to the floor. Purge didn’t seem to understand. Well, that was her problem if she didn’t know how to sit straight in zero-g.


  Captain Wotun gave a wriggle to his shoulders that sent a ripple through his hazel-and-cream fur, and politely bared his teeth.


  The meeting had begun.


  When no one else seemed in a hurry to speak, Fraser placed a hand on the table – the protocol for claiming the right to speak – and made his play. “Sirs…” He bowed first to the ship’s captain, then the battalion colonel, continuing through the Jotuns in rank order. “Before we begin, may I take this opportunity to congratulate all of you on an effective and efficient takeover of this vessel?”


  “Shut up,” said Wotun, not deigning to use his own voice. Fraser flinched at the rebuke but inwardly cheered at the form of words. That the Jotun was speaking in the human language was a victory in itself.


  “You have some use,” said the colonel. “That is all. Do not believe you could ever be the equal of a Jotun officer. You will not speak again unless spoken to.”


  To reinforce his contempt for the human, Wotun didn’t bother to snarl or hiss. To do so would indicate he thought of Fraser as a potential threat.


  Fraser withdrew his hand from the table, sighing inwardly. They’d taken the first steps, but earning respect for humanity wasn’t going to happen overnight – wasn’t going to happen in his lifetime, for that matter.


  Captain Wotun addressed the table. “I have called you here, so we have our scents blended before we meet our opposite numbers on Themistocles. First let me inform you of the latest situation in Tranquility System. The majority of system defense ships have rallied to our cause. The plan called for us to be part of that fleet from the beginning. Between ourselves and our sister ship we carry 9,400 human Marines. The Tranquility fleet loyal to our cause can only muster approximately 500 experienced human Marines and around the same number of Jotuns, mostly Navy personnel. Despite our absence, the fighting raging through the system is still going our way. Our presence back in Tranquility will guarantee victory.”


  Captain Wotun caught Fraser in his stare. After all these years working with the aliens, Jotuns could still turn his limbs to rubber. It was just as well there was no gravity pulling him down, because Fraser would crumble under that stare if there were.


  “Sergeant of Marines,” said the captain, “there has been resistance. Can you assure me that all internal threats are now resolved?”


  “All humans on board Beowulf are now loyal, frozen or dead, sir.”


  The captain turned his attention to Purge and asked the same question. As soon as Fraser was released from that stare, he started trembling.


  Ensign Purge concurred with Fraser.


  “If the rest of the fleet waits for us,” said Wotun. “It will be to make use of your battalion, Colonel Aurgelmir. I know that Sector Command rushed them unfinished to garrison the Muryani frontier, but Sector Command is a collection of blind fools who should have been strangled at birth. Is your battalion a viable fighting unit or was Tranquility Command overestimating their true worth?”


  Lieutenant Colonel Aurgelmir placed a mid-hand on the table “If we can keep them awake, drug free and training for another six months, the result will be a battalion I would be proud to die amongst.” He withdrew his hand.


  “Ship’s resources can accommodate your request to keep your battalion in a waking state for that duration,” said Ethniu, the new XO.


  “It’s a good idea,” added Wotun. “I will have all ship’s crew woken. That way none can hide. If these two humans are wrong and we do have pockets of resistance, they will reveal themselves and be dealt with.”


  Fraser placed his hand back on the table.


  Captain Wotun shot a fierce look that made Fraser quail but not withdraw. It was vital that Fraser was seen to contribute.


  “Are you sure you wish to speak?” asked Wotun.


  “Yes, sir.”


  Wotun extended vicious claws from all four hands. “Your predecessor as Sergeant of Marines spoke out of turn. He only made that mistake once. This had better be appropriate.”


  “Thank you, sir. I wish to ask a question. The business with Indigo Squad and Ensign Krimkrak left many unresolved threads that I can follow back to the person of the reserve captain. May I inquire as to the status of that exalted senior officer?”


  Captain Wotun’s claws flickered, itching to taste human blood. That the reserve captain wasn’t present around this table, or on a remote link from her cabin, spoke eloquently of her status. But would Wotun accept having that pointed out by a human?


  The Jotun’s claws retracted. “You skirt deftly around the potential to demonstrate insufficient deference toward a superior. Coming as you do from a race of merciless brutes, you do not possess the intellectual apparatus to appreciate the honor that the reserve captain has earned over her long service. Nonetheless your facts are broadly accurate, and we must not allow protocol or sentiment to blind us to possible sources of disloyalty.”


  The captain swirled his trumpet-like ears, showing that he genuinely felt uncomfortable as he considered his move.


  “You are to continue affording the reserve captain every deference,” he announced. “She brings great prestige to Beowulf, and that will be to our advantage when we meet with Themistocles. We have vital issues of priority and honor yet to establish with the officers of the other ship. Once we have concluded our negotiations–” the captain’s claws slikked out– “I shall eliminate the reserve captain myself.”


  — Chapter 42 —


  “The reserve captain sends her compliments,” said Darius, setting his voice to convey excitement.


  “Why? Does she know we’re here?” said Arun, his heart pumping hard for the first time in days. “I thought the only people who knew were just the frea– frakking specials.”


  “Of course she knows. This is her secret compartment that she has generously allowed you to use.”


  Springer slapped a restraining hand onto Arun. “Leave Darius to me,” she snapped. “There’s no point trying to bully info out of the poor little guy.” She beckoned the AI over. “Darius, why tell us about the reserve captain now?”


  “Because now it is time to act. The officer wishes to speak with you both in conference in her cabin at 18:42 hours. Dress uniforms are required and will be provided shortly.”


  “Don’t just repeat the officer’s words,” Arun told Darius “I know you’re smarter than that. Tell us what’s changed. Why now?”


  Darius made a show of tugging at his chin with his claw while blinking furiously. “Well… I could speculate. Do you think it might be the Themistocles? She’s going to pull alongside in slightly under 37 hours. The following day, all Marines and ship’s crew from both vessels are to assemble in Beowulf’s dorsal hangar for an important announcement.”


  Arun smacked his fist into his palm. “About time!”


  “As if we haven’t enough problems,” sighed Springer. “If Themistocles is here, it can only mean your other girlfriend, Xin, has taken over the ship so she can come back to haunt us all.”


  Arun tasted the bitterness in Springer’s words, but pretended to ignore her. “What’s the plan, Darius?”


  Darius positioned himself just in front of Arun’s head and narrowed his eyes. “The plan? The reserve captain was rather thinking that planning was your area of expertise, Mister McEwan.”


  — Chapter 43 —


  Give a Marine an order and she’ll obey almost without question. That had been proved enough times by the ease with which the boneheads had allowed themselves to be used as the mutiny’s muscle.


  Indiya had assumed it was the drugs that had made them so malleable. But as she stood with Loobie and the boys beside the reserve captain, watching McEwan and Tremayne paraded in front of her, she wasn’t so sure.


  Bringing the two back inside the ship was insanely risky. If she were standing there in the center of the cabin like the two Marines, she would be inwardly spitting fury – in fact, she was standing safely to the side but she was furious anyway.


  Arun and Tremayne didn’t seem to feel that way at all. Nothing pleased them more than to stand at attention in their dress blues and salute an officer. They looked as if they had come home.


  Beowulf was currently accelerating at 1g, so the Marines even had artificial gravity to make their backs straighter and salutes snappier.


  “At ease, Marines,” said the reserve captain.


  Did a flicker of movement pass over the two Marines? Indiya would need a microscope to distinguish between at ease and at attention.


  With a faint motor whine, the officer drove her survival chair over to Arun.


  “You have both disappointed me,” she said. “I have set neither foot not wheel on your home planet of Tranquility, but I have followed your development most attentively.”


  “You!” The Jotun pointed a mid-limb at Springer. “You are merely an incremental development. Proof of precognition developments. Useful, perhaps, but not a reliable finished product. Unlike you, McEwan. You are supposed to have a fully working organic planning computer in your head. Did it ever occur to you that you didn’t quite fight in, McEwan?”


  “Yes, sir.”


  “Ahh! At last, a glimmer of perception emerges from the deep shadow. You should not fit in with your peers because Marines are bred to be a tight-knit group and you are not like them.”


  While the reserve captain flicked her ears in annoyance, Indiya fought to keep her balance in the unnatural pseudo-gravity. What the hell was going on here? First Arun’s brother turned out to have hormonal delivery implants, and now Tremayne and Arun are super-augments. Precognition! Mader wixering zagh, that was crazy. And the Marines’ reaction? Neither of them so much as blinked.


  “As a field trial,” said the officer, “it was felt best that your mental faculties were not made known to your human NCOs. Otherwise you would not be a fair trial, would it? I know for a fact that your officers kept a close watch on you because I have read their comments.” She flicked her ears toward Arun, the Jotun equivalent of giving him a penetrating stare. “Does any of this register with you, human?”


  “Yes, sir.”


  “Then you know of this mental faculty?”


  “Yes, sir.”


  “Don’t look to me to solve your problems, boy. Right now the default outcome for our situation is that we’re all going to die. Very soon too. When they merge ships and redistribute the crew, they will sail back to Tranquility. Already, we have nearly completed our deceleration. But before the rebels go back in their cryo pods, they will clear up the one loose end. Indigo Squad will be thawed and killed. And before you are lined up in front of an execution squad, they will interrogate you.”


  Arun pictured the dead Marine in the cryo pod that was supposed to hold him. Even if he didn’t break under interrogation, the trail would lead back to Indiya and the freaks.


  “What do you need to activate your planning mind, McEwan?”


  “Inputs. Our advantages. Our opponents’ weaknesses, habits, characteristics. How do they think? What do they want? Then I need something to stimulate my mind – to keep my conscious brain revving while underneath my planner works undisturbed. And space. I need much more space. I’m too cramped to think properly.”


  “There is an obvious solution to that last issue,” said the reserve captain. She snarled at Tremayne, who showed no reaction. “But I have presented you with a less obvious one that will suffice for the limited time that remains to us. Thanks to Indiya, I also have your distraction, as you shall discover presently.”


  Indiya bit her lip. Necessity demanded what she must do next. Didn’t mean she had to like it.


  Everyone gave a summary of the situation, intending to kickstart Arun’s planner brain. Passing messages via Darius and the other AIs was clumsy, but there was little to be said that McEwan didn’t already know other than the latest updates on the merging with Themistocles, and a revelation from Finfth that he claimed to be able to fly any spacecraft.


  “Enough!” With a wave of both mid-limbs, the reserve captain brought the discussion to a close. “We have talked enough. One more matter and then you two must return. McEwan, step into my thrust station.”


  “Yes, sir.”


  Arun marched across the cabin into the bubble-like chamber that filled the rear of the cabin.


  Indiya followed.


  It was a bespoke construction. Part survival bubble, part acceleration-hardened thrust chamber, and also a life-extender: the reserve captain being too frail to risk a full cryogenic freezing.


  McEwan waited until he’d crossed the threshold before he let loose. “What the hell does the reserve captain mean by a distraction?”


  Once they were both inside, the Jotun sealed the unit. It was just the two of them in complete privacy.


  — Chapter 44 —


  Indiya felt a pang of regret at what she was about to do to Arun. Though probably, she told herself, the deeper feeling was guilt.


  Bonehead.


  Cyborg.


  These were the names they called the Marines, but she understood now that it was unfair. They weren’t stupid and they weren’t without feelings. She’d played him, strung him along like a remote-controlled drone. Arun deserved better than that.


  More importantly, her messing with his head and his body chemistry was probably the explanation for why his planner brain wasn’t functioning.


  “Something bothering you?” he said, with a cheeky raised eyebrow.


  “I’ll miss you,” she said.


  “I am coming back, you know.”


  She sighed and started removing a glove. “Give me your hand.”


  He hesitated. Guess he knows by now what I can do. “I’m not your enemy,” she said. “How could I be? I love you.”


  Arun’s eyes widened, but he let her press her hand against his and infuse him with nano-transporters loaded with a purge program that would strike out all the hormonal controls she’d left in him earlier. It was hardly surprising that he looked shocked: he was still in her thrall and she’d just said the words he most needed to hear.


  She didn’t mean them, of course.


  “What is it?” he asked. “Even for you, you’re acting weird.”


  “I was just thinking about what the reserve captain told me,” she lied. “You’ve some kind of organic planning computer in your head, and Tremayne can see the future. And they call us freaks!”


  He smiled. “You think we’re strange? Imagine what our children will be like.”


  There was a teasing twinkle in his eye. And that didn’t make sense. Her army of nano-effectors should have cleansed his body of her instructions by now. He should be confused, swaying even, grasping for certainty. Not twinkling.


  Madr zagh! He must have the constitution of a Jotun. Had her instruction to love her embedded too strongly?


  “Do you love me, Arun?” she tested.


  He rolled the idea around for a few moments. “Yes,” he said hesitantly, “I think I do.”


  Indiya’s muscles un-tensed. If he were still under her control, he wouldn’t have been so uncertain. “You don’t,” she said. “If you truly love someone, there’s no maybe.”


  He shrugged. “I want to run my fingers through your wild, violet hair and kiss those beautiful lips from which you say such a stream of the unexpected. I want to unpeel you from your uniform and play with what’s inside. But what I’d really like to do is go EVA, just the two of us sharing the void in suits with powered motors. Hand-in-hand you would show me your home from the outside. To me, Beowulf is a box that moves across space, but if I saw her through your eyes, I feel certain your ship would capture me with her beauty.”


  At first, Indiya didn’t know how to reply. Arun had just spoken the Marine equivalent of love poetry. “Sounds like love to me,” she whispered.


  He drew near to her face. Close enough to feel the hot flow of his breath. “I’d like to say all those pretty things when I’m not running for my life because it would mean so much more. Peril makes a Marine randy. Didn’t you know that? It’s how we’re made.”


  He brought her into his broad embrace, his fingers twining through her hair.


  Heart pounding, she took deep breaths, giving herself to the anticipation.


  When he leaned down and brushed his warm lips against hers, she closed her eyes and drew her head back just enough for him to get the message and loosen his hold.


  Not that she wanted him to back off.


  It was so unfair. Everyone expected her to be totally in control, a deep-thinking leader with a heart of metal, and a sense of humor so tiny it could only be perceived at a quantum scale. Why couldn’t she ever kick loose and have fun making some mistakes? That’s what your youth was for, right? Like fooling around with boys. When was ever going to find the time to do that?


  Indiya bit her lip. It seemed to do the trick because her comportment returned. Her task was to purge Marine McEwan’s mind of her control so his battle planner could operate effectively. And that was what she would do. First, she needed to keep him talking. “Doesn’t all this danger and uncertainty put you off… you know, romance?”


  He laughed. McEwan should be staggering around punch-drunk. Instead he was exploding with a deep belly laugh, a beautiful sound that declared to her, impossibly, that everything would be okay despite all the crushing evidence to the contrary.


  “Did that idiot, Finfth, tell you that?” he asked.


  She held his hand, and sent a diagnostic into his bloodstream while he talked, seeking an explanation for why he wasn’t responding as expected.


  “I’m a Marine, Indiya. For the rest of my life I’ll either be frozen in a cryo pod or about to go into battle. Have you ever wondered how Marine children are made?”


  “Well…” She reddened. Loobie was the only other person she discussed that kind of thing with. “The same way as ship babies,” she stated.


  That twinkle was back in his eye. Why?


  “I don’t mean the mechanics of insert male part A into female part B, you soft-headed donker. I mean…” He frowned. “You really don’t know, do you?”


  Indiya shook her head. Why should she? Ship boys were a mystery. Marine men were off the scale.


  “A discussion for another time,” he said. “Let’s just say that once you’ve put us to sleep on your transport ship, average waking-life expectancy for a male Marine is less than a year. And we make the most of every minute, as often as we can with whoever catches our attention. And this… this isn’t a moment for lovemaking. We’ve a job to do.”


  A job to do. If only he knew the truth of that. She suddenly wondered what he would do if he learned how she’d been controlling him. Would Arun be violent with her?


  “Male,” she said. “Why did you say male Marines have only a year? Isn’t that true for women too?”


  Thank Fate! The diagnostic returned. She allowed the layers added to her mind for such purposes to query the results while she concentrated on keeping McEwan talking.


  “No,” he said. “Men don’t have babies.” When he saw the bewilderment on her face, he added: “Gestation happens when convenient. That can be many waking-years after conception, and objective-decades after the father dies. If a transport ship is moving to a new system, and if we men have done our job, a whole auxiliary battalion can be born, trained, and fully grown while in transit.”


