

[image: The Shorter Parts of Valor by Tanya Huff]



[image: The Shorter Parts of Valor by Tanya Huff]



The Shorter Parts of Valor

Copyright © Tanya Huff, 2022

First published as an ebook in 2022 by JABberwocky Literary Agency, Inc.

“Not That Kind of War” originally published in Women of War, DAW Books, 2005.

“You Do What You Do” originally published in Armored, Baen Books, 2012.

“First In” originally published in Infinite Stars, Dark Frontiers, 2019.

“To Dust We Shall Return” originally published in Apocalyptic, Zombies Need Brains, 2020.

“Long Time Passing” originally published in The Shorter Parts of Valor, JABberwocky Literary Agency, Inc., 2022.

All rights reserved.

ISBN 978-1-625675-93-4

This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, and incidents either are the product of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously, and any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, business establishments, events, or locales is entirely coincidental.

Cover design by John Fisk.

Published by JABberwocky Literary Agency, Inc.

49 W. 45th Street, 12th Floor

New York, NY 10036

awfulagent.com/ebooks



TABLE OF CONTENTS

Title Page

Copyright

Author’s Note

Not That Kind of War

You Do What You Do

First In

To Dust We Shall Return

Long Time Passing

About the Author

Also by Tanya Huff



AUTHOR’S NOTE

Yes, I know. We’re using the American spelling of Valor in the title and yet the stories use Canadian/UK spelling. Trust me, I’d have rather been able to use Canadian/UK spelling on the cover too but we’re trying to get it to match up with the new ebook series where we couldn’t change the interior to Canadian/UK spelling without having to charge you a whole lot more for each book. Which we didn’t want to do. Seriously, we didn’t. My biggest defining characteristic after Canadian is…um, frugal. Yeah, let’s call it frugal.

But I could use Canadian/UK spellings for these short stories because they’re a lot easier to change than eight books first published with US spelling. And I didn’t have to change “Long Time Passing,” because I wrote it for this collection.

Anyway, we’re aware. And we recognize some people might find it a bit weird. But we saved you money, so yay.

“Not That Kind of War,” “First In,” and “To Dust We Shall Return” all happen before the novels. Yes, I know most of you will be able to figure that out on your own, but in case someone new has wandered in, it’s only polite to mention it.




Not That Kind of War

The Valor-verse was still fairly small when I wrote this, and I was still hooking up Torin’s battles with actual, real-world battles. Or actual, real comments from Colonel “Chesty” Puller at least. This story, however, wasn’t based on a real battle, but on the attack on Minas Tirith, and rests on Theoden’s comment to Aragorn before charging out of Helm’s Deep of how they should choose to make an end that would be worth a song.

“We still have one hell of a lot of colonists to get off this rock before we can leave.” Captain Rose frowned out at Sh’quo Company’s three surviving second lieutenants and the senior NCOs. "And every ship going up is going to need an escort to keep it from being blown to hell by the Others so we’re on Captain Allon’s timetable. Given the amount of action up there…” He paused, allowing the distant crack of a vacuum jockey dipping into atmosphere to carry the point. “…we may be down here for a while. Bottom line, we have to hold Simunthitir because we have to hold the port.”

“The Others have secured the mines," Second Lieutenant di’Pin Arver muttered, her pale orange hair flipping back and forth in agitation, “you’d think they’d be happy to be rid of us.”

“I’d think so. Unfortunately, they don’t seem to.” The captain thumbed the display on his slate and a three-dimensional map of Simunthitir rose up out of the holo-pad on the table. “Good news is, we’re up against a mountain. As long as our air support keeps kicking the ass of their air support, they can only come at us from one side. Bad news is, we have absolutely no manoeuvering room and we’re significantly outnumbered even if they only attack with half of what they’ve got on the ground.”

In Staff Sergeant Torin Kerr’s not inconsiderable experience, even the best officers liked to state the obvious. For example: significantly outnumbered. Sh’quo Company had been sent off to this mining colony theoretically to make a statement of force to the Other’s scouts. They’d since participated in a rout and now were about to make one of those heroic last stands that played so well on the evening news. No one had apparently told the enemy that they were supposed to be doing reconnaissance and they had, as a result, sent two full battalions—or the Others’ equivalent—to take the mines.

“Lieutenant Arver, make sure your remaining STAs…”

And what fun, they’d already lost two of their six surface to air missile launchers.

“…are positioned to cover the airspace immediately over the launch platform. See if you can move one of them up here.”

A red light flared on the targeting grid overlaying the map.

“Yes, sir.” The lieutenant keyed the position into her slate.

“Set your mortars up on level four. I want them high enough to have some range but not so high any return fire they draw may damage the port. You’re going to have to take out their artillery or we are, to put it bluntly, well and truly screwed. Staff Sergeant Doctorow…”

“Sir.”

Doctorow’s platoon had lost its second lieutenant in the first exchange.

“…I want all accesses to the launch platform in our hands ASAP. We don’t need a repeat of Beniger.”

With the Others beating down the door, the civilians of Beniger had rushed the ships. The first had taken off so overloaded it had crashed back, blown the launch pad and half the port. Granted, any enemy in the immediate area had also been fried but Torin figured the dead of Beniger considered that cold comfort.

“Lieutenant Garly, I want one of your squads on stretcher duty. Get our wounded up into port reception and ready to be loaded once all the civilians are clear. Take position on the second level, but mark a second squad in case things get bad.”

“Sir.”

“Lieutenant Franks…”

Torin felt the big man beside her practically quiver in anticipation.

“…you’ll hold the first level.”

“Sir!”

Just on the periphery of her vision, Torin saw Staff Sergeant Amanda Aman’s mouth twitch and Torin barely resisted the urge to smack her. Franks—Torin’s personal responsibility—while no longer a rookie, still had a few shiny expectations that flared up at inconvenient moments. He no longer bought into the romance of war—his first time out had taken care of that—but he continued to buy into the romance of the warrior. Every now and then, she could see the desire to do great things rise in his eyes.

“You want to live on after you die, Staff.” He danced his fingers over his touchpad, drawing out a martial melody. “Having done something that makes it into a song.”

Torin didn’t so much want Lieutenant Franks to live on after he died as to live on for a good long time, so she smacked that desire down every time she saw it and worried about what would happen should it make an appearance when she wasn’t around. The enemy smacked down with considerably more force. And what little she’d heard of their music, sucked.

The captain swept a level stare around the gathered Marines. “Remember that our primary objective is to get the civilians out and then haul ass off this rock. We hold the port long enough to achieve this.”