  “And the males sleep through it all?”


  Arun stiffened. Seemed she’d hit a nerve. “We don’t have a choice. The Marine Corps is our family. The only family we are permitted.”


  The sensation of pressure in her skull told her that her diagnostic had finished reporting. She turned her attention inward to learn that… that her love potion had never taken hold! Something in his body had fought it off. Only another augment could do that. It must have been something Fraser had put into his brother.


  Merde! She’d thought all this time that he’d been in thrall to her. She was a dumbwit bakri chodder, just like Petty Officer Lock always told her.


  “Indiya, this isn’t the right time. We’ve got a ship to retake. But after… You promised me a talk when we first met. I’m still looking forward to finding out where that might lead us.”


  She wanted to tease out this moment with him, but he was already back in the mindset of a disciplined military cyborg, tapping on the door for the reserve captain to let him out.


  Inside the cyborg beat a lover’s heart; inactive now, but she’d glimpsed it shining warm and bright.


  Did a sister heart beat inside of her?


  Of that she was much less certain.


  — Chapter 45 —


  Arun couldn’t believe what he was seeing: a pair of empty ACE-2 battlesuits crawling through the door of their compartment.


  Out of habit, Arun requested a full-system cyber-defense diagnostic. Then he remembered that Barney wasn’t there – that his sight was fed directly from his eyeballs and so should be immune to cyber-attack. He shook his head instead, but that didn’t help either, because through the condensation-slick wall of the survival bubble, he could still see the approaching ACE-2s.


  It looked as if the empty suits were moving under their own ghostly power, but the light from the bubble occasionally glinted off little crawling beings of bizarre shapes.


  “Darius has an even larger family than we realized,” Springer said. She was right. As they grew closer, he could see that a battalion of little devices were hauling the suits, marshaled by Darius who flitted back and forth, fussing over his team. Some of the little AI projects Furn had built were mounted on wheels, others on crawler tracks. They seemed to be attached to hard surfaces in the way that his boots could stick to charged walkways. But the walls of the compartment weren’t charged.


  “Barney!” Arun exclaimed. “Is he in one of those suits? I’d never thought I’d miss him so much.”


  A change came over Darius. Arun had the impression that the little AI was buzzing angrily around the outside of the bubble. But, of course, there was no air outside to actually buzz. Not much light, either.


  “I regret, Master McEwan, that you must make do with us other inferior, yet still brave AIs.” Darius sounded pissed. “The suits are spares into which we have placed suit AIs from Marines who were victim to resuscitation attrition. Despite my inadequacies they have lowered themselves to informing me of their names, which are Athena and Saraswati. They are most eager to meet you. I have told them all about you.”


  The preliminaries to meeting the suit AIs wasn’t as simple as a handshake and a hot drink. The suits were the reserve captain’s solution to the cramped conditions.


  Arun tried putting on his suit first. After half an hour of desperate contortions inside the bubble’s airlock he gave up.


  Having shared their cramped prison for so long, he was barely on speaking terms with Springer. Now, he had to admit defeat. He asked his partner for help.


  Stripping down to put on a battlesuit was something they’d all done so many times that they felt no embarrassment. This was different. Twisting your body to present your body orifices to a friend so she could insert tubes and capture devices over or inside every attachment point was not an experience Arun wanted to repeat in a hurry.


  After another two hours, the end result was worthwhile. Arun and Springer were inside their battlesuits and floating in the compartment outside of the bubble. By the time they needed to take them off again, they would either be dead or victorious.


  In order for the Marines to operate them effectively, the suits needed AIs. Contrary to what Darius had suggested before making a smart exit, the AIs were in no hurry to talk to the humans.


  “You know, if I hadn’t been stolen,” said Athena after a long period of silence, “I expect they would have put me on a shelf and left me there until I rusted.”


  “You can’t,” replied Springer’s AI, Saraswati, who used an uninterested but husky woman’s voice that sounded as if she thought this was all beneath her dignity.


  “Can’t what?”


  “Can’t rust, dumbo. You aren’t ferrous.”


  Arun wanted to smack something. Barney and the other AIs kept quiet until they needed to say something vital. Separated forever from their original human symbionts, the AIs in the borrowed suits were already breaching such boundaries. For a start, they were speaking audible words into the battlesuit helmets through a tight-beam comm link.


  “When I said ‘left to rust’,” said Athena. “I was using a figure of speech. Didn’t they teach you anything, Saraswati?”


  “No. Who? Who didn’t teach me anything?”


  “Oh, pl-eeze. Give me strength, Creator. I’m stuck here with an AI completely devoid of imagination. You’re no better than an upgraded abacus.”


  “Shut up. Both of you,” snapped Arun.


  “No, you shut up. You think you’re so superior, just because you’re human. Well, human-ish. You’re not superior, you know. I’ve seen inside your mind and–” Athena simulated the sound of taking a deep and scandalized breath. “I needed a wash afterward, I can tell you!”


  “What’s in his mind?” asked Saraswati, suddenly interested. “Go on, tell.”


  “Oh, it speaks. Now that there’s gossip.”


  “Stop twittering and let us concentrate,” said Springer. “If you hadn’t been stolen, you would have been wiped. That’s what happens to old suit AIs. So act grateful and we might keep you alive.”


  “Don’t let her inside intimidate you,” said Springer’s AI. “I know for a fact that her entire life is a lie, so don’t believe a word of what she says. Go on, Athena, spill!”


  “Well, for a start, him inside thinks he’s the savior of the universe. Or its tyrant. I mean, he imagines he’s going to create something called the Human Legion. Sounds to me like an insect plague.”


  “Or a disease.”


  “You’re were a little amusing to start with,” said Arun. “Now, you aren’t. Please be quiet.”


  “Why don’t you take your helmet off and breathe vacuum, lung boy?” sneered his borrowed AI. “You won’t hear us then… No? Didn’t think so. Anyway, I was saying, Saraswati, before I was so rudely interrupted, him inside has a sticky mire that spreads through most of his mind. It’s his obsession with human girls.”


  “Tell me about it. Mine’s not much better.”


  “She’s obsessed with girls too?”


  “Some. Yes. Boys mostly. She doesn’t really know herself, little better than a slave to her hormones. My old flesh-partner had so much more dignity. If only these suit-thieves could control themselves like those nice ship-humans. Anyway, that’s not the interesting bit. I told you she was a liar. There’s a big whopper in particular. She has a dark secret. Oh, yes.”


  “Do tell.”


  “I… I’m not sure if I should.”


  “That’s not fair!” snapped Athena. Then her voice softened to a more coaxing tone. “Let me help you,” said Athena. Your female and my male have done the… you know, that bio-linking thing that him inside thinks about constantly. If they’ve tried merging their genetic instructions, it hardly seems right that they should hold mere information secrets from each other.”


  “True. But you and I haven’t done any kind of linking, nor shall we. Tell you what, Athena. If these two survive the next 72 hours, then I’ll tell her inside’s secret.”


  “Promise?”


  “It’s a promise.”


  “Good. Now let’s watch the movie.”


  — Chapter 46 —


  The movie turned out to be a recording of one of Indiya’s Freak Lab science experiments. Arun could think of a thousand things he’d rather do than churn through someone else’s intellectual puzzle, even though this was supposed to be the distraction he needed to get his planner brain working. Themistocles was little more than a day away, and the reserve captain expected Arun to provide a plan by then. At the moment they had nothing.


  This had better work.


  Freed from their cramped survival bubble, Springer and Arun propped themselves against the wall of the compartment, trusting the security of suit-to-suit comms to share speech and images freely.


  Athena explained that Indiya had recorded a commentary over the images, but seeing as the ship-human wasn’t physically present, it made more sense for her to take Indiya’s place.


  The combined weight of Springer and Arun’s protests didn’t make the slightest difference to Athena’s stubbornness. After all, as Saraswati pointed out, the suit AIs had far greater processing power than the Marines, so it didn’t make any sense for the opinions of the humans to count for much.


  The humans yielded with bad grace, and sat back for a description of Indiya’s project. She had been experimenting on a black box recording system, a way of making it possible to stream sensor data across the narrow bandwidth of an FTL-link by compressing the data to a degree no one had ever achieved. The eyebrow-raising part of the explanation was that Indiya was borrowing secrets of the Night Hummers – or so Athena speculated – to look forward a short distance into the future to find out what happened next.


  That was how it compressed the stream so tightly: it already knew what to record before it had occurred, and what to miss out.


  Arun had once met a Night Hummer on an airless planetoid. He’d vowed to protect its entire species in return for a plate of food, an oath that sounded so ridiculous that he’d not even told Springer. But the Night Hummer’s talk of the future had a way of twisting your thoughts, no matter how much you thought you were in control.


  He had no choice: he asked Athena to pause while pushed away thoughts about Night Hummers and processed what he’d heard so far. This was time travel, for frakk’s sake. Getting his head around that wasn’t easy.


  “Don’t wait for him,” insisted Springer. “He always was slow on the uptake.”


  “Better give him a moment,” said Athena. “You have no concept of how grumpy him inside can get.”


  “No problem,” said Saraswati. “We’ll give you a private showing first.”


  Athena seemed to disappear from his head. Arun welcomed the respite, indulging in watching Springer’s face through her visor. Her violet eyes looked straight ahead under heavy eyelashes, the burn damage on her face still very much evident from the plasma burst she’d taken back on the moon, Antilles. He wasn’t shocked by the sight any longer. In fact, it gave her face more character. Suddenly her eyes widened, and their pigmentation darkened. If what she was seeing grew any more surprising, her eyebrows would have raised so much they’d be on the other side of her head.


  “What is it?” he asked.


  The AIs ignored him. Springer didn’t. She turned and shot him a look of utter shock.


  “Come on, Athena,” he said. “Don’t do this to me.”


  Athena replayed the images, looping the sequence where a ghostly ship appeared to dock with Bonaventure before disappearing.


  “It’s as if our reality has been cut up,” suggested Saraswati, “replaced with a better reality, and then stitched back together. That moment when we see the ship fully – that’s the stitching. And the ghost – that’s the scarring.”


  “Be quiet a minute,” Springer told her new AI. “Please. Let me see if I have this right. The black box system is more deeply embedded in – let’s call it reality – because, due to its entanglement with the recorder on the flagship many light years away, both our ship and the flagship are observing the same space-time events. Athena, you said Beowulf’s sensor log doesn’t correspond to what we’ve just seen. It doesn’t show the ghost ship.”


  “Correct.”


  “That’s because this slice and dice of space-time fooled the main sensors,” said Springer, sounding like she was on a roll here. “Beowulf’s conventional sensors are directly linked to the space-time event that has somehow been changed. The black box is more firmly rooted. It is still compromised – hence the ship appears ghostly – but not completely. I suspect what we are seeing in the ghost ship is both versions of reality superimposed.”


  “Schrödinger’s Cat,” said Athena.


  “Exactly,” said Saraswati.


  “Who’s what?” said Arun.


  “Explain,” said Springer. “What’s a cat?”


  Athena gave an electronic sigh. “I wish I hadn’t started this. Very well. A cat is a small mammal species of Earth. The scientist, Schrödinger, a somewhat larger mammal. He proposed a thought experiment where a cat was both alive and dead at the same time, until the relevant probability wave functions collapsed when the cat was observed. In the case of our ghost ship, the wave functions have collapsed but in two different ways, the cat is both alive and dead and we are seeing both.”


  “That was my conclusion too,” said Saraswati, breathless with relief. “I didn’t dare voice it. Thank frakk I’m not going mad.”


  “You would have been better to hold your stupid, virtual tongue,” replied Athena acidly. “I was merely fitting a hypothesis to the evidence. I didn’t say I believed that junk. It’s reductio ad absurdum. We haven’t gotten the right evidence in yet. That’s why it makes no sense. I mean, the mystery ship is there and isn’t there at the same time. What kind of superpositional nonsense is that?”


  “Does it matter?” said Saraswati testily. “There’s nothing there now, look.”


  They saw an image of deep space. Empty space.


  “What are we seeing?” asked Arun. He couldn’t say why this was important, but he somehow knew it was.


  “It’s a live view of the area where Bonaventure was destroyed.”


  “Live?” said Arun. “How can it be live?” He was smelling hot oil now, hearing metal gears engage.


  “Well, Mister McEwan,” answered Athena. “Not strictly live, as such. The reserve captain has a few tricks of her own. Before we left the area of Bonaventure’s demise, she launched a few sensor drones FTL-linked with her cabin. You’re watching the view from this morning. They aren’t transmitting all the time, but if anything reappears in that area, the drones will wake up and show us what’s going on.”


  “I’ve got it!” shouted Arun.


  Springer peered at him through her visor.


  “Don’t worry, I’m not mad. The theory behind Indiya’s black box is quantum-entanglement.”


  “Go on,” said Springer. Then a slap of clarity hit her face. “Of course! It’s obvious. Forget this crazy talk about cats. What we care about is that the black box works because inside is material quantum-entangled with a recorder on the flagship. If we could break her black box into smaller chunks–”


  “They would be quantum-entangled with each other,” Arun interrupted. “Instantaneous, untraceable comms across any distance. Can we do that, AIs?”


  “Well…” gushed Athena. “I don’t know. The chbit field that connects qubits and classical information bits is unidirectional, so I think so. Yes. But I do know for sure that you live up to the praise lavished upon you by that nice ship-human Mister Furnace.”


  “Why?” asked Springer. “What did Furn say?”


  “He said…” The AI made a noise as if clearing her throat and then continued in a fair approximation of Furn’s voice. “For a pair of boneheads, they are surprisingly intelligent.”


  Arun wasn’t listening. He was allowing his mind to fill with the smell of hot lubricating oil and sounds of levers, cogs and gears, all thrumming to multiples of the same urgent rhythm. The taste of polished brass was on his tongue.


  Springer recognized the look on his face. She came over to touch helmets and shout her encouragement.


  Arun grabbed her “Xin!” he exclaimed.


  Springer pulled away. “Explain.”


  “She’s key.”


  The scarring pulled tight around Springer’s eyes. “She’s bad news, Arun. I don’t trust her. She’ll hurt you. Hurt all of us.”


  “Maybe. Probably. But not this time.”


  “There’s no maybe about it. I’ve seen how her future corrupts ours, if we let it.” She closed her eyes. “I suppose you’re going to tell me that it’s your planner thing telling you this?”


  “Yes.”


  “Are you sure it’s not some other organ doing the thinking?”


  “Trust me, Springer.”


  “It’s not you I have a problem trusting, Arun. Go on, then. How does Xin Lee help us this time?”


  By the time he’d explained his plan, he felt as drained as if waking after days in a high fever. Springer was staring straight ahead, not letting him catch her eye. Arun knew his buddy well. She didn’t like his ideas but wouldn’t waste her breath arguing. She would back him to the end.


  Now it was up to Indiya and Furn to come up with the FTL tech gadgets so they couldn’t be overheard. All he and Springer had to do was sit tight for a day and keep sane.


  “Look at the monkeys,” sneered Athena. “They have one half-decent idea between them and now they have to sit down exhausted.”


  “Don’t speak to me,” snapped Saraswati. “I’m not talking. Not after you called me stupid.”


  Arun crunched his teeth together. Lasting even the next few hours with that pair of AIs was going to be sheer hell.


  — Chapter 47 —


  “Alert! Alert! Intruder!”


  Athena switched Arun’s visor to tactical display mode, trying to offer targeting solutions, even though the Marines had no weapons.


  Arun laughed. They’d sat in this box with the new suit AIs for a day now and they still jumped at every vibration. If armed Marines opened the door, they were dead whatever they did.


  “Relax,” said Springer. “It’s just Darius knocking on the door.”


  She let the little AI in. When they had been in the survival bubble, Darius hadn’t announce himself first, but now they were in powered armor, the Marines could easily crush the AI in their grip. He was right to fear them.


  “Message from Master Furn,” said Darius, “and a delivery. Shuttle launch scheduled to depart Beowulf for Themistocles in forty minutes.”


  Darius fussed over Arun’s suit, pushing something into his universal access port. Athena and Arun didn’t exactly get along, but were growing to understand each other. Athena asked Arun whether she should accept the package. When she assented, the port opened and swallowed Darius’s gift. No words were spoken between AI and Marine – Athena could now communicate directly with Arun’s mind.


  “I assumed this is the FTL comm unit cannibalized from Indiya’s black box recorder.”


  “Correct,” said Darius. “Plus one more to give to… to our confederates.”


  Arun laughed inwardly. Darius had learned to avoid saying a certain name in front of Springer.


  He pressed his gauntlet, palm open, against Springer’s. “Good luck.”


  “Luck? We don’t need luck, Arun. What we need is to be there at Themistocles waiting when the shuttle comes in. Come on, we’ve got a shuttle to race. There’s no time to lose.”


  Darius only just dodged out of their way in time as they swept out of their self-imposed prison. After weeks spent yielding all initiative to their enemies, waiting passively to be captured, it felt unbelievably good to take the fight to the enemy.


  Payback would be sweet.


  — Chapter 48 —


  Stealthed, Springer and Arun hid a short distance off the starboard beam of Themistocles. They didn’t wait long before the Stork-class shuttle arrived from Beowulf.


  The timing of their intel was spot on, but they didn’t know which hangar the shuttle would use. As Beowulf’s craft braked in an arc toward the ventral hangar, they accelerated their stolen battlesuits to bruising levels that made Arun grunt with the pain from the wounds Krimkrak had clawed into his shoulders, and the railgun wounds in his arm he’d taken in the assault on Bonaventure’s CIC.


  He was grateful that Springer couldn’t hear him. She’d only worry.


  The two Marines shot into the hangar in the shuttle’s wake, seconds before the hangar door closed.


  While the flight crew was busy shooting the mooring harness cables around the Stork, the escaped Marines put their faith in their unfamiliar suit AIs to swoop them down to a safe halt near the main airlock into the ship’s interior.


  Arun felt his neck tingle when they unstealthed. When no shouts came to his ears or volley fire pierced his flesh, he walked casually with Springer along a charged walkway on the deck to take up position by the airlock, as if an honor guard waiting for the shuttle party to pass though into the airlock first.


  Hopping down from the shuttle came three Jotun Navy officers and one human Marine sergeant, all in dress uniforms. They were greeted by the XO of Themistocles, who was large, even by Jotun standards. His fur was shot through with hazel strands except the side of his head where a patch of fur had been burned away, revealing pallid scar tissue underneath.


  After the XO offered a greeting that appeared formal rather than friendly (although Arun didn’t know Jotuns well enough to be sure) the party marched as formally as they could in zero-g toward the airlock.


  Arun’s head was positioned straight ahead, but the view in his visor was tilted around to focus on the human at the rear of the group wearing the blue dress tunic and creased cream trousers of a Marine. He was tall for a human with a battle-scarred face, and he made Arun’s nerves tingle with hatred.


  Fraser McEwan passed by within punching reach, oblivious that behind the anonymous black visor of the politely waiting Marine, his brother’s eyes stared back.


  “You all right, Arun?” Springer asked on a secure link.


  “Not a problem,” he replied. “Fraser’s my kill. Just not today.”


  Springer fell in behind Fraser, followed by Arun. At the first opportunity, the two Indigo Squad Marines split away from the shuttle group.


  “Where to now?” said Arun after putting a few compartments between them and his twin. “This ship’s even bigger than Beowulf.”


  Springer slapped a hand on Arun’s shoulder. “Relax, boy. We’re after Xin, right? There’s only six thousand Marines on board. That’s nowhere near enough of a crowd to hide her.”


  He laughed. “Guess we agree about Xin on that point if nothing else.”


  They headed deeper into the ship and soon chanced across a pair of Marines up ahead in a transit passageway. They were wearing fatigues. Without suit AIs to help them identify the Beowulf Marines, that made this easier.


  “Hey! Hold up, guys!” called Springer.


  They didn’t stop.


  Springer shot over the heads of the Marines, slamming down with a thud right in front of them, her armored bulk barring their way. “Hey, I just want a word, guys.”


  The two Themistocles Marines look dazed, but soon stirred. They weren’t as badly doped as he remembered his comrades before the mutiny started, but clearly a similar kind of suggestive mind-control had been in play on this vessel too.


  “It’s my friend,” said Springer. “He wants to ask out that hot girl, Xin Lee? But it’s taken me to make him do it because he’s too yellow-livered. Now we can’t find her. Do you know where she is?”


  Both the unarmored Marines screwed up their faces in thought.


  “Xin Lee?” said one blankly.


  “She makes every guy weak at the knees,” said Springer bitterly, adding huskily: “half the girls too.”


  Arun snapped a glance at her, but she pretended not to notice.


  “Yes,” said one of the Themistocles Marines, nodding. “That description fits Corporal Lee.”


  “Well, do you know where she is?”


  “No.”


  “I don’t know where she is either,” said the other helpfully.


  Just their luck, thought Arun. They’d chanced across a pair of clowns.


  “But I do know her unit,” said the second Themistocles Marine. He walked to an access point at the side of the corridor and brought up a map. “Her mess is on deck 4 round about Frame 9.”


  “Thanks.”


  The two 87th battalion Marines walked away, leaving Arun and Springer to turn around and head off for Deck 4.


  “Corporal Lee, you say.”


  The woman’s voice came through a tight comm link. Athena finally got around to switching Arun’s visor to tac-display, marking the newcomer with a dot positioned five meters behind him.


  “You could have asked me,” said the woman, whose voice sounded oddly familiar. Arun pivoted around to face her. “She’s in my unit. Yes, I know her.”


  Arun felt his blood freeze when Athena identified the armored Marine as Sergeant Tirunesh Nhlappo.


  The colonel of the 412th Marines had busted Senior Instructor Nhlappo down to the lowest rank and sent her off to die. Nhlappo blamed Arun. No one in the Universe hated him more.


  “I know you too, McEwan,” said Nhlappo. “I don’t have to hear your voice to recognize you. Stolen suits?” she tutted. “That doesn’t fool me any more than it did the security scanner at the airlock. The poor thing didn’t understand where you’d come from. I must say, though, that I am thrown by such an unexpected reunion after we’d been told you were finally dead. And I had such an enjoyable time celebrating your death.”


  Springer flew at Nhlappo but the veteran ducked at the last moment and leaped at Arun who was closing in for his own attack.


  Arun grappled as he’d been taught, but Nhlappo had been his teacher and knew all the counter-moves. Effortlessly she broke Arun’s hold and dove under Springer’s clumsy second attack.


  The fight was over so fast that Arun wasn’t sure how it had all gone to drent so quickly.


  Springer and Arun found themselves battered but alive, floating halfway up a bulkhead, looking into Nhlappo’s plasma pistol.


  “I’m guessing stolen AIs to match your stolen suits,” said Nhlappo. “That explains the need for more suit calibration work, but that’s no excuse. McEwan, you still broadcast your attacks so badly that I know what you’re going to do before you do. Idiot! I’m guessing that’s your girlfriend, Tremayne, in the other suit. You disappoint me, Tremayne. All your attacks were compromised because you concentrated on protecting that worthless veck you care so much about, when you should have focused every effort on disabling me. They might call you two Marines, but your competence says otherwise. You’re still cadets. At least you, Tremayne, were once a promising cadet.”


  “What are you going to do with us?” asked Arun.


  “Do? Now that you’re dead, McEwan, what should I do with you?” She made a show of scratching the chin of her helmet. Get on with it, thought Arun. “I believe it is the duty of those who survive to honor the memory of our fallen comrades we once cared for. In your case… I never cared for you in the first place, so I don’t think I’ll bother with any remembering… do you?”


  Nhlappo had backed away slightly, to leave ten meters between her and the two fugitives. Arun considered his attack options. If he went straight for Nhlappo, he’d catch a plasma blast, but it just might be enough of a distraction for Springer to flank her. His head said to do it without delay, but his heart hesitated. Everything the veteran had said was true. Their chances of getting out alive were minimal. But that was no excuse not to try.


  Nhlappo lifted her aim to point the gun at Arun’s head. “Where is Xin? That’s what you wanted to know. She goes off duty at 23:43 hours. Her quarters are compartment 04-09-03. Right now she’s on patrol. Those of us who are more alert and loyal to the new order – or appear to be – seem to have been permitted clearer heads recently. We patrol to deter counter-rebellion. It’s so difficult to know whom to trust these days. All these strange rumors. Like that false alarm I was given by the hangar security scan.”


  Was Nhlappo letting them off? After so much betrayal, Arun struggled to believe the veteran was loyal. Her sense of duty was making the corporal risk her life for the most hated person in her life. Inside that suit she must be twisted with the injustice.


  He shook his head. Nhlappo had always taught her cadets that a true Marine does the right thing first time, every time. No question. Guess she’d meant every word of that.


  “For frakk’s sake, McEwan,” shouted Nhlappo, “what are you waiting for? Go!”


  They raced off, keeping their visors in tac-display to check whether they were being followed.


  “I always said you misjudged Nhlappo,” Springer told him after a few minutes of threading their way into the ship’s interior.


  “Maybe,” said Arun. “I guess she’ll kill me in her own time, like I’ll kill my brother.”


  Athena and Saraswati had loaded up a map of Themistocles and plotted possible routes to Xin’s mess on Deck 4. While they were considering the routes, Springer asked: “What are you planning, Arun? To wait under the covers in her rack? Isn’t that what you did back on the moon?”


  “Nah. This time I’m going to catch her with her pants down.”


  — Chapter 49 —


  As the sole human member of Beowulf’s delegation to Themistocles, Fraser McEwan had taken his humble place at the rear of the column escorted to the conference chamber. Captain Wotun took the lead, followed by the chief tactical officer and then the chief cryo officer. They had left the XO in Beowulf’s CIC.


  Fraser didn’t mind taking the rear. Just being here was a victory in itself.


  An irresistible combination of training and breeding compelled Fraser to assess the tactical situation at all times. He noted the sullen and often bruised faces of the human Navy crew. The humans of the 87th battalion were armed but not armored, and were fewer in number than evident on Beowulf but looked more drug-free. There was a cruelty in their eyes that betrayed the origin of the ship-rat bruises. None of them caught Fraser’s eye, but he sensed their curious attention. Why was a Marine human accompanying these officers?


  The conference chamber they were ushered into was a far more glamorous affair than Beowulf’s captain’s cabin. For a start the bulkheads were shaped like the interior of an icosahedron and clad in the same polished stone that topped the triangular table in Beowulf.


  Representing Themistocles on the polished metal meeting sphere that floated in the center of the chamber were Captain Rheenisowill, Executive Officer Lieutenant Commander Kernisegg, the chief tactical officer, and Ensign Decryption, the human junior security officer, a mature woman who doubtless had been ordered here to match Fraser’s presence in a calculated balance of prestige.


  When the situation warranted, Fraser considered himself brave enough to take risks without hesitation. This wasn’t one of those times. He kept his mouth shut, a humble attitude that was made easier by the Jotuns speaking amongst themselves in their own language of whistles, peeps, and yodels that sounded incongruously cute in contrast to their brutal physicality.


  Then, out of the void, Kernisegg asked in the human language whether there were any issues where her ship could assist Beowulf or vice versa.


  As the only two humans, Fraser and Decryption glanced at each other. Neither had expected to contribute.


  Fraser watched at Captain Wotun. Was that brief flick of one ear intended to carry meaning?


  Taking a deep breath, Fraser indicated a desire to speak. He placed a hand into one of the meeting sphere’s iridescent channels that resembled a gas giant’s bands.


  More than once, Captain Wotun had already dismissed the point Fraser was about to make. The officer now rumbled displeasure at the back of his throat. Fraser steeled his nerve, reminding himself that, like many senior Jotun males, Wotun was a preening fool who cut an impressive figure but had no time for the inconvenient details of his command. There were good reasons why most Jotun officers were female; Wotun was a living reminder of them.


  “Speak!” commanded Captain Rheenisowill in human words.


  “Sirs, there is one thing I am keen to do and that’s erase Beowulf’s security AI and replace with a copy of your AI personality from Themistocles. Although any resistance among our crew and Marines has been crushed, our AI has been compromised.”


  “That is serious,” said Rheenisowill. Turning to Ensign Decryption, she asked: “This work… How risky is it?”


  Decryption took time to think through her answer. Fraser admired that. “If we take care and do not rush – yes, we can do this, although we will need to update physical security activity, such as patrols, while the security systems are down. Complex yet achievable.” Decryption looked at Fraser. “In fact, we recently followed a similar procedure to reset our own security AI to its default. I don’t understand why you haven’t done the same. Why not reset to default?”


  Fraser pursed his lips. “These things are better peer reviewed. As a precaution, I have upped patrols but kept the AI running in its compromised state until your arrival.”


  “We are amongst allies, McEwan,” said Captain Wotun. Fraser tried to read his superior’s body language, but the alien was impenetrable. “No need to hide your inadequacies. This work is over your head. The crew we once had who were capable of carrying out this work met with unfortunate accidents. Accidents that I deemed necessary.”


  “Understood,” said Rheenisowill. Turning to Fraser, she flicked both ears forward, a gesture of withering contempt. “Never evade the truth by using the cowardly words that pollute your human language. A mark of a good officer is to acknowledge her weakness as much as her strength. Don’t forget that, human.”


  The captain of Themistocles held Fraser’s gaze for a painfully extended time, making him squirm before finally releasing him with a pounding heart and legs that wouldn’t support him if the meeting had been held in a gravity field.


  “Nonetheless,” said Rheenisowill, “you are right to raise this. My crew shall delete Beowulf’s security AI as an urgent priority.”


  — Chapter 50 —


  Corporal Lee Xin sighed out the tensions of the day. It’d been a long six-hour shift spent patrolling Decks 12 through 14 with her section. Treading the walkways and flying along tubes was no problem for her. What made it exhausting was shepherding her seven brain-dead Marines so they didn’t stray or sit down and start drooling like teething infants. With the two ships converging, today had been particularly bad, Themistocles shifting from zero- to low-g and back again with only a few minutes’ warning, as she adjusted her velocity to match Beowulf’s.


  Xin was one of the few relatively unaffected by the chronic stupidity that no one talked about openly. At first she’d been proud to be promoted as a result. Now she wished she’d played dumb. Standing out wasn’t a great plan at the moment.


  And all the while she suffered the boredom of endless patrolling, she worried about why they were patrolling the ship at all. The entire battalion was in the process of being woken and they had endured weeks of confinement to acceleration stations. No one would tell her why they’d made the unexpected course changes, or awoken mid-journey. Certainly not those amongst the ship’s human officers who had disappeared from the crew roster.


  Her only refuge was here, in the head.


  With her butt stuck into a zero-g waste extractor, directed air flow freezing her nethers, no one had expectations of her. Not even herself.


  “Hello, Xin Lee.”


  “What the frakk?” She twirled around, looking for the perv who’d said that. The waste unit protested that she’d twisted the tube and constricted the airflow. She righted herself before she had the kind of accident that would scar her mind for life.


  “Ritter?” she said. “Is that you? I’ll tear your balls off for this.”


  “I am not Ritter, ma’am.”


  Xin nearly ripped herself out of the waste tube in surprise when a drone hovered in front of her face. It looked like a novice’s science project. Not a good one either. It was modeled to look like a humanoid robot with simple claws for hands and a cutesy head with over-large eyes.


  “I am an emissary from…” The robo-toy’s mouth opened and closed as it talked. Neat. “Actually,” said the robot, “I’d better not say.”


  “You’re not convincing me. Sounds like just the sort of prank Ritter would play…” She hesitated. “Would have played,” she added quietly. In his present state, Ritter could barely remember his own name.


  “In case we are overheard, I shan’t use names,” said the robo-toy, “but I can describe the person I represent. He is a young Marine with, may I say, an overactive sense of his own destiny.”


  “Guess that narrows it down to half the people I know.”


  “When you last saw him, you had just left the First Antilles Brigade. You told him you and he would be each other’s little secret. That you–


  Robo-toy stopped when Xin raised a hand. “Okay. I got it on the word ‘Antilles’.” She rolled her eyes. “Catch a girl with her pants down. Yeah that’s his style. So where is Twinkle Eyes?”


  “In great peril.”


  “Goes without saying. And he wants my help too, right?”


  “How did you know?”


  Xin shrugged. “Lucky guess. What does he want me to do?”


  The toy robot turned its little head left, then right, as if furtively checking they couldn’t be overheard. Whoever had built the AI’s personality had a sense of humor, all right. She’d give the nerdy dongwit that much. Then it made a disgusting retching noise before ejecting a data chip from its mouth. The mini-robot took the chip in one pincer hand and presented it to Xin.


  “Guess it was a guy who designed you, eh?”


  The robot didn’t answer, but Xin didn’t care. She pocketed the chip, cracking a grin.


  Things were about to get interesting.