“Captain.” First Sergeant Chigma’s voice came in on the company channel. “We’ve got a reading on the unfriendlies.”

“On my way.” He swept a final gaze over the Marines in the room and nodded. “You’ve got your orders, people.”

Emerging out of the briefing room—previously known as the Simunthitir Council Chamber—the noise of terrified civilians hit Torin like a physical blow. While no one out of diapers was actually screaming, everyone seemed to feel the need to express their fear. Loudly. Convinced that Captain Allon would send more escorts down from the orbiting carrier if he could only hear how desperate things had gotten.

Captain Rose stared around at the milling crowds. “Why are these people not at the port, First?”

“Port Authorities are taking their time processing, sir.”

“Processing?”

“Rakva.”

Although many of the Confederation’s Elder Races took bureaucracy to a fine art, the Rakva reveled in it. Torin, who after twelve years in the Corps wasn’t surprised by much, had once watched a line of the avians patiently filling out forms in triplicate in order to use a species-specific sanitary facility. Apparently the feathers and rudimentary beaks weren’t sufficient proof of species identification.

“They’re insisting that everyone fill out emergency evacuation forms.”

“Oh for the love of God…Deal with it.”

Chigma showed teeth—a distinctly threatening gesture from a species that would eat pretty much anything organic it could fit down its throat and was remarkably adaptable about both organic and fit. “Yes sir.”

“Captain…” Lieutenant Franks’ golden brows drew in and he frowned after the First Sergeant. “Begging your pardon, sir, but a Krai may not be the most diplomatic…”

“Diplomatic?" the captain interrupted. “We’ve got a few thousand civilians to get off this rock before a whole crapload of Others climb right up their butts. If they wanted it done diplomatically, they shouldn’t have called in the Corps.” He paused and shot the lieutenant a frown of his own. "Shouldn’t you be at the first level by now?”

“Sir!”

Torin fell into step at his right shoulder as Franks hurried off the concourse and out onto the road that joined the seven levels of Simunthitir into one continuous spiral. Designed for the easy transportation of ore carriers up to the port, it was also a strong defensive position with heavy gates to close each level off from those below. The layout ensured that Sh’quo Company would maintain the high ground as they withdrew. If not for the certain fact that the Others were traveling with both heavy artillery—significantly heavier than their own EM223’s—and sufficient numbers to climb to the high ground over the piled bodies of their dead, she’d be thinking this was a highly survivable engagement. Ignoring, of course, the possibility that the Others’ air support would get off a lucky drop.

“Well, Staff, it looks like we’ve got the keys to the city. It’s up to us to hold the gates at all costs.”

And provided she could keep Lieutenant Franks from getting them all killed. But that was pretty much business as usual.

* * *

“Anything happen while I was gone?”

Sergeant Anne Chou shook her head without taking her attention from the scanner. “Not a thing. Looks like they waited until you got back.”

Torin peered out over the undulating plains, but couldn’t see that anything had changed. “What are you getting?”

“Just picked up the leading edge of the unfriendlies, but they’re packed too close together to get a clear reading on numbers.”

“Professional opinion?”

The other woman looked over at that and grinned. “One fuk of a lot, Staff.”

“Great.” Torin switched her com to command channel. “Lieutenant, we’ve got a reading on the perimeter.”

“Is their artillery in range?”

“Not yet, sir.” Torin glanced up into a sky empty of all but the distant flashes of the battle going on above the atmosphere, the vacuum jockeys from both sides keeping the other side from controlling the ultimate high ground. “I imagine they’ll let us know the moment it is.”

“Keep me informed.”

“Yes, sir.”

“You think he’s up to this?" Anne asked when Torin tongued off her microphone.

“Since the entire plan is that we shoot and back up, shoot and back up, rinse and repeat, I think we’ll be fine.” The lieutenant had to be watched more closely moving forward.

Anne nodded, well aware of the subtext. “Glad to hear it.”

The outer walls of Simunthitir’s lowest level of buildings presented a curved stone face to the world about seven meters high, broken by a single gate. A continuous line of battlement fronted by a stone balustrade that stood about a meter and a half high ran along the top of the buildings.

Battlements and balustrades, Torin thought as she made her way to the gate. Nothing like getting back to the basics. “Trey, how’s it going?”

The di’Taykan sergeant glanced up, her hair a brilliant cerulean corona around her head. “She’s packed tight, Staff. We’re just about to fuse the plug.”

They’d stuffed the gate full of the carts used to move people and goods around inside the city. Individually, each cart weighed about two hundred kilos, hardly enough to stop even a lacklustre assault, but crammed into the gateway—wrestled into position by the heavy gunner’s and their exoskeletons—and then fused into one solid mass by a few well-placed demo charges, the gate would disappear and the city present a solid face to the enemy.

As Trey ordered the heavies away, Lance Corporal Sluun moved forward keying the final parameters into his slate.

“Heard he took a first in Go-and-Blow," Lieutenant Franks said quietly by Torin’s left shoulder.

“Yes, sir.” Sluun had kicked ass at his TS3 demolition course.

A trio of enemy planes screamed in, closely followed by three Marine 774’s keeping up a steady stream of fire. Two of the enemy managed to drop their loads—both missed the city—while the third peeled off in an attempt to engage their pursuers. The entire tableau shrieked out of sight in less than minute.

“I only mention it," the lieutenant continued when they could hear themselves think again, "because there’s always the chance we could blow not only the gate but a section of the wall as well.”

“Trust in the training, sir. Apparently Sluun paid attention in class.”

“Firing in five…”

“We might want to step back, sir.”

“…four…”

“Trust in the training, Staff?”

“…three…”

“Yes sir. But there’s no harm in hedging our bets.”

“…two…”

They stopped four meters back.

“…one. Fire in the hole!”

The stones vibrated gently under foot.

“We’ve got a good solid plug, Lieutenant.” Trey announced over the group channel a moment later. “They’ll need the really big guns to get through it.”

And right on cue came the distinctive whine of incoming artillery.

This time, the vibrations underfoot were less than gentle.

Six impacts…

Torin scanned for rising smoke. “All sectors report damages.”

Sectors one through five were clear.

“Sector six caught a non-incendiary, Staff. Blew a hole through the exterior wall and into one of the warehouses.” Corporal Dave Hayman’s voice came over the com. “We’re tossing the slagged machinery into the hole.”

“Casualties?”

“A little bruising. We’re good.”

“Try and keep it that way.” She turned to the lieutenant. “Looks like they’re aiming high, sir.”

Franks lips thinned. “That means civilian casualties. Why the hell isn’t Arver pulsing their targeting computers?”

Shots seven, eight, and nine missed the port entirely.

Ten, eleven, and twelve were blown in the air.

“I think it took them a moment to get the frequency, sir.”

As the specialists seemed to be doing their jobs, the Marines on the wall ignored the barrage. They all knew there’d be plenty to get excited about later.

“They’ll send an EMP next.” Franks squinted at the sky. “If they’ve got them. Take out the STAs.”

They sent another three non-incendiaries. All three were blown in the air.

Franks shook his head. “I’m sensing a lack of foresight on their part, and I’m betting there’s an artillery officer out there getting his ass reamed.”

“If they have an ass to be reamed, sir.”

“Assholes are a universal constant, Staff.”

Electronics were easy for both sides to disable which was why the weapon of choice in the Corps was a KC-7, a chemically operated projectile weapon. Nothing disrupted it but hands-on physical force and the weighted stock made a handy club in a pinch. Torin appreciated a philosophy that expected to get pinched.

Eventually, it would come down to flesh versus flesh. It always did.

As another four planes screamed by, Torin took a look over the front parapet and then turned to look back in over the gate. “Trey, you got any more of those carts down there?”

“Plenty of them, Staff.”

“All right, let’s run as many as will fit up here to the top of the wall and send those that don’t fit up a level.”

“Planning on dropping them on the enemy?" Lieutenant Franks grinned.

“Yes sir.”

“Oh.” Somewhat taken aback, he frowned and one of those remaining shiny patches flared up. "Isn’t dropping scrap on the enemy, I don’t know…"

Torin waited patiently as, still frowning, he searched for the right word.

“Un-Marine-like?”

Or perhaps he’d needed the time to make up a new word.

“Look at it this way, sir, if you were them and you thought there was a chance of having two hundred kilos dropped on your head, wouldn’t you be a little hesitant in approaching the wall?”

“I guess I would…”

He guessed. Torin, on the other hand, knew full well that had battle positions been reversed Lieutenant Franks would be dying to gallantly charge the port, screaming once more into the breach! And since her place was beside him and dying would be the operative word, she had further reason to be happy they were on this side of the wall. If people were going to sing about her, she’d just as soon they sang about long career and a productive retirement.

* * *

The Others came over the ridge in a solid line of soldiers and machines, the sound of their approach all but drowning out the scream of the first civilian transport lifting off. Marine flyers escorted it as far as the edge of the atmosphere where the Navy took over and the Marines raced back to face the bomber the Other’s had sent to the port. One of Lieutenant Arver’s sammies took it out before it had a chance to drop its load. The pilot arced around the falling plume of wreckage and laid a contrail off toward the mountains, chased away from the massed enemy by two ships from their air support.

According to Torin’s scanner, these particular soldiers fighting for the coalition the Confederation referred to as the Others were mammals; two, maybe three, species of them given the variant body temperatures. It was entirely possible she had more in common physically with the enemy than she did with at least half of the people she was expected to protect. The Rakva were avian, the Niln reptilian and both were disproportionately represented amongst the civilian population of Simunthitir.

The odds were even better that she’d have an easier time making conversation with any one of the approaching enemy than she would with any civilian regardless of species. Find her a senior non-com, and she’d guarantee it. Soldiering was a fairly simple profession after all. Achieve the objective. Get your people out alive.

Granted, the objectives differed.

Behind her in the city, in direct support to her thoughts, someone screamed a protest at having to leave behind their various bits of accumulated crap as the remaining civilians on the first level were herded toward the port. It never failed to amaze her how people hung on to the damnedest things when running for their lives. The Others would break into the first level. It was only a question of when.

She frowned at an unlikely reading.

“What is it, Staff Sergeant?”

“I’m not sure…" There were six, no seven, huge inert pieces of something advancing with the enemy. They weren’t alive, but had no power signature.

The first of Lieutenant Arver’s mortars fired, locked onto the enemy’s artillery. The others followed in quick succession. A few Marines cheered as something in the advancing horde blew. From the size of the explosion, at least one of the big guns had been taken out—along with the surrounding soldiers.

“They’re marching into an entrenched position," Franks muttered. “This won’t be battle, this will be slaughter.”

“I doubt they’ll just keep marching, sir.” Almost before she finished speaking, a dozen points flared on her scanner and she switched her com to group… “It’s about to get noisy, people!” …then dropped behind one of the carts. Lieutenant Franks waited until the absolute last moment before joining her. She suspected he was being an inspiration to the platoon. Personally, she always felt it was more inspiring to have your lieutenant in one piece, but hey, that was her.

The artillery barrage before the battle—any battle—had one objective. Do as much damage to the enemy as possible. Their side. The other side. All a soldier could do was wait it out and hope they didn’t get buried in debris.

“Keep them from sneaking forward, people!” It wasn’t technically necessary to yell, the helmet coms were intelligent enough to pick up her voice and block the sound of the explosions in the air, the upper city, and out on the plains, but there was a certain satisfaction in yelling that she had no intention of giving up. She pointed her KC-7 over the edge of the wall. “Don’t worry about the artillery—they’re aiming at each other, not at you!”

“Dubious comfort, Staff!”

Torin grinned at the Marine who’d spoken. “It’s the only kind I offer, Haysole!”

Ears and turquoise hair clamped tight against his head, the di’Taykan returned her grin. “You’re breaking my heart!”

“I’ll break something else if you don’t put your damned helmet on!”

The di’Taykans were believed to be the most enthusiastically non-discriminating sexual adventurers in known space and Private Haysole di’Stenjic seemed to want to enthusiastically prove he was more di’Taykan than most. While allowances were made within both branches of the military for species-specific behaviour, Haysole delighted in stepping over the line—although in his defence he often didn’t seem to know just where the line was. He’d made corporal twice and was likely never going to get there again unless casualties in the Corps got much, much worse. Given that he was the stereotypical good-humoured, well-liked bad boy of the platoon, Torin was always amazed when he came out of an engagement in one piece.

“Staff.” Corporal Hollice’s voice sounded in her helmet. His fireteam anchored sector one at the far end of the wall where it curled into the mountain. “Picking up unfriendlies approaching.”

Torin glanced over at the lieutenant who was obviously—obvious to her anyway—fighting the urge to charge over to sector one and face the unfriendlies himself, one on one. "Mark your targets, people. The official number seems to be one fuk of a lot and we’re not carrying unlimited ammo.”