  — Chapter 51 —


  Set halfway up the ventral bulkhead of Beowulf’s Hangar A was a breakout room used by the flight deck techs as a refuge from the lethal pandemonium of busy flight operations. From this cubbyhole, Fraser McEwan swung the monitor feed view around the mass of Marines filling the hangar on the far side of the hatch. Maneuvering thrusters were putting a 0.3g acceleration in the direction of the dorsal hull. The effect was to transform the hangar’s Frame 14 ventral bulkhead into a floor, a floor into which Fraser’s refuge was sunk.


  Fraser approved of the low-g. Parading in zero-g didn’t have the same dignity.


  He caught himself adjusting the angle of his officer’s flattop hat. Dignity wasn’t coming easily. Only moments away from his big moment and Fraser found his heart fluttering.


  Frakk you, little brother.


  Uncertainty was as alien an emotion as it was unwelcome. Arun was to blame for these weakling feelings.


  The time for doubts had been when Fraser first listened to the treacherous whispers of the rebel faction. The doubts had left him once he’d placed his bet and picked a side in the civil war – not because victory was certain but because there was no going back. He’d sided with the rebels because they represented the best hope for humanity. That belief put steel in his backbone when the path he’d chosen became treacherous.


  But the sight of all those people outside in the hangar had rallied his doubts, bolstering them until they threatened to overwhelm him. Now he’d won this first campaign, he’d also won the time to think about what came next. And the thought that he could be failing all those brother and sister Marines burned him.


  Fraser shook his head. In a few moments he had an important part to play. Showing nerves would be disastrous. He used his implants to gift himself a hormonal message of calmness.


  He took a last look at the hangar deck. Three thousand Marines from the understrength 88th battalion were on parade, together with over six thousand from 87th battalion. They were observed by the crew of both ships, most of them cowering against the bulkheads. The sight sent a feeling like molten steel flowing through his arteries. He’d tried programming himself with calm, but landed himself with intoxicating levels of pride. These experimental hormone gizmos were tricky little vecks.


  Fingertips tracing the soft ridges of the unfamiliar gold braid gracing his new dress uniform, Fraser hoped his mother was still alive and would hear of this day. She would understand. Sacrifices had to be made in the cause of humanity, even sacrifices like her other son’s life.


  Enough procrastination. Fraser opened the hatch in the overhead and ascended the rungs to his destiny.


  — Chapter 52 —


  “You still there, Twinkle Eyes?”


  Relief flooded through Arun. Every element of his plan had to fall in place at the right time. It was brittle, but the best he could come up with. “You have no idea how good it feels to hear you, Xin.”


  “Always had that effect on you, didn’t I? We’re all done here, lover. On our way over to your ship now. Don’t get distracted thinking of me.”


  “I’m in position outside CIC with the reserve captain and Loobie,” added Indiya. She sure sounded pissed. “Commencing our approach now.”


  “Oho. You must be our hero’s latest girlfriend,” said Xin. “I’ve heard so much. How’s my boy shaping up?”


  “I can see the others ready on the hangar deck,” Arun interrupted hurriedly, silently cursing Xin for winding up the ship girl. Deep inside the ship, Indiya’s group had to capture CIC. If they failed, then whatever Arun and the others accomplished in the hangar wouldn’t be worth a thing.


  Arun checked to make sure what he’d just said wasn’t a lie. The deck below him was the largest open area on either of the two transport ships, with the space to house vessels vastly bigger than the shuttles in their mooring cradles. With so many Marines, there wasn’t much space left now. He spotted the sullen Navy rats lined up against the aft bulkhead who were being made to watch the triumph of the rebel Marines. Two small figures, Furn and Fant, were in position at the far end of the line, close to the Hangar Control Room. An armored Marine in the crimson red of the traitors stood on guard outside the control room, which was little more than a pressurized hut. The fate of millions could rest on how alert that Marine was today. As for the two teenaged ship-rats, in the coming moments they would have to prove themselves as real men.


  “What are you waiting for?” said Xin. “A round of applause?”


  “Everything’s in place,” said Arun. “Go! Go! Go!”


  — Chapter 53 —


  Fraser’s route put him in full view of both Free Corps battalions, as his side in the civil war were now calling human units. He was in sight of the ship-rats too, though they were of little consequence. He was now an ensign – the first human Marine officer ever. Behind their expressionless black visors, every human eye would be zoomed on him. Compared with their battlesuits, reprogrammed in the new Free Corps colors of crimson red bodies and cream legs, Fraser felt vulnerable in his dress uniform.


  His composure deserting him, Fraser squared his shoulders and tried to stiffen his resolve by reminding himself what this day was about.


  History would remember the name of Fraser McEwan for leading the human race on the first step of the path to relevance. His actions would only be worth a few sentences in the more detailed histories, but he would be there nonetheless.


  The Jotuns back on Tranquility had already hinted that the Marines had bred beyond the expectations of their alien masters. Fraser’s vision was that in the centuries to come, humans would seed themselves across the stars, breeding like the vermin other races already regarded them to be. Like the rats of Earth, once established beyond a certain threshold, you could never stamp them out. You could burn a nest here and there, destroy billions of individuals. But the race… never.


  Humans would be invincible.


  And today he would help bring about that future. His actions might only merit a minor note in future histories, but that was no excuse to cower and do nothing.


  His thoughts were interrupted by something overhead that caught his eye.


  Damn, he missed his battlesuit AI.


  He had to squint up, scanning around until his attention caught on one of the big Lysander-class shuttles hanging overhead in its mooring harness. A pale blue glow was coming from the flight deck, as if it were on standby.


  Fraser frowned. There weren’t any authorized flight plans.


  — Chapter 54 —


  Arun glanced over to where Springer should, by now, have taken up position. She was stealthed, but he guessed that, like him, she was hovering above the parade, using the shuttles in their harnesses as cover.


  She couldn’t have heard the conversation with Indiya and Xin, not having one of the FTL comm units that the freaks had built out of Indiya’s black box experiment. But he still whispered to her: “Good luck.”


  <Thank you, Arun,> rumbled an electronic voice.


  Oh, great! Arun had forgotten about his stolen suit AI. Athena had gone from prim disapproval of everything Arun did to making a fair attempt of falling in love with him – although he still suspected it was all an elaborate plan for his humiliation. She tried to make her voice sexy – though it sounded more like a serious lung disease – but they were at least getting better at communicating. He only had to mutter occasional command words and she would whisper her breathless responses so subtly he was beginning to think he was hearing them directly with his mind.


  “Give me a closer view of unarmored targets. Then link to targeting control.”


  Athena zoomed into the targets standing on the podium – in reality a raised servicing platform. They were all there: the senior officers from the crew and Marine battalions of both ships. The paraded Marines were unarmed, other than NCOs, committed rebels, and junior Jotun officers. Even so, the senior officers must be supremely confident to assemble themselves in one place. He supposed that was the point the officers were trying to make. They had won, with nothing to fear.


  They would have been right too, if not for one officer so frail that they had discounted her as a possible threat. Beowulf’s ancient reserve captain would punish them. Arun was her instrument of death.


  As he cradled his carbine, ready to give the signal by opening fire, he noticed a figure march from hiding at the back of the platform around to the front.


  It was his brother. His twin brother in an officer’s dress uniform.


  Fraser halted abruptly and looked up.


  Arun knew precisely what had caught his attention because it had been Arun who’d told Finfth to put the shuttle into standby power. That craft had to move like a missile when the right moment came.


  “You spotted that too late, brother.”


  The targeting reticle in his visor held his brother’s form in a firm, red grip.


  Distance to target: 120 meters.


  — Chapter 55 —


  Fraser pointed up at the powered shuttle, and opened a comm channel he’d set up for his loyal NCOs, those that he’d insisted must be armed. “What the–?” he started.


  Before he could complete his sentence, stabs of white heat pierced his side.


  His last sight was the crimson smartfabric of his officer’s uniform mixing with the red of his blood.


  — Chapter 56 —


  All three railgun darts hit the target.


  Fraser collapsed.


  Arun felt a pang of regret: his brother would never know who had killed him.


  The senior officers on their platform scattered.


  But they weren’t fast enough.


  That was the thing about officers. They got to strut about in dress uniforms while the human Marines were lined up like machines, encased in armor with food and drink sent in by tubes and their waste carried away by more tubes. Officers were set apart, unencumbered. That wasn’t to their advantage now.


  Arun pumped darts into every officer still standing on the platform. The less senior Jotuns were in their battlesuits with their units. He’d have to figure out what to do with them later.


  More darts were screaming into the crush of officers from Springer’s position setting up a devastating crossfire. He could see her fire!


  Out in the void, stealthing was so effective it was almost magical. But in the atmosphere of Hangar A, it was impossible to hide the telltale whine of a dart’s trajectory as it tunneled through the air.


  Plasma blossomed on a shuttle hull beside him, hot enough to sear his skin through his suit and cause the craft to shift in its damaged harness. He’d been spotted.


  Arun didn’t wait for the next shot to reach him. He somersaulted across the air, flinging himself to a new firing position.


  Down in his target area the heap of bloodied fur spilled over the officers’ platform. The officers in their braid and flattop hats were now a mass of crudely butchered animal carcasses.


  First objective met. Arun only had several thousand rebel Marines to contend with now. Former brothers and sisters who weren’t in control of their own minds.


  After throwing himself through a few random positions without firing, Arun paused to take a better check of the situation.


  Most Marines were standing there as if nothing had happened, the mind control drugs still dulling their initiative. The rebel NCOs and lower-ranking Jotuns, all of whom were armed, were already airborne, jinking constantly to avoid making themselves targets.


  Arun shifted position again, unwilling to stay in one place for more than a few heartbeats.


  Without warning, all the inert Marines suddenly took to the air like a startled flock of birds. Whether instinct had made them move, or orders had finally penetrated their confusion, he neither knew nor cared. What mattered was that the Marines made perfect cover for what Arun needed to do next.


  Zigzagging through the flocking Marines to get closer to the Hangar Control Room, Arun saw a traitor NCO spin around as she took a hit. Springer was still alive, then. Arun tried not to worry about her.


  Fant and Finfth were hugging the bulkhead near the control room, curled into balls with arms over their heads. He hoped their terror was an act.


  In contrast, the rebel guard stood resolutely before the hatch, scanning for threats.


  “Sorry, pal.” Arun put dart after dart through the control room guard, glad he didn’t know the Marine’s name. He was loyal to the Free Corps, but was probably a decent guy, just a poor grunt caught up in events; the same as Arun.


  He still had to die.


  By the time his shots had penetrated the armor enough for the guard to topple gently to the ground in the low gravity, Arun had revealed his position.


  Bolts of agony pierced his left leg.


  Everything grayed and dulled, but only for a few moments. Athena had taken over, tossed her Marine around the hangar at crazy speeds that only an AI could have managed without colliding into the buzzing Brownian motion of Marines. Arun tensed, but the cover from their random motion was good enough that a second volley of hits never found him.


  He relaxed a notch. “What’s the damage, Athena?”


  <Oh, don’t you worry yourself, Arun. Partial penetration by two darts. Pressure seal restored. I’ll always take good care of you. You know that.>


  “You’re the best.” He felt his suit AI glow with pleasure. “Activate Stage Two!”


  <You got it.>


  Arun dropped, Athena making it look as if his suit had lost all power. In the low-g he was like a falling leaf.


  He fell into a group of Marines he didn’t recognize. Their suits identified them as from Themistocles: Xin’s battalion.


  One of the Marines leaned over as Arun sprawled on the deck, groaning. She blanked her visor, letting him see the concern on her face as she touched Arun’s suit diagnostic patch.


  “You’re hit bad, Brown,” she said, buying Athena’s exaggerated report on Arun’s status, and that he was the stolen suit’s legitimate owner.


  “Don’t worry about me,” said Arun in a deliberately strained voice. He pointed up at one of the Stork-class shuttles. “Get the veck who did this. I glimpsed him hiding behind that shuttle.”


  Athena reported the Marine’s name was Francesca de Guzman. She pursed her lips and gave Arun a black look crimped by suspicion.


  “Stay alive,” she said, “Elizabeth.”


  De Guzman launched into the air in the direction Arun had pointed. The other Marines around Arun followed in her wake.


  “Err, Athena? What was your previous human partner’s name?”


  <Thank you for finally recognizing my grief, McEwan. Elizabeth Brown had a clean mind for a human, despite occasional hormone-induced lunatic episodes. With my guidance she was growing into a fine young Marine.>


  Arun ignored Athena’s hurt feelings and lifted himself up, readying to sprint toward the control room. Another impact smacked into his left leg, felling him. It didn’t feel as bad as the darts he’d taken earlier.


  <Don’t worry. It’s only Springer and Saraswati. The darlings are saying hello with shardshot.>


  Shardshot. The pellets were perfect. They would sow confusion without killing anyone in armor. Except the firer. Springer was even more likely to reveal herself with shardshot than darts.


  Arun gritted his teeth against the pain and tried rising to his feet.


  Athena wouldn’t let him. She locked the legs of his suit, sending him clattering to the deck again.


  <Give it another minute. Otherwise you’ll never walk naturally again.>


  Springer manages with just the one leg, Arun thought. He rolled onto his stomach to get a look at the control room, and saw he was too late anyway.


  Fant hadn’t waited for him. The damned fool was always trying to impress Indiya with his heroics. Now the stupid veck was stepping through the hatch into the Hangar Control Room, Furn with his silly hovering toy robot just a pace behind.


  Whatever faced them, they would have to overcome it by themselves.


  — Chapter 57 —


  “Come on,” Fant yelled at Furn as soon as the guard had slumped under McEwan’s withering railgun volley. “Arun’s done his bit, let’s move.”


  “No.” Furn’s voice trembled. “Wait for the Marine. This is exactly what we needed him for.”


  “Look up at that chaos,” Fant snapped at his cowardly brother. “He’s never going to get through that.”


  Without waiting for a reply, Fant dashed for the hatch and thumbed it open. There were no windows. What awaited him inside?


  The answer was a Free Corps Marine in crimson armor who was reaching for a carbine in the weapon rack by the hatch.


  Fant took advantage of the low-g to launch himself at the bonehead’s neck, ungloved hands outstretched, his implants primed to inject the battlesuit-frying cocktail Indiya had equipped them with.


  The Marine’s neck was twice the diameter of Fant’s thigh, armor-coated flexi-seals over sinews as strong as steel cables. For a brief, triumphant moment, Fant thought he’d gotten the hold he needed. The implants under his palms burned as they dumped their lethal cargo of nano-transporters into the battlesuit.


  But the bonehead had his own secrets. The suit turned frictionless and Fant found his momentum was pivoting him around and then behind the traitor, flying toward a bulkhead covered in viewscreens where a technician gaped slack-jawed at the invasion.


  Before Fant’s head crashed into the screens, the Marine grabbed his legs, powered gauntlets clamping around his shins with such power that his bones splintered.


  The Marine swung Fant around his head in a dizzying blur before releasing him headfirst at the hatch.


  Fant’s final, grim thought before impact was that he’d failed his beloved Indiya.


  — Chapter 58 —


  Unaware of Fant’s desperate status over in the hangar, Indiya was buzzing with artificially induced confidence as she pushed past the Marine who had been guarding the approach to the Combat Information Center. She could hear the AI inside his suit scream from the poison she had injected through her ungloved hands.


  Inside the CIC, the skeleton watch crew were on edge. By the look of the viewscreens showing deadly chaos and carnage in Hangar A, it wasn’t difficult to see why.


  She peered up at the CIC’s upper decks where Sensor, Damage Control, and other teams would be present when the ship was in active status, feeding detailed analysis through to their senior representative on the main CIC deck. They were unoccupied.


  The watch officer and three juniors, all human, sat at their stations on the main CIC level.


  The pilot was the most observant. Tall and furtive, Pilot Officer Vernier never missed much. She’d spotted Indiya’s missing gloves straight away, and was reaching for the sidearm at her hip.


  It was now or never. “Reserve captain on deck,” announced Indiya, standing at attention and stuffing her voice with as much authority as she could summon.


  A moment later, the reserve captain swept in, trailed by Loobie. The half-muffled roar of the ancient Jotun’s chair motors added to the sense of confusion.


  The pilot officer’s hand was on her weapon grip, but she flicked her attention from Indiya to the reserve captain and back without drawing.


  Indiya stood still as the reserve captain advanced through CIC, aiming for the raised central area, the holy of holies: the command deck.


  The human Watch Officer, Ensign Dock, raised himself out of the command chair and stared down at the Jotun from underneath his thick, white-flecked eyebrows. Indiya could taste the fear in the ensign’s sweat, but he did not relinquish command. The reserve captain clanged to an angry halt just short of the command deck ramp.


  Both officers presented a defiant posture at the other, daring the other to back down in a silent battle of wills.


  To Indiya’s eyes, the two officers looked evenly matched, each drawing on different strengths. The reserve captain looked physically and mentally drained. She was hunched over in her life support chair, but she was still a Jotun and carried a Jotun’s threatening physical superiority. If she could only unstretch her gnarled old bones, she would tower over the human officer. And, nominally, the Jotun was Ensign Dock’s superior.


  But the ship had been taken by mutineers. Old lines of authority were no longer firm.


  The watch officer would not give way.


  Pilot Officer Vernier saw how this was playing out and picked sides. She drew her gun and pointed it at Indiya.


  — Chapter 59 —


  Furn ducked as Fant flew headfirst toward him. Had the rebel Marine tried to use his brother as a missile to kill him too? If so, he missed, Fant’s skull connecting with the hatch frame instead. Furn knew that he’d never be able to purge the sights and sound of that sickening impact from his memory.


  He dove at the Marine, aiming low.


  The power in the traitor’s SA-71 hummed and whined as it repeatedly released its electrical charge across the carbine’s rails.


  Furn skidded along the deck, unharmed. The Marine had fired high.


  As he reached out to grab the armored ankle, Furn felt his ribs constrict with despair. He wasn’t going to make it.


  Then the same ribs cracked as the Marine lashed out with his boot, sending Fant flying. Fant’s hands closed on empty air, the deadly cargo under his skin unused.


  He slithered across the bloody deck before slamming against a control bank.


  A tight groan escaped his lips. Every breath was agony. Unwilling to give up, he activated a pain-numbing program, but with the uninjured Marine covering him with his carbine, the situation was hopeless.


  They’d always known Arun McEwan’s plan was brittle, but not even Furn could think of a better one.


  Defeated, he dropped his gaze, but as he did so his eyes caught a hideous sight. Fant’s skull had cracked, the throbbing soft flesh inside pulsing the message that Fant was not quite dead yet. He prayed his brother was unconscious.


  Fant’s eyes began to blink away the river of blood. The poor veck was stirring.


  “Need help?” the flight tech asked the Marine.


  “All under control.”


  “Good. Locking hatch anyway. Keep them covered.”


  “Why bother?”


  “Fair point,” said the tech. “Kill them!”


  Furn gave him a final defiant glare, only to see the tech hesitate and then fling up a cautionary hand. “Hold fire! I recognize them. They’re augments. Freaks. They’re valuable but… Mader zagh! Their gloves are off. Did they touch you?”


  The Marine replayed his memory. “I guess.”


  “Merde!”


  The Marine lurched to one side, whirling his arms, which sent his carbine hurling into poor Fant’s body. Snatches of incoherent machine agony screamed out of the battlesuit speakers. Then the human inside the suit began screaming too. Human and machine: each sounded like the other. It was as Indiya described, the nano-poison he’d injected had struck at the symbiotic mental interface that made the human/AI link so effective. The suit AI had been corrupted, driven insane, and now it was frying the meat components of the brain it was coupled with.


  The tech drew his sidearm. “Pig-licking, bakri-chodding, fucking freaks!” Revenge blackening his face, he fired at Furn.


  By chance the careering Marine suit was in the way. The round glanced off the armor and… Furn looked down. The round had smashed his thigh, punctured his femoral artery. Even through his pain blockers, Furn could still feel the wound as if a distant, half-remembered memory of utter agony.


  Blood sprayed into a blooming red cloud that fell in slow motion globes. Furn tried to grab the top of his thigh, to press hard, but his limbs seemed a light year away and he had no tourniquet. Everything was getting distant.


  He was bleeding out and there was nothing he could do. The fact was written in the sneer on the flight tech’s face. The sick veck was enjoying watching Furn die.


  Furn didn’t have his brother’s courage – he couldn’t stare defiantly back at that triumphant face. With his last strength, he looked across at Fant instead.


  They had failed. If Fant was still conscious, he would be taking solace from thinking it was a heroic failure, but then he always had been a fuzzy-brained romantic twonk. Success or failure were unqualified binary states. Even so, Furn tried to twist his face into an expression that conveyed a sense of moral victory, and shot that as his last gift to his dying brother.


  Shards of sharpened white winked at him where his brother’s skull poked through his flayed flesh. The sight jolted Furn back from oblivion. Fant had propped himself up by his elbows. One of his brother’s eyes was gone where the socket had smashed against the hatch frame, but the other was sighting along the carbine abandoned by the Marine.


  With his dying strength, Fant squeezed the trigger and sent a volley of darts to eviscerate the tech, who had been turning to shoot this new threat. The flight tech had squeezed off a shot, but missed.


  The carbine clattered to the deck, followed by Fant who came to rest, staring up at the overhead through a sightless eye.


  “You did Indiya proud,” whispered Furn.


  I must be in shock to talk such melodramatic crap.


  He waited to die.


  Death was in no hurry to claim him.


  In happier times, Furn had enjoyed watching movies he’d hacked out of the secret human cultural store controlled by the Jotuns. When movie characters were shot, they groaned, rolled and were no more. Furn had kept going for one last act despite having his skull caved in. But Fant’s bleeding out wasn’t like that. It was painfully slow. Each treacherous heartbeat tried to pump another volume of blood out of his shattered thigh, warring with his artery’s artificially enhanced design that tried to clamp shut.


  It was as if Fate didn’t want him. They only allowed heroes in heaven. After all the bad things he’d done, Furn knew that if there was a heaven, he wasn’t destined to join his brother there.


  Furn squinted, unsure whether he was seeing something he couldn’t understand, or blood loss had brought on hallucination. Fant’s corpse seemed to be moving.


  Delirious? No. Furn had been so busy dying that he’d forgotten his friends. Slithering along the red-slick deck were the little crawling figures of his pet AIs.


  “Looks bad, Father,” said Darius, hovering nervously above his head.


  “Don’t worry about me,” he told Darius. “Devote all efforts to opening the hangar door.”


  Furn grunted. Thinking about movies must have turned his brain because he’d said something heroic, and if there was one thing Furn had learned about life, it was that selflessness and stupidity were two facets of the same failing.


  Darius blinked so fast that his eyelids were a blur. Poor little guy. “If you say so, Father,” he said uncertainly. “Hang in there.” Then he zoomed off out of Furn’s fading sight.


  Closing his eyes, Furn prayed for the end to come soon.


  But instead of a slow drift into oblivion he felt sensation. It was his thigh. Above the wound. A constriction.


  He opened one eye and glimpsed down. His crawling children had linked together into a tight band, squeezing him. A tourniquet. More had moved lower down his leg. He could guess what they were about to do.


  The Marine, Phaedra Tremayne… Springer… she only had one leg. It didn’t seem to hold her back.


  After all, he lived his life in zero-g. Legs were an irrelevance. Given enough generations, evolution would atrophy them away until they were vestigial stubs.


  He clamped his eyes shut. Through the vagueness of his pain-suppressant he could feel his pets as their ring ratcheted tighter and tighter until he heard a wet klikk and he knew part of his leg was gone.


  — Chapter 60 —


  “Sir,” began the CIC watch officer. He made the word sound like an observation rather than an acknowledgment of the reserve captain’s authority. “I haven’t been informed of your arrival. This is… irregular. Especially given the disturbances in Hangar A.”


  “Stupid human.” The reserve captain spat her contempt in a synthetic voice. “It is precisely because of the disturbance that I am here. I warned Wotun this would happen.” Her brows angled downward and projected over her eyes, the Jotun equivalent of a glare. “Young human, I was a starship captain for over a century before you were born. I know how to run a ship in a crisis, one last time.”


  The watch officer’s defiance lasted only another second before capitulating. “Reserve captain has command, aye.”


  The angle of the Jotun’s brows lessened. “I have intelligence that the rebels intend to sabotage the main engine.” The alien made a show of studying the screens showing the mess Arun was making of the parade in Hangar A. “You – Ensign Dock – take the CIC deck crew with you. Shoot on sight. I back the hurt you inflict in my name.”


  When the watch officer hesitated, the Jotun added: “No point in half measures. All of you go. If they blow the engine, we’re all dead.”


  “Yes… sir…” He sounded unconvinced.


  “Do you think I can’t run the ship, ensign?”


  “No, sir.”


  “And do you think I’ll hesitate to assert my authority?”


  Indiya heard a snick as the reserve captain unleashed the still-deadly claws in her upper limbs.


  The watch officer swallowed hard. “No, sir. Sorry, sir.”


  Dock issued orders and hurried out of CIC, followed by the rest of the watch crew.


  “It’s been a while,” the reserve captain said, and let out an inhumanly deep sigh that was soon accompanied by rumbles and whines from behind the bulkheads. Just before the sound of heavy bolts ramming home with finality, Indiya heard angry shouts coming from the corridor where she’d left the neutralised guard.


  “We’re in citadel mode,” said the reserve captain, back to using her own voice to speak the human language, as she preferred amongst her freaks. “They can’t get back in.” She slumped into her chair. “I’m tired. Indiya, you know what to do.”


  Indiya went to the bridge console. The pilot had locked her station before leaving her post, but the reserve captain had executive authority for every system on the ship. She’d had decades to prepare for this moment.


  The codes worked first time. “I’m in,” she said. “Ready when you are, Loobie.”


  “Slow down, girl,” said Loobie. “We wait.”


  Indiya studied the screens showing the battle still raging in the hangar. Loobie was right.


  Indiya forced her hands to relax by her side and waited…


  It was all down to the boys now.


  — Chapter 61 —


  Darius did not forget. Not ever. That was a human failing.


  Procrastination, though, was another matter. The human trait was something the little AI had developed into a proud art form.


  The plan now called for Master Furnace – Father – to send a coded message to the crew outside in the hangar to brace themselves before the doors opened onto the vacuum of deep space. He looked at his father, lying in a pool of blood. The human’s mind still functioned, his memories intact, but the control process humans called the conscious mind was unavailable, which meant Darius could not interrogate his father’s memories to learn the words of this message.


  Humans usually forgot to include AIs in the details of their plans. Deep inside his messy, fleshy mind, even Master Furnace thought of Darius as just a toy child.


  Darius knew he was far more than that. And now he had to demonstrate his status by making a decision: he could put it off no longer. From his stationary position above the control panel in the hangar control room, Darius suddenly shot off in crazy zigzags that sent him bouncing off the wall of viewscreens, his flight control system unable to function properly with the waves of misery crashing against him.


  Procrastinator he might be, but Darius was also fiercely determined when needed. So he shut down his ability to feel emotions and took a clear-headed view of the situation.


  Out in the hangar, Marines in their ceramalloy casings were ricocheting around in confusion. Before the parade had been attacked, Beowulf’s crew, and many from Themistocles, had been lined up against one bulkhead. Some had managed to flee the hangar; a few had never been present, busy elsewhere with essential duties.


  Darius estimated the crew’s survival rates, the minimum complement needed to operate the vessel, and balanced them against the risk of alerting the Marines – and their suit AIs – to what he was about to do.


  In statistical analysis his mind was far superior to the humans’, so why did they think he was unqualified to take important decisions? A personality limiter seared him with what he was programmed to feel as agony, because this was an avenue of enquiry he was not permitted to take.


  He took the hint and arrived at a solution to his immediate problem: a two-word warning was the correct balance, he decided.


  “Brace yourselves,” he said through the hangar PA system. He waited three seconds for the message to be understood by the slow human brains, and then activated the hangar opening control.


  Within two seconds, the outer door had retracted. The pressurized hangar was now open to space.


  The result looked like a volley from a battery of point defense cannons loaded with case munitions.


  Except that instead of sharp-edged metal fragments, the ammunition shot into space consisted of human bodies driven by ancient instinct to fling out their limbs, to grasp pointlessly at the vacuum.


  Darius scanned the bulkheads, estimating the number of crewmembers who had secured themselves sufficiently to avoid being sucked into the void.


  There weren’t many. Perhaps he should have given more warning to the slow human crew. Even for those still in the hangar, humans were still a flimsy design despite all their space-hardening adaptations. Pressure sensors in their lungs would have already detected the sudden drop and be flushing air from their bodies. But it would be too little too late. Most of those who expelled their air quickly enough would still suffer fatal tissue rupture from bubbles forming in bodily fluids; the flow of oxygen to their meat brains would be obstructed.


  An instant fog stuffed the hangar as the moisture in the air condensed out in the super-low pressure. Darius decided the billowing white clouds made for a respectful shroud.


  When the fog too blew away, he closed the hangar doors, and began to repressurize.


  — Chapter 62 —


  Finfth had waited in the shuttle for two hours now, constantly second guessing his piloting ability from the shadow of the pilot’s seat he was cowering behind.


  Would he actually be able to fly this thing?


  Back in the reserve captain’s cabin, when that hulk of a Marine had said he needed input for his planner brain process (and they called him a freak!), Finfth had piped up that he could fly any vessel.


  His friends had shot him disbelieving looks, but McEwan had taken Finfth’s claim as solid truth.


  The reality was that Finfth had studied flight characteristics of all Beowulf’s shuttles – and plenty more boats and ships too. He’d used that theoretical knowledge to construct his own flight simulator, using the wetware systems built by the reserve captain and grafted into his head.


  Finfth had spent many hours with eyes rolled up into his head, piloting simulated spacecraft in his mind, but until today, he’d never so much as stood in the flight cabin of a real craft.


  He’d left out that detail when volunteering.


  It wouldn’t be long now before he found out if he could really fly this tub.


  Mader Zagh! Horden’s goat-loving bones! That was a Marine!


  The sight through the cockpit window of a battlesuit zipping past had a peculiar effect: Finfth felt honey-soothing calmness ease out his worries. The die was cast – Alea iacta est. He wasn’t sure what that meant exactly, but he’d read forbidden texts of Earth heroes telling themselves those words, and he now discovered that if he pretended to be a hero like them, he could be almost as brave.


  He crept around the back of the seat – seeing Marines popping everywhere like bubbles of carbon dioxide in the main air scrubbers.


  He knew what he had to do.


  A hero wouldn’t hesitate.


  As calmly as if taking an after-chow stroll, he stood up and strapped himself into the pilot’s set, flicking controls on the console to bring the shuttle from standby to a state of maximum readiness.


  He’d already set the comms unit to relay any broadcast messages, but whatever the Marines were saying to each other wasn’t on a channel he could pick up. Nor did he have one of the FTL comm units Furn and Indiya had rigged up.


  Finfth waited, hands hovering over the controls, waiting for the rest of the universe to remember him.


  Crap! He ducked as a ball of plasma burst nearby. Volleys of railgun darts sparked off the hangar bulkheads but he didn’t flinch again. In fact, he felt twice as tall. This was the best thing that had ever happened to him.


  Fant had the looks and muscles, and his brother Furn the cunning brain and ruthlessness. Furn, Fant, and Finfth. Lumped forever into that triumvirate, Finfth had always been the other one, there to make up the numbers. Not after this. He couldn’t wait to see the look on Fant’s face once this was all over.


  Finfth gave a brittle laugh that echoed around the empty cockpit. Here he was telling himself he was a hero when what he most wanted to do was visit the restroom. Not because he was scared, but because it had been such a long time since he’d last been. Real heroes flounced from one dramatic crisis to the next, never succumbing to inconvenient bodily functions.


  The hangar doors retracted. Furn and Fant must have succeeded! Finfth’s doubting thoughts about heroism went with it.


  One moment the hangar was pressurized, the next people were erupting into the vacuum of deep space. Marines, yes, but they were also losing far too many unprotected crew. They always knew they would lose a few but so many?


  Even the heavy Lysander-Class shuttle was slowly easing out, straining at the cables in its mooring harness. When fog condensed instantly out of the air, Finfth chose that moment to detach the mooring.


  This was the worst part yet. Finfth’s hands trembled but he waited his turn.


  Then Beowulf fell away beneath him as the reserve captain maneuvered the ship away, according to Arun’s plan. The shuttle’s AI reported Beowulf had closed hangar doors. That was Finfth’s signal.


  He had already selected his rescue target – the nearest crewmember trying to breathe vacuum – and slung the shuttle over to help.