“Looks like some of them are running four on the floor. Fuk, they can really motor!”

“What?”

“Uh, sorry Staff.” Hollice sounded slightly embarrassed. "Old human saying, pre-Confederation. One group of the enemy has four legs and they’re running really fast.”

“Thank you. I’m guessing they’re also climbers or they wouldn’t be first…" And then she was shouting in the sudden silence. "…at the wall," she finished a little more quietly. "Stay sharp.”

“Artillery seems to have finished smashing things up," Franks murmured as he stood and took a look around.

The two lower levels were still more or less intact, the upper levels not so much. The question was, had the port survived. And the answer seemed to be yes as a Marine escort screamed in and another civilian carrier lifted off.

The distinct sound of a KC-7 turned Torin’s attention back to the plains.

“Our turn," Franks murmured. “Our turn to stand fast and declare you shall not pass.”

Had that rhymed? “Sir?”

His cheeks darkened slightly. “Nothing.”

“Yes sir.”

All Marines, regardless of specialty, qualified on the KC-7. Some of them were better shots than others, but every single one of them knew how to make those shots count. The problem was, for every one of the enemy shot, another three raced forward to take their place.

“I hate this kind of thing.” Franks aimed and fired. There’s no honour in it. They charge at us, we shoot them. It’s…”

“Better than the other way around?" Torin suggested.

He shrugged. Aimed. Fired. "I guess so.”

Torin knew so.

The enemy wore what looked like a desert camouflage that made them difficult to see against the dead brown grasses on the plains. Sh’quo company was in urban camouflage—black and grey and a dirty white—that hopefully made them difficult to see against the walls of Simunthitir. Most of the enemy were on foot but there was a scattering of small vehicles in the line. Some the heavy gunners took out and the enemy used the wrecks as cover. Some kept coming.

Torin pulled the tab on a demo charge, counted to four, leaned over the wall and dropped it. The enemy vehicle blew big, the concussion rattling both teeth on the wall and windows behind them in the port.

“I suspect they were going to set a sapper charge.”

“Odds are good, sir.”

“Why didn’t you drop a cart on them?”

“Thought we’d best leave that to the end, sir. Get a few carts stacked up down there and they’ll be able to use them to get up the…Damn!”

The quadrupeds were climbers and they were, indeed, fast. One moment there were only Marines on the wall, the next there was a large soldier with four heavily clawed legs and two arms gripping the edge of the parapet. One of the heavies went down to the quad’s weapon, but before they could fire again, Lieutenant Franks charged forward, slammed the stock of his KC-7 in between the front legs and then shot them twice in the air as they fell backwards off the wall.

As he fell backwards off the wall. Definitely male. At least on the quadrupeds, the desert camouflage was actually fur.

Franks flushed slightly as Marines cheered. "I was closest," he explained, returning to Torin’s side.

He hadn’t been. She hid a smile. Aimed. Fired. Hid a second smile as the lieutenant sighed and did the same. He wanted deeds of daring and he got target practice instead. Life was rough. Better than the alternative though, no matter how little the lieutenant might think so. Do or die might have more of a ring to it but she much preferred do and live and did her damnedest to ensure it for the Marines under her care.

Another civilian carrier lifted off. So far, they were three for three.

“Artillery seems to have neutralized each other," Franks murmured, sweeping his scanner over the plain. "That’s some nice shooting by Arver’s…What the hell?”

With the approaching ground troops dug in or pulling back, Torin slaved her scanner to the lieutenant’s. The inert masses she’d spotted earlier were being moved forward—no, pushed forward, their bulk shielding the enemy from Marine fire.

“Know what they are, Staff?”

“No idea, sir.”

He glanced over at her with exaggerated disbelief, as he activated his com. “Anyone?”

“I think they’re catapults, sir.”

“Cat apults, Corporal Hollice?”

“Yes sir, it’s a pre-tech weapon.”

“And they’re going to what? Throw cats at us?”

“No sir. Probably rocks.”

Franks glanced at Torin again. She shrugged. This was new to her.

“They’re going to throw rocks at us?”

“Yes, sir.”

“I’m not reading a power source, Hollice.”

“They use, uh, kind of a, uh, spring thing. Sir.”

“You have no idea, do you Corporal?”

“Not really, sir. But I’ve read about them.”

Franks took another look through the scanner. “How do the mortars—provided we have any mortars left—target something with no energy read?”

“Point and shoot, sir. They’re not that far away.”

“Not so easy with an emmy, Staff.” Franks mimed manually aiming one of the mortars and Torin grinned.

Then she stopped grinning as the first of the catapult things fired and watched in disbelief as a massive hunk of ore-laced rock arced overhead and slammed into level five. The wall shattered under the impact flinging debris far and wide.

“Cover!”

Then BAM! BAM! BAM! BAM! Not as deafening as artillery, but considerably more primal.

Most of the rock screamed over their heads, aimed at the remaining emmies now beginning to return fire from level four.

Most.

One of the rocks grew larger, and larger, and…

The wall bucked under foot, flexed and kicked like a living thing trying to throw them off. A gust of wind blew the rock dust clear and Torin saw that a crescent-shaped bite had been taken out of the top of the wall. "Chou?”

“Two dead, three injured, Staff. I’m on it.”

What if they gave a war and nobody died… Never going to happen. “Listen up, people, next time you see a great hunk of rock sailing toward you, get the fuk out of the way! These things are moving a lot slower than what we’re used to!”

Only one emmy spat back an answer, blowing one of the incoming rocks out of the sky.

“Oh for…COVER!” A piece of debris bounced off Torin’s helmet with enough force to rattle her teeth and a second slammed into her upper back, fortunately moving fast enough that her vest absorbed the impact.

“Arver!” Spitting out a mouthful of blood from a split lip, Franks screamed the artillery lieutenant’s name into his com. "You want to watch where you’re dropping that shit!”

“You want to come up here and try and aim this thing manually?”

“I don’t think you’re going to have time for that, sir.” Torin nodded out over the wall. Under cover of the rocks, which were probably intended to be as much of a distraction as a danger, the Others had started a second charge, the faster quadrupeds out front once again and everyone else close behind.

The odds of deliberately hitting a randomly moving object were slim. The Marines switched to full automatic and sprayed rounds into the advancing enemy. Bodies started hitting the dirt. The enemy kept coming.

“As soon as you can take out multiple targets, start dropping the carts!”