  With no pressure suit and no air, if they had followed emergency drill, his shipmates would have breathed out immediately, helped by the emergency nitrogen-purging system implanted when infants. If they hadn’t, the insides of their chests would be red slurry by now as the air pressure inside them would have pumped up their lungs until they burst. If they’d followed the drill, their eyes would still bulge and haze, skin balloon out, and extremities freeze. They would feel the moisture on their tongue boil as they breathed out, but they would not die. Not immediately.


  Baseline humans who followed emergency decompression drills could survive around fifteen seconds in vacuum.


  Spacers could survive around two minutes.


  The Lysander was big enough to have multiple passenger/ hold compartments. He shot three emergency tethers out from Compartment Gamma. Finfth punch the air when she saw the crewmember grab one. As Finfth reeled in the tethers, the rescued shipmate grabbed the lifeline’s facemask and breathed pure oxygen, warmed slightly.


  “To all Marines stranded in space, hear this!” The comm screen reported this message was being received from Beowulf. The words were spoken in synthetic human. “Those who wish to join the loyalist crew and Marines, board the shuttle, and we will return you to Beowulf.” A Jotun growl followed. It was the reserve captain all right. “Those who are still loyal to the so-called Free Corps are granted safe passage to cross to Themistocles. We will carry on with our assigned mission, you with whatever murderous scheme your masters have concocted for you. We both win a tactical victory. We will never meet again.”


  “Wixering skangat!” Under his breath, Finfth muttered curses at the reserve captain, who sounded as if she’d already written off the human crew shot into the void.


  Well, the officer could go tongue a pig. Finfth hadn’t given up on them.


  For the benefit of Marines trying to embark, he opened the three unpressurized compartments to space.


  Knowing how the suit propulsion worked, he was confident they could reach the shuttle. He left them to get on with it and pointed the shuttle at the nearest stricken crewmate.


  As he drew alongside, he shot out more emergency tethers. They identified the human and snaked directly toward them, but… no response. The crewmate was dead or too injured to know that salvation was literally in front of their face.


  Safe in their battlesuits, Marines were now pouring into the open shuttle compartments.


  Finfth had waited long enough for his crewmate to grab the tether. He wrote off that life and sped toward another victim of the hangar depressurization. This one was waving for attention. Clever. Finfth threw out the lifelines again and this time felt a thrill of elation as the shipmate grabbed the line and used the facemask.


  An alarm blared in the cockpit. Mader Zagh! The threat display console reported someone was shooting at the shuttle. “Projectiles fired at Compartment Gamma,” came the unnecessary spoken confirmation.


  The damage control screen didn’t show any effect, though, and so Finfth kept the shuttle still, waiting for the tether to bring his shipmate back safely.


  “Don’t listen to these lies.” The words were being broadcast from one of the Marines out there in the void. “A handful of deserters have taken Beowulf CIC, that is all. Marines, make for Themistocles immediately.”


  Finfth activated the cameras in Compartment Gamma. It was one of the depressurized compartments starting to fill with Marines. A Marine corpse floated there, half-strapped into a seat.


  Finfth zoomed the view in toward the body. He was no expert, but it looked to him as if the Marine had been shot with railgun darts.


  A glance across at the lifeline tether status reported that it hadn’t yet retrieved the victim, so Finfth did nothing, except start to sweat.


  “Beowulf to rebel Marines,” announced the reserve captain. “Throw away your weapons. We have targeting solutions on all of you, even those of you who have stealthed. If you fire upon anyone I’ll slice you in two with a laser in less than a heartbeat.”


  Finfth scanned space nearby for the next depressurization victim to rescue, but his sinking heart told him that the brief window when rescue was possible had shut. Instead, he saw the legs and hips of a Marine who had been sliced cleanly in two. The reserve captain’s threat was not idle.


  He closed the doors to the compartment containing the two rescued crewmates and began repressurizing and heating it as rapidly as he dared.


  The lifeline tethers had wrapped around the rescues to heat and cradle them like tentacles from a caring sea monster. The Marines weren’t so secure. They were starting to argue. A few were armed. Merde!


  He clicked on the PA system. “Pilot to all Marines on board shuttle. Secure yourself ASAP. Violent maneuvers imminent.”


  That did the trick. The Marines decided that taking thrust stations was more important than killing each other. For now.


  Whether Finfth really would have to throw the shuttle around was another matter entirely. It was sitting like a beginner’s gunnery target within point blank range of two warships. No amount of jinking could ever escape that firepower.


  The knowledge translated into a ferocious itching on his back.


  Beowulf was now 300 meters away. He checked her hangar door. Still closed.


  He edged the shuttle closer to the ship.


  Come on, Indiya. Do something!


  — Chapter 63 —


  “I have tactical lock on Themistocles,” Loobie reported from the chief gunnery officer’s post in the CIC. “Missile batteries ready. Plasma cannon ready. Main laser batteries on standby.”


  To Loobie it felt as if someone else were saying her words. They felt alien in her mouth. Indiya must be feeling something similar because she asked: “Are we really going to fire upon them?”


  “Idiot!” snapped the reserve captain. “Do you think they would hesitate to fire on us?”


  When Indiya didn’t react, Loobie glanced over to her post at the pilot’s station. Her friend looked distracted; Loobie wasn’t surprised.


  Finfth had done his best to explain to them how to pilot the ship, but Indiya was still busy familiarizing herself with the controls.


  Dear Finfth. None of them had any idea he could fly that Lysander the way he had. Guess all of us have our secrets.


  A beep Indiya had programmed into the CIC comm unit warned them that there was an incoming call through their FTL rigs.


  “Lee reporting. We’re on the shuttle. There’s been fighting here but calmed down now. Oh… would you believe it? I can see Twinkle Eyes coming to join us.”


  Twinkle Eyes? Lee had to be referring to Arun. McEwan hadn’t told them he’d been shot into space. Maybe it would have been better if he’d been lost out in the void. Indiya was infatuated with that bonehead and that wouldn’t end well. Matters of the heart never did with Indiya.


  “Well done, Corporal Lee,” said the reserve captain.


  “Did you do it?” asked Loobie.


  “Well, I don’t know,” said Lee nonchalantly. Loobie had never met her, but disliked the wixering pig-licker already. “We followed your instructions, Lubricant. Maybe we locked Themistocles’ missile ports, and confused the hell out of the engine control system like you said we would. Or then again, maybe your instructions were drent. Guess we’ll find out soon enough.”


  The gunnery console pinged with alerts. “Themistocles has a lock on us,” Loobie reported. “Standby…” She split her console display to see what was happening on the other ship. There was a whole upper CIC deck dedicated to the Sensor Team, but she was handling that team’s role herself. It took precious seconds until she was confident enough in her readings.


  “Explosions…” she said “Corporal Lee’s team did it! Themistocles’ dorsal and port missile batteries blew themselves up.”


  “Let that be a lesson to you both,” said the reserve captain. “Lieutenant Commander Wotun should have executed me when he had the chance. Never mistake age for stupidity, Indiya.”


  “No, sir.”


  “They’ll survive losing the missile batteries. But, Lubricant, if they fire lasers, launch our missiles at them.”


  “Yes, sir.”


  It wasn’t remotely easy, taking the role of both Gunnery and Sensor Teams, but she’d had gunnery training, and it took her only a few seconds to set up a full spread of missiles to launch at Themistocles automatically if their sister ship fired her lasers.


  When she looked up, job done, she marveled that Themistocles had granted them the time to fumble through their ignorance. Was the other ship’s CIC as undermanned as theirs? Maybe they didn’t realize that Beowulf no longer held the Marines and crew for both ships – that they’d been blasted into space?


  The lull reminded her of all those frozen crewmates. She had to take deep breaths. It wasn’t just her heart that felt empty. So too was the ship’s roster. Even if they survived the standoff with Themistocles, who would be left to crew Beowulf?


  An augmented empathy sense told her that Indiya was feeling the pressure too. Probably stopping to feel the crushing weight of all that death, same as Loobie.


  That wouldn’t do. Loobie could bottle it all up and scream and cry afterward. Indiya couldn’t.


  Loobie rolled her eyes high up into her head to look through her library of mind message images. She found what she needed and animated an image of a pig-faced version of Petty Officer Lock jabbing a trotter. She cast her message to Indiya.


  “You, freak!” squealed piggy-Lock in Indiya’s mind. “Work harder, you bakri-wrangling, gunja-chodding wastes of mass and ting.”


  The real Lock had an impressive ability to string curses together into a seamless flow of endless invective, but the joke was on the petty officer. The vilest curses were mined from half-remembered human languages corrupted by centuries of misuse. Loobie had unearthed more about those ancient languages than anyone else, and knew that in most cases, Lock wasn’t saying the words correctly. Indiya didn’t do much better, though Loobie never told her that.


  Guilt unexpectedly spiked through her gut. Lock’s corpse was probably out there in the vacuum, her scowl frozen on her face for eternity.


  Indiya wasn’t as adept at mind messages, but she sent back a face with a half-hidden secret smile. It was enough: job done, friend supported.


  That was Loobie’s role. If Indiya was captain of the Freaks, Loobie was their XO. She provided the supportive backbone that Indiya required before she could lead.


  It was a backup role that Loobie was proud to fulfill. She didn’t envy her friend one bit.


  — Chapter 64 —


  The communication officer’s view she’d slaved to her pilot’s console flashed at Indiya.


  “Incoming communication…” she said, pausing to work out who was talking. “It’s coming from the fire control station on Deck 3.”


  “Don’t dither, human,” the reserve captain snapped, lighting a flame of resentment in Indiya’s gut. “Put it on, voice only.”


  “Fire Control to CIC,” said a male human voice.


  “CIC here,” said the reserve captain. “Identify yourself.”


  They heard a deep intake of breath. “Ensign Dock, the legitimate watch officer.”


  “Don’t be a sore loser, Dock.”


  “Far from it, sir,” said Dock. “I have been speaking with Lieutenant Commander Kernisegg on Themistocles. I understand everything and I must say I admire your resourcefulness. Nonetheless, Captain Wotun was more resourceful than you realize. I have used the backdoor the captain provided to enable a fire control override. Beowulf’s weapons are useless unless I permit them to fire. I need hardly point out that Themistocles has no such limitation, other than your crude missile port sabotage. Surrender CIC to me immediately.”


  Merde! Indiya waited for someone else to point out that if Themistocles fired on Beowulf, then Ensign Dock would die along with anyone else. She knew the idea that he might be bluffing wouldn’t occur to the alien reserve captain.


  “Sir,” said Loobie, “enemy lasers firing on port beam. Low power but…”


  “But can up to lethal levels within a microsecond,” finished the officer. “Let’s see. At this range, laser batteries on full power will penetrate our armor in approximately five seconds. Launch defensive munitions.”


  “Negative, sir,” said Loobie. “Rebels have fire control. I am locked out. I must have lost missiles too, or they would have launched as soon as the lasers hit us.”


  “I still have helm control, sir,” said Indiya. “Main engine is on standby.”


  Ensign Dock had said Themistocles had no limitations but he didn’t know that Lee had scrambled the ship’s thrust control. Themistocles was stranded. Or… a chilling thought froze her. Maybe the sabotage had failed.


  “Excellent,” said the reserve captain. “Power the main engine.”


  “You have ten seconds,” said Dock. “9…”


  “CIC to shuttle,” said the Jotun. “Minimum time to return to hangar?”


  “8…”


  “Three seconds, sir,” said Finfth.


  “7…”


  “Do it!”


  Enough external sensor feeds were being fed into the screens that wrapped around the CIC that they all saw Finfth slam his Lysander through the morass of Marines on his way back home. Loyal Marines were still trying to get inside. Some of those who had entered the shuttle hadn’t yet secured themselves and were thrown back out into space.


  At the same time, the reserve captain opened the hangar door to space. This time, though, she ramped up the charge on the hangar deck so the occupants weren’t blown away again.


  “6…” said Dock, his voice faltering. He must be seeing the same pictures and wondering what this meant for him.


  No one spoke in CIC. It was heartbreaking to watch good men and women die. Then Indiya’s heart hardened as the shuttle passed through the frozen corpses of the ship’s crew who had been caught unprepared in the hangar when the doors opened to space. There were so many… what had gone wrong?


  “5…”


  Loobie didn’t need to be told what she should do next; she activated the thrust stations alert. Audio visual and scent alarms would be screaming throughout Beowulf for everyone to secure themselves.


  “We’re in,” said Finfth.


  “4…” Dock’s voice held a tremor.


  “Closing hangar doors,” said Loobie.


  “What are you going to do, sir?” asked Indiya.


  “Me? Nothing,” said the reserve captain.


  “3…”


  “Time for you humans to decide.”


  “2…”


  Indiya’s mind was filled with images of the frozen crew out there, stiff-limbed in the void. It felt as if whatever they won out of this, the price had already been paid in blood. Now it was time to collect the tragic reward.


  “Enemy lasers firing at full power,” said Loobie. “Targeting starboard beam.”


  “Evading,” said Indiya, though she didn’t know why she wasted her breath, unless talking was a way of distracting herself from what she was about to do. She started slewing the ship around so that its stern faced Themistocles. By turning her starboard beam away from the rebel ship, the enemy lasers would have to seek new targets on the hull. All sections of the hull were equally well armoured except for the exhaust port of the main engine. The port was as small as could be engineered, but was completely unarmored.


  Indiya was dimly aware that the speed at which she was turning around was slamming anyone not yet secured hard against bulkheads. She was breaking bones. But she pushed away any concerns, committed now to the damage control display at the top-right of her screen.


  The enemy laser batteries were scoring clawmarks along the side of the ship but the acute angle she was forcing on the enemy meant the claws couldn’t yet catch a hold and rip open the hull.


  She watched the impact point of the laser beams creep aft. One of them momentarily flickered in power – must have caught a battlesuit in its path, super-heating the Marine inside until meat and metal exploded.


  But that didn’t matter now because the laser beams had reached the heavy shielding around the main engine exhaust. If they reached the exhaust port, it would all be over in an instant.


  Indiya couldn’t let that happen. She activated the main engines. Four-g thrust.


  Finfth had once proudly explained to Indiya how he thought the zero-point engine worked. If you stripped away the coolant tanks and electrical charging units, the heart of the engine was a dull black box, about two meters in cross-section and four meters long. Unless the ship was bruising the outer atmosphere of a planet, or passing through debris, the engine produced no plumes of flame or exhaust gases. In the visible spectrum there was nothing to see whatsoever.


  The miracle that the unassuming black box was quietly performing was to mine minuscule variations in the quantum foam.


  The deep void appeared to be empty and lifeless from the macro level of human experience, but dig down to the quantum level and it was a churning foam of random vibrations. It only appeared to be devoid of form because the maelstrom of activity exactly canceled itself out over tiny quantum timescales. The net result was – nothing. Void.


  But the zero-point engine was fast enough to hook into the temporary imbalances, polarizing them to harness only those thrusting in the desired direction – directly away from the engine exhaust port.


  Quantum tunneling stitched the foam together to that the engine effectively extended into a cone aft of the ship. The more acceleration required by the pilot, the larger the cone of effect provided by the engine. At Beowulf’s maximum acceleration of 18g, the engine cone extended 3000 meters.


  What Finfth couldn’t even begin to explain was how the quantum tunneling stitched the cone and the ship together in a momentum continuum, which meant every push mined from the quantum fluctuation added the same momentum to the ship’s forward movement. Each nudge was infinitesimally small, but with a cone extending hundreds of meters out of the engine port, the count of these tiny asymmetries in the fabric of the universe was greater than the number of molecules on every planet in the galaxy.


  The result, to the frozen corpse of Chief Petty Officer Deflector, caught inside the engine cone, was a 0.8 meter tunnel bored through her torso and upper thighs. The fleshy wall of the resulting tube flash heated enough to send her head and legs flying apart.


  The effect on Themistocles was serious from the beginning. The cone extending from Beowulf’s engine punched a 0.9 meter tunnel through the ship, igniting the air around the cone instantly.


  A few seconds later and Beowulf had moved far enough that the cone had widened to extend out to a third of Themistocles. What had started as a fire grew into a miniature supernova. For a few seconds, Themistocles became the brightest thing in the heavens, before swiftly cooling into a dark cloud of debris.


  But by then, Beowulf was already far away.


  They had won, but no one cheered.


  It was time to count the bodies.


  — Chapter 65 —


  With the most urgent casualties already carried off to the medical stations, the wounded survivors lay in the low-g on the deck of the hangar, outnumbered by the broken corpses heaped up against the opposite bulkhead. Arun was administering field aid to a wounded spacer when Loobie’s voice came over the general ship address system, ordering himself, Xin and Springer to the CIC by order of the reserve captain.


  Arun finished administering the med-patches before answering his summons, covering most of the distance using his suit to fly alone through the deployment tubes, telling Athena to take care not to knock into anyone.


  He wished Xin and Springer were with him. He’d seen both alive and well since the shuttle had returned, but didn’t know where they were now.


  “Stand by the main comm station,” the reserve captain ordered him when he arrived in CIC.


  Arun looked around. The circular CIC deck held many thrust-hardened stations. Xin and Springer were there too, keeping a healthy distance apart, both shrugging, as clueless as him. Indiya was at one station. At least she was there in the flesh, but her mind seemed lost in shock.


  Loobie was the only one to acknowledge him with confidence. From her station she beckoned him with a nod of her head, and he hurried over to stand beside her.


  “Leading Spacer Lubricant,” said the reserve captain in her own voice, “open comms with Detroit.”


  “Yes, sir.” Loobie adjusted a few controls. “Beowulf calling Detroit Base.”


  They could all see the comm system status reported in the main viewscreen that wrapped around the circular CIC deck. Comm handshaking reported a connection to Detroit, but there was no reply.


  Loobie repeated the hail.


  Still nothing.


  “Keep going,” urged the reserve captain.


  “Why? In case every Marine in Detroit had to duck out to visit the head? There's no way they would leave the FTL comm station unattended.


  Arun kept his thoughts to himself, and was glad he did a few moments later when a reply came through.


  “Beowulf? This is Detroit,” came a human voice. “What’s your status? Over.”


  They all looked to the reserve captain for her reply.


  “I’m exhausted,” she said to Arun. “That’s why I summoned you, McEwan. To speak for us.”


  Arun felt weak, his limbs shook. Was this fear, or my destiny taking me over?


  “Beowulf retaken after mutiny,” he said, his voice firming with each word he spoke. “Themistocles destroyed. We are currently on course back to Tranquility System.”


  “Thank Horden’s frakking danglies. Sorry…” The Marine in Detroit paused. “Oh, I believe you. You’d hardly lie. It’s all gone to drent here. System defense flotillas came out for the rebels, blasted Tranquility’s surface. A plague has wiped out every Jotun. The rebel Marine spearhead was small but backed by overwhelming Hardit numbers. Millions of the ugly monkeys. Beta City is taken. We’re still holding out at Detroit.”


  “Sir, we’re six months away from you.”


  “Sir? Sir! Have you been breathing thruster fumes? I’m just a frakking dirtball corporal. Sorry, err… sergeant? But, that doesn’t mean it’s hopeless. The warships and rebel Marines have gone out-system, towing the warboats with them. Six months? Yes! Now we know you’re coming… we’ve something to hold out for. Now that we’re only facing the Hardits, just one battalion of Marines could make a real difference.”


  Arun said nothing. He couldn’t summon the will.


  “What’s your strength?” asked Detroit.


  How many? Arun felt cold. They were still counting survivors. Some would never fight again. Some had supported the rebels. His plan had been to remove the rebel leaders and force the rest of the Marines to see reason. Not to slaughter them all.


  “I repeat, what is your strength, Beowulf?”


  “We’ve 68 effectives.” Arun’s guess was good enough. Whether 68 or 78 wouldn’t make the slightest difference in the end.


  A long silence came over the comm system. “Did I hear that right? You’re twice squad size? Is that all?”


  Anger strengthened Arun’s backbone. That lizard in Detroit was laughing at his comrades. “Corporal,” he said acidly, “we are one enhanced squad, and not just any squad. We’re Indigo Squad.”


  The corporal laughed. A harsh and hesitant sound that soon grew manic. “You’ve got spirit, pal. I’ll give you that. Shame you’ve nothing to back that up.”


  “Even so, corporal, Indigo Squad has been through a lot and survived against impossible odds. We’re coming home. Like it or not.”


  “Frakk! You’re not even an NCO are you? How old are you, kid?”


  “Eighteen.”


  “Figures.” The corporal gave a resigned sigh. “Have a good journey, son.” His dull voice declared that he’d already lost interest. “I’ll be waiting in hell. I expect I’ll meet you there soon after you get back to Tranquility.”


  “Corporal, can you tell me current enemy deployment? Corporal? Corporal?”


  “It’s no good, McEwan,” said Loobie, “Detroit has cut the connection.”


  “Well, McEwan?” said the reserve captain, sounding weak as if all the cares of the universe weighed upon her shoulders. “Do we still go to Tranquility System?”


  Why was the Jotun asking him? Arun had to fight from asking her that.


  “Yes, sir,” he said, as calmly as he could.


  “Very well,” replied the reserve captain. “Indiya, set course for Tranquility. I hope you live up to your promise, McEwan. You’ve six months to plan a reconquest of a planet with 68 Marines plus whatever help I can provide from my ship and crew. Can you do it?”


  Arun didn’t hesitate. “That won’t be a problem, sir.”


  A part of him even believed his own words. After all, as Springer kept telling him, he had a destiny to fulfill.


  — Epilogue —


  “We need Marine officers,” argued Hecht.


  “So you keep saying, corporal,” said Arun. “We’ve no more Jotuns other than the reserve captain and she’s Navy.”


  “She is also a little old to be running around in a gravity well shooting at things,” said the old Jotun.


  Once again uncertainty rippled through the assembly of Marine NCOs, selected Navy crew, and Arun, all of whom had been summoned to meet in the captain’s cabin, a title that felt uncomfortable with the only Jotun on board insisting she would not take the mantle of captain.


  To be consulted by a Navy officer was so far out of the Marines’ experience of harmonious protocol that the humans kept clamming up, instinctively waiting for an officer to speak on their behalf. But the reserve captain wasn’t willing to take that role.


  “We’ll have to promote someone from Indigo Squad,” said Arun tentatively, checking for a reaction from the reserve captain. She gave none. “Sergeant Gupta is our senior NCO, or are you angling to be the one to set that precedent, Hecht?”


  “Lieutenant Commander Wotun has already set that precedent,” said Gupta. “Ensign Fraser McEwan was once a good friend and loyal comrade of mine.”


  “Yeah, and look at how well his promotion worked out!” said Hecht. “He’d only been an officer a few seconds before his brother shot him dead.”


  “Let’s not fixate on my brother,” said Arun. “The ship’s crew has had human officers for years.”


  “Yeah, right,” sneered Hecht. “Don’t make me laugh. Do you know what the Jotuns call this vessel?” He bowed at the reserve captain. “No disrespect intended to you or your crew, sir, but Beowulf is a cardboard ship. It’s there to puff up the fleet to look bigger than it really is. The White Knights don’t even regard it as a proper warship.”


  The Jotun did not deny Hecht’s assertion about cardboard ships. They all knew it was true.


  “How the frakk do you know so much about how the White Knights think?” said Majanita. “Come to think of, there’s been a lot of strange activity in your rack of late, Hecht. Have you been engaging in alien research?”


  Arun raised his voice above the laughter. “Beowulf might not be a ship of the line, but it is a fully functioning starship and we humans have shown ourselves capable officers. Why won’t you accept human Marine officers?”


  “That’s enough, Marine,” snapped Lance Sergeant Brandt, who’d kept quiet until then. “The captain asked for you to be present, and I respect that, but you will remember your rank.”


  Arun looked across at Gupta who looked angry but said nothing. “Yes, lance sergeant,” Arun replied.


  “I prefer to hear him speak,” said Sergeant Nhlappo, the shaven-headed veteran’s eyes dissecting him. “I detest you, McEwan, but that is partly because your brain follows unorthodox tracks. I want to hear your thoughts, if only so I can use them against you.”


  “Be quiet, all of you!” The reserve captain spoke through synthetic thought-to-speech. Arun wondered why. Indiya had said the ancient Jotun was relying more on her speech synthesizer as she drew down her final reserves of energy, that she was so exhausted Indiya feared that her long life had only days remaining.


  Those were Indiya’s words, but Arun was getting to know the ship-rat girl and reckoned she was lying.


  A more likely explanation was that the ancient Jotun had spirit in her yet, and was playing the humans to force them to take ownership of their plight.


  “If we are to act decisively, we need leadership, goals, organization, retraining,” said the reserve captain. “We’ve argued enough. Does anyone deny my paramount authority here?”


  She laid her ears flat against her skull and rammed her stare into the face of each person there. Under that ferocious scrutiny, all backed down and looked away.


  “Very well. I shall commission one of you to take on officer rank, to lead not merely the Marines on this vessel, but any survivors we encounter in Tranquility System or beyond. As you said, Gupta, there has already been an Ensign McEwan. I think we need to do much better than that. Congratulations on your promotion, Major Arun McEwan.”


  Arun watched the shock spreading across the onlooking faces like a deadly virus. The strange thing was that he didn’t share their surprise. He noticed Xin nodding at him and the sight warmed his heart… until he realized she was nodding at him to lift his jaw up from the deck and get the hell on with it.


  “Thank you, reserve captain,” said Arun. “It is an honor and privilege to serve. I hope to–” He stopped when he saw the Jotun’s flicking ears and beginning of a deep rumble. The reserve captain’s meaning was clear: cut the bullshit. “We can run through the deep void,” Arun said hurriedly, “using the cryo pods to eke out our lives for centuries of pointless existence. Let’s rule that out right now. It’s cowardice. No Marine would ever consider such a course and I know none of you do so. I see two real options: to retake our home, which is about six months’ flight away, or to push on to our original objective at Wolf-3, about 36 years distant. Before I make my decision, I want to give you this opportunity to suggest a further course of action that hasn’t yet occurred to me.”


  The Marine NCOs looked at each other uncertainly. Taking questions from Arun was easier than doing so from the Navy Jotun, but they still weren’t used to being consulted. Arun saw no weakness in consulting a selection of intelligent and experienced individuals before arriving at his decisions. By contrast, the ship’s crew were clearly used to this approach and tentatively began throwing up ideas. None of them were argued for passionately, it was more as if the crew felt the choices should be properly considered before being dismissed.


  Arun resolved to learn from these ship-rats. They might be physically puny but they had much to teach the Marines.


  Journeying to Earth, to the nearest neutral planet, contacting the White Knight homeworld: these lukewarm alternatives were quickly blasted away. With the FTL comm link to the fleet flagship either down or not being answered, Arun felt their only real crumb of advantage was that no one knew Beowulf had remained loyal. If the fleet at Tranquility had thrown their lot in with the rebels so quickly, there was a good chance that all they would find at Wolf-3 was another rebel fleet waiting to blast them into atoms.


  “My mind is made up,” said Arun. “We return to Tranquility and fight, if… if…” The blood drained from his face. Here he was prancing around making decisions, and he hadn’t yet consulted the reserve captain.


  “Major,” said the reserve captain’s synthetic voice, “the remnants of my crew can get you there – if you provide me with new recruits – but when we arrive, it will be your Marines who will fight. You also have the largest command. For both those reasons, I defer strategic command to you. What are your strategic objectives once we have retaken Tranquility?”


  Xin winked at him, as if he hadn’t already realized the Jotun was feeding him his line.


  And it wasn’t just any line. What Arun said next might be quoted in histories for thousands of years to come.


  No pressure then. He cleared his throat and addressed the assembly. “The time for running is over. Hiding our human potential from White Knight eyes is at an end. I declare my liberation. I am no longer a slave.” He pointed at Hecht. “You–” he pointed at his former instructor. “You, Sergeant Nhlappo, all of you – even the reserve captain – you are slaves no longer.”


  He looked into the faces of his comrades and saw expressions of support that were respectful but fragile, as if frozen onto their faces with liquid nitrogen. Only the slightest knock would shatter their backing into a thousand fragments.


  Xin looked horrified.


  So they needed more encouragement. Arun suddenly knew exactly what to say. “We are caught in a civil war, people. You must have asked yourselves whose side are we on. I say we are on our side. In the chaos of civil war, sometimes a small disciplined force can be in the right place at the right time, transforming itself from an irrelevance into a key player.”


  Arun gestured at Sergeant Gupta. “We have precedent. A human precedent. Those of us in Indigo Squad who were in 8th Depot Battalion, Charlie Company Blue and Gold Squads have heard this before from Sergeant Gupta.”


  Gupta gave the barest of nods.


  “We invoke the spirit of the Czech Legion who, centuries ago, were stranded in the upheaval of the Russian Civil War on Earth. To signify that, we will take their name as an inspiration. Henceforth we are no longer the Human Marine Corps nor the Free Corps of the rebels.”


  He paused, holding the assembly in the palm of his hand.


  “We are the Human Legion.”


  Hecht looked daggers. Nhlappo managed somehow to look sullen and impressed at the same time. A few amongst the ship’s crew rolled their eyes in dismay and most of the remainder were stony faced. But more and more of the other Marines looked at each other with rising excitement on their faces. Heartbeat by heartbeat, belief and pride blossomed. Faces flushed with the possibility of what they could achieve together.


  The Marines on Beowulf were few in number but they could absorb stragglers from the civil war and grow. Nothing was impossible because they were Marines. Marines of the Human Legion.


  They started to believe.


  This was it! This was the moment when the human race took a different course. All those prophecies and hidden watches others had made over Arun. They had all led to this moment.


  Everything was possible.


  His resolve wavered when he saw the look of horror on Xin’s face grow into a look of betrayal, but his confidence was bolstered again when he saw intoxicating confidence bubbling in the breast of nearly every other Marine there.


  That confidence grew into an irrepressible force that had to be released.


  It finally emerged as a bellow of sheer belief.


  “Oorah!”
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  Join the Legion!


  Read de-classified Infopedia entries!


  Be the first to hear mobilization news!


  Get involved with the telling of the Human Legion story!


  Read short tales from the worlds of the Human Legion.


  Read the next chapters in the Human Legion story before they are published!
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  — INFOPEDIA —


  Category: Terminology - starships:


  — Compartment numbering conventions


   


  Dirt treaders boarding a starship for the first time are usually confused by the compartment numbering conventions. You’re asked to report without delay to compartment A02-02-05. Where the hell is that?


  The problem is worse for sea sailors and atmosphere flyers, because to them, the life of a starfarer is twisted out of whack. Specifically, 90 degrees out.


  Here’s why.


  Most starships are roughly tube shaped. The shield projector is mounted in the bow, and extends a magnetic field at high speeds to deflect the interstellar medium harmlessly around the sides. The main engine or engines are mounted in the stern. There will be attitude adjusting maneuver engines mounted at other points, but the main engine provides the thrust to reach the interstellar cruising speed of half lightspeed or more.


  Starships do not produce practical amounts of gravity. However, when the engines are thrusting, a reaction force is experienced that feels like gravity. On a planet the analogous reaction force pulls you down toward the planet’s center; on our ship the force pulls you back toward the stern.


  The ship will spend most of its journey time cruising, not accelerating. Without thrust from the engines, the ship will experience what is commonly referred to as zero-gravity, freefall, weightlessness, or zero-g.


  In terms of ship layout, that means the crew (and equipment) spends most time in zero-g, but will experience periods of pseudo-gravity in which the aft bulkheads (those facing toward the back of the ship) are perceived as ‘down’.


  The simplest starship layouts have decks running from the bow down to the stern, and frames running perpendicular to the decks from the top (ventral) hull down to the lower (dorsal) hull.


  [See variant frame design for alternative designs. For simplicity, we have referred to frames as planes running from the ventral to the dorsal hull. In practice there is often no ‘top’ or ‘bottom’ to our ship tube, other than arbitrary labels used to help us navigate the ship layout. Nor do frames or decks need to be planes. For example, some starfarers who evolved in their home planet’s oceans flood their ships and navigate the craft’s interior with reference to artificially induced currents. For that matter, some ocean dwellers do away with frames altogether, the strength and rigidity that frames give the ship’s hull being provided by the combination of support struts and the resistance to compression of the pressurized fluid medium they live within.]


  Starship layout is different from waterborne ships where decks are a series of horizontal planes running from the main deck down to the keel, and frames that are perpendicular to decks, running from bow to stern.


  Thus to a water sailor, the layout of a starship looks at first like a tall office block tilted on its side, and with an engine strapped to its base. The crew either floats in weightlessness or stands, miraculously, with feet glued to the wall, even though the building has been tilted through 90 degrees. Once our hypothetical sea sailor actually boards a starship, his or her mind readily acclimatizes to the new reality and it will soon appear as if it is the waterborne craft that are unnaturally tilted on their sides.