Out of the corner of one eye, Torin saw Juan Checya, one of the heavy gunners, sling his weapon, flick on a cart’s power, and, as it lifted on its cushion of air, grab the rear rail with both augmented hands and push it to the back of the wall. As soon as he had the maximum wind-up available, he braced himself and whipped around, releasing the cart at the front of the arc. It traveled an impressive distance before gravity negated the forward momentum.

The quadrupeds closest to the casualties keened at the loss of their companions and seemed to double their speed. Torin found it encouraging, in a slightly soul-deadening way, that they grieved so obviously. Grief was distracting. Unfortunately, not only distracting for the enemy. “Sir…”

Franks rubbed a grimy hand over his face, rock dust mixing with sweat and drawing vertical grey streaks “I’m okay, Staff.”

“Never doubted it, sir.”

Above and behind them, a fourth civilian carrier rose toward safety.

“One carrier remaining.” Captain Rose’s voice on the command channel. Torin almost thought she could hear screaming in the background. She’d rather face a well-armed enemy than civilians any day. “Lieutenant Franks, move your platoon back to level three and take over stretcher duty from Lieutenant Garly who will hold level two!”

“Captain!“ Lieutenant Franks slid two steps sideways and blew a biped off the wall. Although it might be a new species, Torin missed any other distinguishing features—after a while, the only thing that registered was the uniform. "Unfriendlies have broken the perimeter!”

“That’s why we’re moving the perimeter, Franks. Fall back!”

“Yes, sir! Staff…”

“Sir! Marines, fall back by numbers! You know the drill! Keep low so the second level has as clear a shot as possible! And Amanda, I want that covering fire thick enough to keep out rain!”

“You got it, Torin!”

The word retreat was not in the Corps vocabulary. Marines fell back and regrouped. In this particular instance, they weren’t so much falling back, as down. The heavies leapt off the wall into the city, then those without exoskeletons to take up the impact came off the wall a little more slowly. Fireteams reformed and it was a fast run up the lowest level of the spiraling street, squads leapfrogging each other as Lieutenant Garly’s platoon swept the first level wall, keeping the enemy now on it too occupied to shoot down into the city.

Given the fire from the second level, a number of the enemy decided that the safest thing to do was to follow the Marines down to the street.

Without Marines on the outside wall to keep the sappers away…

The explosion smelled like scorched iron and filled the street with smoke and dust. Swearing for the sake of swearing, Torin ducked yet another rain of debris.

“They’re in!”

Squad one made it through the second-level gate. Torin and the lieutenant crouched behind a rough barricade as squad two followed. As a clump of the enemy rounded the curve of a building, a hovercraft sailed off level two, plummeted downwards, and squashed half of them flat.

“I think that’s our cue, Staff.”

“Works for me, sir.”

They moved back with the squad, Torin keeping herself between the lieutenant and the enemy. A large part of her job was, after all, keeping him alive.

They were no more than four metres from the gate when a pair of the quadrupeds charged over the wreckage of the hovercraft, keening and firing wildly as they ran. Their weapon was, like the KC, a chemically powered projectile. The rounds whined through the air in such numbers that it almost seemed as though they were being attacked by a swarm of angry wasps. No choice but to dive for dirt and hope the distinctly inadequate cover would be enough.

Shots from the second level took the quad’s out just before they reached the squad.

Torin scrambled to her feet. “Let’s go before more show up.”

No one expected the quads to have riders; smaller bipeds who launched themselves from the bodies. One of them died in the air, the other wrapped their legs around Haysole’s waist and drew their sidearm. Haysole spun sideways, his helmet flying off to bounce down the street, and got enough of an elbow free to deflect the first shot. Between the frenzied movement and the certainty that taking out the enemy would also take out Haysole, no one dared shoot. Torin felt rather than saw Franks charge forward. He was big man. He was a second lieutenant so she sometimes forgot that. Large hands wrapped around the enemy’s head and twisted. Sentient evolution being somewhat unimaginative, a broken neck meant the brain had been separated from the body.

Turned out, this was not one of the few exceptions.

“You okay?” Franks asked Haysole as he let the body drop.

“Yes, sir.”

“Then let’s go…”

As they stepped over the body, pretty much everyone left on the street noticed that harness strapped to the outside of the uniform was festooned with multiple small packets and an obvious detonation device.

Rough guess, Torin figured there were enough explosives to take out the gate to the second level. Having the high ground meant nothing if the enemy could walk right in.

“Move!” Franks gave Haysole a push that sent him stumbling into Torin. Grabbing the body by the feet, he threw it up into the air. Just before it began to arc down again, the explosives detonated.

It wasn’t until Franks slumped onto her shoulder as she wrestled him through the gate that Torin realized not all the blood soaking his uniform had rained down out of the sky.

He’d been hit in the neck with a piece of debris.

As the last squad through got the heavy, metal gate closed and locked, he slid down her body, onto his knees, and then toppled slowly to the ground.

Torin grabbed a pressure seal from her vest, but it was too late.

The lower side of his neck was missing. Veins and arteries both had been severed. He’d bled out fast and had been dead before he hit the ground. There were a lot of injuries the medics up in orbit could repair; death wasn’t one of them.

“Damn, the lieutenant really saved our asses.” Sergeant Chou turned from the gate, ignoring the multiple impacts against the other side. “If they’d blown this sucker we’d have been in a running fight to the next level. Is Franks okay?”

Torin leaned away from the body.

“Fuk.” Haysole had a way with words.

Chou touched her shoulder. "Do you…?”

“I’ve got it.”

A carrier roared up from the port, its escort screaming in from both sides.

“That’s it Marines, we’re out of here!”

“Staff…”

“Go on, I’m right behind you.”

They still had to make it up to the port, but they had the time it would take the Others to get through the gates. She rolled Second Lieutenant Franks into a bodybag and sealed the edges as Lieutenant Garly’s platoon started spending their heavy ordinance. From the smell of things, they’d dropped something big and flammable into the first level.

This wasn’t the kind of war people sang songs about. The Confederation fought because the Others fought and no one knew why the Others kept coming. Diplomacy resulted in dead diplomats. Giving ground only encouraged them.

But perhaps a war without a one single defining ideology was exactly the kind of war that needed an infinite number of smaller defining moments.

Torin smoothed out the bag with one bloody hand then sat back and keyed the charge.