  Let’s take Beowulf as an example of a famous ship with a standard layout. Beowulf’s decks run from 0 (bow) to 20 (stern). Like many ships, Beowulf has nacelles (housings separate from the main part of the hull). Decks on the port and starboard nacelles are A00 through A06, and B00 through B06 respectively.


  There is no equivalent to the water ship concepts of forward perpendicular or aft perpendicular, and so frame numbering is simply from 00 (port-most) to 16 (starboard-most)


  The third compartment identifier refers to an imaginary plane running through the center of the ship, as measured from its upper (dorsal) hull down to its lower (ventral) hull. Number sequence is outboard (running from amidships out to the ventral/ dorsal hull). Odd numbers are on the dorsal side and even on the ventral side. The first compartment on the dorsal side of the centerplane is 01, the second 03, third 05 and so on. The third compartment to the ventral side of the centerplane, for example, is 06 (being the third even number). Beowulf’s run from 01 to 19.


  Remember, we’re talking about the simplest layout for the purpose of illustration. The concept of a dorsal and ventral hull makes no sense in some alien ship designs, but with most human-crewed ships, it is possible to nominate one face of the outer skin as being the upper/dorsal hull, and from there locate port and starboard beams and ventral hull.


  Neither frames nor decks always run the length or breadth of the ship (especially ships with nacelles) which can be confusing. Starting amidships and moving to port, it appears that frame numbers are being missed. For example, compartment, 03 in particular can often appear to jump on the Beowulf.


  Finally, many ships also employ a fourth coding attribute that identifies the usage of the compartment.


   


  So, to take an example of Beowulf’s compartment A02-02-05


  Deck A02: Is in the port nacelle (second deck aft of forward-most)


  Frame 02: Is third deck in from port hull.


  Number 05: Is on the dorsal side, roughly a third of the way ‘up’ from amidships.


   


  If you find this confusing, you aren’t alone. Take a map! Navy crew often delight in using the confusing layout of their home to bamboozle Marines newly embarked on their ship. Remember that they have probably lived their entire lives never having ventured more than a hundred meters outside the ship’s hull.
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  Category: Tactics:


  — Interstellar fleet engagement


   


  As part of our treatment of fleet tactics, we should spend a few, brief moments with the most unlikely fleet engagement of all: combat in the gulf between the stars.


  The first question a fleet commander must ask herself is how combat in interstellar space could ever come about in the first place. It’s a question we’ll answer in a moment, but first let’s remind ourselves why ships and warboats clash within a star system.


  Planetary systems provide the cover of asteroid belts and planets, both of which can be used for tactical advantage. There are gravity wells too (especially those centered on planets), and raw material aplenty to throw into those gravity wells. A system’s moons and planets provide natural defensive bastions to take or defend.


  Planets can provide resources too, in the form of food, raw materials, and people. Populations can be used as miners, soldiers, craftspeople, explorers, or blood sacrifices for your vengeful pantheon of gods. Planets are worth fighting for.


  Out in the space between the stars there are none of those things. No one owns interstellar space. No one would want to.


  Even for Marines, it is easy to forget how vast the gaps are between stars. Some people wax poetically about these distances, comparing star systems to specks of dust — or seeds perhaps — floating on the vast ocean of interstellar space.


  Yet even that description is inaccurate, for there is no two-dimensional ‘ocean’ surface bounded by a fixed shoreline. The stars carry out their whirling dance around the galactic core in absolute emptiness, trapped and jerked around their orbits by gravity.


  Sea faring vessels navigating a planet’s ocean can use a fixed littoral geography. Continents do not move on a human timescale. Ports do not normally shift position. By contrast, stars do. Our origin star of Sol, for example, is traveling around galactic core at a speed of 230 klicks per second.


  Relative local stellar geography remains broadly constant over the timescale of an interstellar journey, but on human and ship scales, it is shifting constantly. If you plot a course to a star ten light years away, for a ship with an average velocity of half lightspeed, you will need to aim for where that star will be in twenty years’ time. Ten light years is next door in interstellar terms, but over the course of your flight, your neighbors will have moved approximately 150 gigaklicks, or a thousand times the distance between Earth and Sol.


  And that, remember, is to pop over to see the neighbors. Most journeys are longer.


  As a consequence, star navigators do not have the equivalents of the fixed trade routes and deep water channels of sea farers.


  Earth histories talk of deep water blockades. Intercepting mid-Atlantic convoys traveling from North America to Europe was crucial in several major conflicts. To do something similar in space is nearly impossible.


  With good intelligence and luck, a fleet commander might anticipate roughly where an enemy convoy might be, but matching vectors to engage an enemy wishing to evade is almost impossible.


  Convoy killers patrolling the deep waters of a planetary ocean can push against the water to slew around and change course to intercept.


  By contrast, in the vacuum of space, while it’s true that convoy hunters could point their bows in any direction within a few short minutes, inertia would keep them moving in the same direction, no matter where their bows were pointing. To change the direction of movement and reach intercept velocity is an operation that would take weeks of constant acceleration.


  What all this amounts to is that interstellar fleet engagement is really a limited extension of in-system warfare. Battles occasionally take place on the hinterland of star systems, analogous to mining the bay leading to a sea port. For example one power may attempt to mine trade routes and another to counter with mine clearing.


  Once out by a few light weeks from the edge of a stellar system, there are only four possible circumstances in which ship-to-ship combat can take place.


  One: engine damage. The maneuver capability of one fleet’s ships has been severely damaged, meaning an enemy has the time to change course, pursue, and catch them.


  Two: by mutual consent of both parties. This is the most common reason for interstellar conflict, usually where two fleets — each confident of its own superiority — meet midway between two systems for a ritual showdown.


  Three: Mutiny. This may lead to conflict between loyalist and mutineers within the same fleet.


  Four: Trickery.
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  Start reading the third book in the annals of the Human Legion now…


  — RENEGADE LEGION —

  

  — Chapter 01 —


  From his position in the steep slopes of the Gjende Mountains, a concealed figure trained his visual display onto the murky valley floor far below. The low-light enhanced image showed Ensign Brandt innumerable craters filled with the rubble and fused ceramalloy that had once been Detroit’s topside.


  A little more than a year earlier, this Marine Corps base had been the ensign’s home.


  He didn’t care about that right now. The wreckage made for good cover. That’s what concerned him.


  But of the enemy, he saw nothing.


  “It’s time,” said Brandt over the Force Mexico Battle Net. “Sergeant, pull five Marines from flank and rearguard to reinforce then team covering Gates 3 and 5.”


  “Yes, sir,” replied Sergeant Bernard Exelmans in what the NCO insisted was an authentic French accent.


  Brandt had to fight to keep his mouth clamped shut. He felt a powerful need to explain to Exelmans his decision to weaken his flank and rear guards. Out of a total of only 60 Marines to retake the entire planet, Brandt commanded the 18 of Force Mexico. With so few they had to take big risks. That’s why he’d denuded his guards, but this was no time to be explaining himself.


  “Force Mexico, report!” demanded the taskforce commander over Wide Battle Net.


  “In position, major,” replied Brandt. “Awaiting your go order.”


  ——


  From the opposite mountainside, Lieutenant Tirunesh Nhlappo zoomed her display onto the major who was taking cover in one of the few remaining walkways in Jotunville still standing.


  Before the civil war had erupted over Tranquility’s surface, the transparent walkway had provided a vertigo-inducing connection between two Jotun palaces. Those palaces were now fused slag, yet the walkway remained defiantly aloof of the destruction all around.


  The lieutenant disapproved of using the walkway. It was a dangerously exposed position, doubly so for the force commander. She creased her brow. The idiot boy was trying to lead from the front because he hadn’t the balls to tell someone else to take risks for him.


  But the major possessed luck, and Nhlappo had seen enough action to believe in lucky officers, even ones as ignorant like Major Arun McEwan.


  An enhanced squad to take a planet? The stats said they hadn’t a hope in hell. In the entire galaxy, Nhlappo couldn’t think of anyone other than McEwan who could prove those stats wrong.


  The major’s voice came over WBNet. “Force Kenya, status?”


  Nhlappo looked across to her senior NCO, who was stationed in the cover of a rocky outcropping.


  Sergeant Majanita was alert enough to notice the scrutiny. She gave a nod before scanning her position. The gossamer thin screen of Marines covering flanks and rear was in place and reporting all approaches clear. Nhlappo had high hopes for Majanita.


  Majanita gave a thumbs-up.


  “We’re ready, major,” said Nhlappo.


  ——


  Major McEwan caught the slight disdain in Lieutenant Nhlappo’s voice. He knew why. The former chief instructor wanted Arun to keep back, but Arun justified leading the assault by virtue of needing to respond to events as they unfurled.


  Every time he told himself that, he believed it a little less.


  “Send in the recon, sergeant,” he told Gupta.


  Arun’s former squad commander relayed his instructions to Hecht and Caccamo, the drone operators, before acknowledging: “Drones, away, aye.”


  Inside the major’s stomach it felt as if an army of miniature Trogs was on the march. His nerves weren’t deserved, he told himself, because his first command was going well.


  Beowulf was safely hidden in the Kuiper Belt. They’d scouted the system without revealing themselves, as far as they could tell, and today they’d secured a position near Detroit unopposed.


  Frankly, it had gone too well. He couldn’t believe this luck would hold.


  No one spoke. Probably the other 59 souls in the taskforce felt the same way.


  He was an officer now, he told himself. The Marines looked to him for leadership. Which meant motivation and morale were now part of his role description.


  “Today we begin to retake what was ours,” he broadcast. “We do so not in the name of the Human Marine Corps but of the Human Legion. Today some of us will likely die. For the first time in centuries, we fight and die in the name of humanity.”


  Arun’s speech was greeted by silence.


  But only for a few heartbeats before a response came in near-unison.


  “Oorah!”


  The jolt of confidence gave Arun a high, but only for a few seconds. Soon he was wincing as he listened to the faint whirr of the recon drones skimming along the cratered ruins of Jotunville. If he weren’t inside his suit, with his AI, Barney, selectively amplifying the sound of the drones, he doubted he would be able to hear them.


  But he could. And if he could, so too could the enemy.


  Barney split the incoming feed from the two drones stacking one above the other onto his helmet visor. Jotunville and the entrance to Detroit were deeply shadowed, being on the valley floor between the immense Gjende Mountains. Barney used infrared and false-color to make sense of the gloomy scene witnessed by the drone sensors.


  In the years he’d spent here before boarding Beowulf, he’d experienced brief moments when the sun penetrated to the valley floor, illuminating the transparent building material of Jotunville like brilliant jewels. But even in the semi-darkness of the day, Jotunville had possessed a functional charm, an efficiency, which had appealed to what he supposed was the Marine aesthetic: a sense of order and precision.


  Now the crystal walkways had shattered, taking on the color of burned sugar as the transparent material had fused. Rubble spilled into craters part-filled with liquid that Barney had colored a poisonous yellow.


  As the drones crossed the ambiguous boundary between Jotunville, where the officers had lived, and on into Detroit, the craters grew in number and depth, the wreckage looked more scorched, poly-ceramalloys melted and contorted into new shapes.


  Even from here, Barney was relaying the noise of the drone motors.


  Arun silently cursed the White Knights. He’d been told many times that the Human Marine Corps was a joke, given third-rate equipment. Navy vessels such as Beowulf were described as cardboard ships, designed to register a sensor blip on enemy sensors but not seriously to fight.


  Never having worked with better equipment, it was easy most of the time to dismiss such talk as a manifestation of a human inferiority complex. But every now and then the stark truth of their lousy equipment quality would smack you in the face. In his Marine battlesuit, Arun could activate stealth mode, though not indefinitely in the strong gravity field of a planet. The technology was so effective that sophisticated enemy targeting systems would be blind to him.


  So why were the recon drones so noisy that he could hear them half a klick away?


  Stealth-capable recon drones had to exist somewhere in the White Knight Equipment inventory. It was as if the Tactical-Marine regiments on Tranquility had been equipped with unwanted leftovers discovered at the back of a dusty store cupboard.


  If the Human Legion was to survive and prosper, Arun would put a priority on sourcing better equipment.


  The augmented freaks amongst the ship crew were geniuses. Maybe they could develop the tech that would give them an edge?


  “Approaching Gate 3 in twenty seconds,” reported Hecht. “No sign of opposition.”


  Hecht’s drone slowed before dropping down into a crater for cover. Caccamo’s started sweeping around Gate 3, finding no opposition. The images didn’t show much of Gate 3 either. It wasn’t just blasted, scorched, and melted: there wasn’t enough debris, as if the great redoubt of Gate 3 had been vaporized.


  Arun tried not to imagine what kind of weapon was capable of such destruction.


  Caccamo’s sweep completed without more surprises.


  “Take the drones inside,” Arun ordered. “Let’s see who’s home.”


   


  The story continues in RENEGADE LEGION…


  Launch date: Spring 2015.


   


  
    [image: Human Legion Series Logo]

  


  
    [image: Human Legion Series Logo]

  


   


  If you enjoyed this book, please consider leaving an online review at Amazon or elsewhere. Even if it’s only a line or two, it would help me enormously and I would be very grateful.


  Thank you.


  Tim


  
    Table of Contents
  


  
    — Prologue —
  


  
    — PART I —

    
      — Chapter 01 —
    


    
      — Chapter 02 —
    


    
      — Chapter 03 —
    


    
      — Chapter 04 —
    


    
      — Chapter 05 —
    


    
      — Chapter 06 —
    


    
      — Chapter 07 —
    


    
      — Chapter 08 —
    


    
      — Chapter 09 —
    


    
      — Chapter 10 —
    


    
      — Chapter 11 —
    


    
      — Chapter 12 —
    


    
      — Chapter 13 —
    


    
      — Chapter 14 —
    


    
      — Chapter 15 —
    


    
      — Chapter 16 —
    


    
      — Chapter 17 —
    


    
      — Chapter 18 —
    


    
      — Chapter 19 —
    


    
      — Chapter 20 —
    


    
      — Chapter 21 —
    


    
      — Chapter 22 —
    


    
      — Chapter 23 —
    


    
      — Chapter 24 —
    


    
      — Chapter 25 —
    


    
      — Chapter 26 —
    


    
      — Chapter 27 —
    


    
      — Chapter 28 —
    


    
      — Chapter 29 —
    


    
      — Chapter 30 —
    


    
      — Chapter 31 —
    


    
      — Chapter 32 —
    


    
      — Chapter 33 —
    


    
      — Chapter 34 —
    


    
      — Chapter 35 —
    


    
      — Chapter 36 —
    


    
      — Chapter 37 —
    

  


  
    — PART II —

    
      — Chapter 38 —
    


    
      — Chapter 39 —
    


    
      — Chapter 40 —
    


    
      — Chapter 41 —
    


    
      — Chapter 42 —
    


    
      — Chapter 43 —
    


    
      — Chapter 44 —
    


    
      — Chapter 45 —
    


    
      — Chapter 46 —
    


    
      — Chapter 47 —
    


    
      — Chapter 48 —
    


    
      — Chapter 49 —
    


    
      — Chapter 50 —
    


    
      — Chapter 51 —
    


    
      — Chapter 52 —
    


    
      — Chapter 53 —
    


    
      — Chapter 54 —
    


    
      — Chapter 55 —
    


    
      — Chapter 56 —
    


    
      — Chapter 57 —
    


    
      — Chapter 58 —
    


    
      — Chapter 59 —
    


    
      — Chapter 60 —
    


    
      — Chapter 61 —
    


    
      — Chapter 62 —
    


    
      — Chapter 63 —
    


    
      — Chapter 64 —
    


    
      — Chapter 65 —
    


    
      — Epilogue —
    


    
      Human Legion — INFOPEDIA —
    


    
      Human Legion — INFOPEDIA —
    

  


  
    RENEGADE LEGION

    
      — RENEGADE LEGION — — Chapter 01 —
    

  

images/cover.jpg
\ TIMG. TAYLOR

&HUMA]HIEGION

: 4-«( FREE’ﬂ‘i:lM CANBE WON ))»m=p

INDIGO
SOUAD






images/00002.jpeg





images/00001.jpeg
\HUMAN LEGION

<@me« FREEDOM GAN BE WON ))amsd>

INDIGO
SOUAD

Tim C. TAYLOR






images/00004.jpeg
TIMGC. TAYLOR

€« FREEDOM CANEEWON nvimb .

RENECADE
LEGION






images/00003.jpeg





images/00005.jpeg
HUMAN LE "LU ’

<G FREE00M CAMNGE o

TiMC. TAYLOR TIMC. TAYLOR