Maybe, she thought as she slid the tiny canister that now held Lieutenant Franks into an inner pocket on her combat vest, maybe it was time they had a few songs…




You Do What You Do

This is the only Confederation story where Torin Kerr isn’t the primary POV character. She doesn’t appear. She’s not even mentioned. But she would have liked Heavy Gunner Deena Harmin if she’d met her. What kind of person would do that to themselves, indeed.

“Sarge! I’m nearly out!”

“Me too, Sarge. Last mag just locked and loaded!”

“Harmin?”

Deena Harmin could barely hear the sergeant over the background noise. “I’m down to six grenades and half a belt of boomers!” She leaned out from behind the broken pillar that offered her minimal protection from enemy fire, braced the big KC-12 between her right hip and the stone, then bent sideways to hook her left grapples around a chunk of debris. It couldn’t have weighed much more than forty kilos so she lobbed it gently out onto the chewed up plaza in front of the ruined building where the remains of her platoon had gone to ground.

The Others opened fire on it—the bastards had ammo to spare—and she used the moment of respite to lean out a little further and eyeball where most of it was coming from. Her scanner adjusted for distance and she spotted a V-shaped crack in their defences.

“Make that five grenades,” she amended as she pulled the trigger, “and half a belt of boomers.”

An EMP pulse had taken out everything but wetware early on, leaving her with only basic scanner functions and no idea of how much damage she’d actually done. Seemed like a definite decrease in fire coming from that particular location though.

A thump against her calf and she looked down to see Jurrin—firing prone beside her—give her an enthusiastic thumbs up, his hair a moving pink fringe around the edges of his helmet. They’d bonded during basic and ending up on the same fireteam after Deena jacked-in had been a happy coincidence. His lips moved, but even with aural augmentation, she couldn’t hear him over the sudden appearance of a Marine 774 screaming by overhead, closely followed by three enemy fighters.

First in their part of the sky for a while.

Though three-to-one didn’t look good for the righteous.

The squad had seen smoke right after the EMP, but had been too far out to know whose planes had gone down. The sarge had sworn there’d been no pulse planned so the odds were high they’d lost some of their own. They’d still been speculating when they’d stumbled onto at least a platoon of the enemy and their personal shit had hit the fan.

“What the hell are they doing out here?” Jurrin demanded as the enemy opened fire. “These ruins were supposed to have been cleared!”

“A tenday ago,” Deena reminded him.

“Yeah, well, maybe someone up there on surveillance should’ve noticed a few dozen bad guys moving back in. Fukking Navy.”

Weapon hanging down her back, she switched fingertips and dragged a block out of the wall, making a firing hole. “Not arguing.”

 The 774 had disappeared in the distance. Just before Deena lost sight of the trio of black dots following it, one of them turned and headed back.

“Sarge!” Scanner locked on, she tracked the plane’s trajectory. Although given the speed it was moving, she could have just eye-balled it. “Enemy air returning!”

With unshielded tech fried, the enemy pilot’s targeting computer would have to lock onto heat signatures. Well, not hers, not in a full combat skeleton, but the rest of the squad’s. Apparently, the species they faced had body temperatures significantly different from Confederation Marine Corps Human, di’Taykan, or Krai. Or the Others’ air support had no problem blowing up their own people.

A grenade, belching purple smoke, landed on the stub of roof behind them.

“Or they could low ball it and use a chemical marker,” she muttered. “Sarge! I can flame the marker from here! Burn off the smoke!”

“No!” Sergeant Yarynin ducked as the Others across the plaza wasted a little more ammo. “They react to heat. It’ll blow!”

“Fukked if we do and fukked if we don’t,” Jerrin yelled up at her.

“Then we do something else.” Because somebody had to do something. Jumping off the ledge, she grabbed Jurrin’s combat vest, and ran for the wall, lifting him over her head as she moved. When he stopped swearing and planted his feet on her shoulders, she shifted her grip to his ankles and threw him toward the roof.

Scrambling for traction on the shifting tiles, he kicked the grenade. It rolled past the shattered end of a massive beam and dropped into her hand.

She sucked at sports. She had always sucked at sports. During a wasted summer playing right field in her early teens, she’d never once hit the cut-off man.

But here and now, as her father might say, she had an arm on her.

She threw the grenade, still belching purple smoke, into the hole she’d blown in the enemy’s defences.

An instant later, the enemy fighter roared past.

An instant after that, the missile zeroed on the smoke.

The concussion wave slammed Deena back against the far wall of the building. Her skeleton absorbed most of the blow, but her ears were ringing. She spat a mouthful of blood past her jaw guard and wondered muzzily why her upper lip felt damp.

And where Jurrin had come from?

Wasn’t he on the roof?

His helmet was gone and the side of his face looked like he’d been rubbing it against a Ciptran. Given that Jurrin was a di’Taykan and the di’Taykan were the most sexually undiscriminating species in the universe, Deena wouldn’t put it past him, although she doubted the big bugs had the right parts to play.

Then Jurrin was gone and Chris Beaton was there and someone was screaming but she didn’t think it was Chris. Or Jurrin. It didn’t sound like Jurrin.

Chris had his thumb against the edge of her jaw guard. He’d pushed her scanner up. Why was he pulling her mouth open? She tried to lift her arm to push him away, but it weighed a fukking ton and…

Sah? She had to swallow or drown as he squeezed the pouch but that shit was illegal for Humans. Cup of coffee for the Krai, sure, but for other species it was like…

It was like…

It was like having a rubber band snapped against your brain.

She blinked, actually felt her eyelids go up and down, then ambient sound rushed in to fill the spaces the missile had left as her aural augmentation came back on line and she managed to expand her focus out from Chris’ face. The rest of the roof had come down and the fallen wall they’d been using for cover had been rearranged into new patterns of debris. She couldn’t see any of the squad moving through the smoke and the settling stone dust. The screaming had stopped.

Which was when she realized that Chris had hold of her chest cage, attempting to haul her up onto her feet. “Deena! Damn it, come on! We need you!”

She carefully broke his grip, having to think about managing her strength in a way she hadn’t since the early days of training. Nothing seemed damaged, but bits of wetware were taking their own sweet time to come become functional. “Need me for what?”

“The Sarge is pinned!” Chris took two steps back, then one forward again. He reminded her a bit of her family’s old dog. “Kaeden and the medkit were buried! Huang’s still out and Ghailian needs help!”

“Okay…” Most people didn’t have think about standing, managing each micro-movement. The “new” parameters of her body hadn’t been new for years, she shouldn’t have to…

Then things started working properly and she didn’t.

A block of concrete tumbled past her arm. Deena danced aside, realizing she’d dislodged it as she stood. What she’d been thinking of as pressure against her shoulder had probably weighed about a hundred kilos. A cascade of broken stone followed it.

“You took out what was left of the east wall,” Chris added, stepping back. “With your ass!”

“Feels more like I used my head,” she muttered, falling into step behind him. Chris didn’t get to talk about her ass anymore. They had a rule.

If Sergeant Yarynin had been doing the screaming, she wasn’t now. Twisted up on her side, one long leg under the broken beam and a pile of stone—the bottom slab lying disturbingly close to the ground—she looked dead. The di’Taykan were never that still. Even her hair had collapsed to wrap her skull in a turquoise cap. Because di’Taykan hair wasn’t actually hair but filament sensors, that was bad. Really bad.

“She’s still alive.” This was where Jurrin had gone. He knelt beside the sergeant, long fingers pressed against her throat.

“When I tried to lever the beam, it shifted,” Roupen Ghailian, the squad’s other surviving heavy gunner, explained beckoning Deena forward. “We’ve got to lift straight up. Sarge can regrow a leg if we don’t pancake the rest of her.”

“And Kaeden?” Deena asked, taking her place on the opposite side of the beam.

“He’s under smaller pieces. Doesn’t need us to dig him out.”

She checked to be sure she had gripping surfaces up. “Fastest to lift and throw.”

Ghailian shook his head. “Can’t throw it far enough for the enemy not to zero on the impact.”

“I think they already know where we are.” They weren’t shooting, but then they’d just taken a missile strike from one of their own planes. The sergeant and Kaeden kept Deena from feeling smug about that. “On three…”

 The beam and four big slabs tossed aside, Deena crouched by the last slab and met Ghailian’s eyes. “If we take the pressure off, she could bleed out.”

“She could be bleeding out anyway.”

“Her combats would seal any physical breach.”

“The pulse took uniform tech off-line,” Jurrin reminded them. Hair blown out in a pink aurora, he lifted his head, and bellowed, “Kirrt! How much longer? We need that med kit!”

“Nearly there!” Kirrt bellowed back from behind a masking pile of debris. “Just a few more fuk, fuk, fuk! Med kit’s toast!”

“So’s Kaeden!” called another voice. Deena thought it was Hania Wojtowicz. This was her first dirt drop and it sounded to Deena as though training was only barely beating out puking.

“What do we do?” Kaeden was their medic. If anyone was going to improvise a medical miracle, it’d be him.

“Okay. All right.” Sitting back on his heels, Jurrin popped the tube of sealant off his vest. Even with her scanner up, Deena could see his hand shaking. “We clear it, cut it clean, and seal it. Rou!”

Ghailian tossed his sealant over.

“Dee?”

“I used mine on Serri. And the sarge used hers on Norris.” Serri was fine. Norris had died anyway.

“We’ve got enough.” Jurrin took a deep breath and pulled his blade. “Go.”

“Can you get through bone with that?”

“Just get the fukking wall off her!”

Turned out he could cut through bone with that. By the time the ruin of the sergeant’s leg had been tossed in a body bag and reduced to ash, the rest of the squad had gathered.

There’d been thirteen of them when they’d left camp at dawn, three fireteams and the sergeant. Their orders, check on a mining town cleared then abandoned in the onward push of battle. The destruction of the road up to the town meant they’d had to leave their APC locked and booby trapped at the bottom of the hill. Jurrin—the designated driver—had protested, but been overruled. Norris’ team had been on point when the Others opened fire. Ben Eckland, the heavy, had died instantly. So had Anne McDonald. A piece of Ben’s skeleton had nicked Norris’ throat and he’d lost so much blood that sealing the wound had made piss all difference. With the sergeant calling for air support, they’d turned back to the APC only to see it blown by a mortar round.

The EMP pulsed before the last of the debris hit dirt.

Enemy artillery had driven them up the hill and into the fire of the waiting platoon, but the ruins and the loss of targeting computers had given the squad a chance. The three remaining heavies had been throwing cover together when a lucky shot had ricocheted off Karen Huang’s shoulder and up under her head-plates.

Nine surviving.

Huang and the sergeant unconscious.

Seven standing.

“They know where we are,” Wojtowicz muttered, keeping a white-knuckled grip on her weapon. “They’ll come get us.”

“You talking about our guys or theirs?” Chris wondered.

Kirrt glanced across at the significantly flatter debris on the other side of the plaza and his nostril ridges flared. “They’re dead.”

“All of them?” Ghailian snorted. “Looked like they were digging in when we got here. If any of them are still alive, they’re going to be pissed.”

Jurrin still knelt by the sergeant, Serri beside him. Di’Taykan needed touch. “We have to get out of here.”

Deena spread her hands. “How?”

In the silence, something—someone—yelled in the distance. And was answered.

Chris brought his weapon across his body. “They’re not all dead.”

Sarge was out and McDonald had been next senior. Deena had her second hook, so did Chris. Jurrin had his, then lost it almost immediately. Who the hell was in charge?

“Okay.” Jurrin took a deep breath and let it out slowly. “The APC is toast. We’re still off-line. Dee, you or Ghailian could run for help…”

“We’re not faster, just stronger. Bigger guns. Better looking.”

“We can walk out,” Ghailian suggested. “Carrying the sarge and Huang.”

“Took us six hours to get out this far in the APC and I had it pushing full out as often as the roads allowed. Carrying wounded, under fire, it’d take us days to get back on foot. Sergeant’ll never make it.” Jurrin leaned into Serri, their hands linked. “And Huang…”

Huang had dropped like a load of bricks. Tiny entrance wound in beside her eye but no exit wound when they got the head-plates off. Her heart kept beating, but she didn’t wake up. Wetware was off-line; maybe permanently.

“It’s a mining town, right?” Scanner on full magnification, Deena stepped up on a block and peered into the town.“ It wasn’t entirely flattened so maybe a vehicle of some kind survived.  Something simple. Something mechanical.”

Jurrin nodded, hair moving against the motion. “If we find it, I can drive it.”

Two teams: Her and Chris and Jurrin. Ghailian, Kirrt and Wojtowicz. Deena set aural augmentation on maximum and told Ghailian to do the same.

“So I can hear you if you yell?”

“Got a better idea?”

He didn’t.

They were almost at the mine when Chris spotted the ramp. A ramp meant wheels. The building had taken a hit, but at least half of the underground garage remained rubble free. Except for a big, blue rectangle parked in the far corner, the place was empty. They left Chris by the ramp…

“So we don’t get cornered in there, dumbass.”

…and crossed the cracked concrete to make a closer examination. The rectangle had caterpillar tracks and a flared front and a three-metre-long drill.

“It’s a borer,” Jurrin whispered. “From the mine.”

“Looks sturdy.”

“Yeah, well, it bores out mines. Also, it looks brain-dead.”

“You better check.” Deena laid her hand against the front shielding. “Maybe this place is deep enough and this thing is solid enough that it didn’t get pulsed out.”

It had.

“Brain-dead,” Jurrin repeated, reappearing in the open hatch.

The borer had been abandoned when the town came under attack. They’d probably thought it too slow to be of much use in the evacuation. “Just brain-dead?”

“Far as I can tell, but…”

“Is there room for everyone in it?”

His hair started to rise. “Tight, but yeah.”

“Has it got power?”

“It’s fully powered, but you’re not listening, Dee.” He slapped the side of machine where the blue enamel had been scraped off and the metal had started to rust. Augmentation still at maximum, she flinched at the noise. “Sorry, forgot. Look, if there’s no brain, it can’t move. If it can’t move, it’s no use to us.”

Sarge wasn’t going to last much longer.

Maybe if they got Huang to a doctor she could be rebooted or something.

They couldn’t walk out. They couldn’t stay.

Deena stroked a pitted curve, metal whispering against metal. “I’ll be its brain.”

Jurrin’s eyes darkened, the pink disappearing into black as the light receptors snapped open. “You’ll what?”

“I’ll plug it in and wear it out.”

He stared at her for a moment, then folded his arms. “No.”

“What? You think it’d make me look fat?”

He didn’t laugh. “I said no, Dee.”

Deena spread her fingers, switched to sensor tips, and felt the cold of the machine as though she’d touched it with flesh. “There’s no other way.”

Outside, as though they’d been cued, the Others opened fire. They clearly still had one working mortar.

Eyes on Jurrin, Deena dialed her ears back and yelled, “Chris, go get them. This one’ll do.”

Jurrin held her gaze as Chris ran off, closed his eyes as Chris’ footsteps faded in the distance, opened them again, and looked everywhere but at her. “I’ll have to cannibalize your skeleton to make this work.”

“I know.” She set her weapon carefully aside, then popped the contacts on her left arm, teeth gritted against the flush of cold as the jacks pulled free. The techs on Ventris Station said the cold was all in her head, that everyone felt the neural connection differently, but that no one really felt anything. The techs on Ventris weren’t jacked in though, so what did they know. She pulled her hand free, flexing her fingers and staring past flesh at the unresponsive metal. Right arm. Left leg. Right leg. “About time the Corps ungraded me anyway. I hear the new skeletons come in colours.”

“Any colour you want as long as it’s black.”

When she straightened, Jurrin had gone back into the vehicle. She locked the shoulder pieces in place, switched off visual augmentation, detached the jaw guard, then raised her hands to her temples. Only full combat exoskeletons came with head-plates and Parliament was, once again, fighting the Corps about it. The Confederation’s Elder Races—the ones too evolved to fight back when the Others swarmed into Confederation space, the ones happy to sit back while the less evolved fought and died to protect them—they didn’t much like the idea of the head-plates. Said it blurred the edge between flesh and machine. Jacking in to extremities was fine. Jacking right in to the central processor stepped over the line. The Elder Races had a stick up their collective asses about technical augmentation.

She shivered as the temple jacks released and slowly pulled the side plates away from her skin.  When she could duck her head without touching the metal, she cracked the chest cage and stepped out of the skeleton.

The head, the hands, and the feet held the most definition in metal—although the head came without a face. The rest of it was glossy black strapping with the same smart fabric used for regular Marine combats completing the physical integrity. Standing empty, it looked like an insect had shed its skin. A really big, bipedal insect.

Her hand and arm looked pale and soft and slightly damp as she unhooked the tool kit from the skeleton’s thigh.

“I always forget how small you are without that thing.”

“Eight centimetres difference.” Deena handed him the tool kit. “I’m still shorter than your average di’Taykan with it on.”

“It’s all about the presence, shechar.”

“Still not your darling.” But she bumped her shoulder against his as she moved over to pick up her weapon, more than happy to put it down again a moment later inside the borer. The heavy part of heavy gunner was entirely accurate.

The inside of the borer looked a little like an APC; operator’s area at the front with two seats, the control panel and half a dozen dark screens. No seats or weapons racks in the big empty box at the back, but the differences were minimal. Of course, she’d never heard of anyone trying this kind of hook up with an APC either so the similarity didn’t really tip the odds much in their favour.

The floor felt cold under her bare feet.

“I can’t do this in the seats,” she said as the di’Taykan climbed in through the hatch he’d opened under the control panel, input jacks on short pieces of wire cradled in one hand, her toolkit in the other. “I’ll have to lie on the floor.”

“Dee…”

They heard the explosion. Felt the borer tremble.

“Have you come up with another way to get us the hell out of here?”

He shook his head, his hair flat and unhappy.

“Then jack me in because it sounds like we’ll have to go out and get them.” If the floor had been cold under her feet, it was fukking freezing through the thin fabric of her underwear. She tucked herself as close to the base of the panel as she could—Jurrin’s arms were long enough to reach over her. “Give me the external sensors first. If we blow out my brain, you won’t need to waste time with the other stuff. Joke,” she added quickly, when the light receptor’s in Jurrin’s eyes snapped shut.

“Not funny,” he muttered but his eyes darkened and he reached into the guts of the panel. “Maybe we should wait for Ghailian.”

“Hey, this is the biggest skeleton any Marine has ever worn, and it was my idea. Ghailian doesn’t get to horn in on it.” She could feel her pulse pounding at the base of her skull, sweat prickling along her spine, and spent the next few minutes forcing herself to relax. This was the biggest skeleton any Marine had ever worn. That was all it was. Just a big skeleton and she could operate that in her sleep. Just a big skeleton. Someone had to be first to be jacked in. Just a big skeleton…

“You ready?”

“Born ready.”

Deena kept her eyes closed as Jurrin gently turned her head murmuring, “Right side first.”

Familiar pressure.

“Left side.”

And again.

“Anything? Dee?”

“Nothing.”

“Nothing? As in not working or burned you out nothing?” He sounded so panicked she couldn’t help but smile.

“As in, not powered up nothing.”

“Oh.”

“Power on three?”

“Sure, yeah. One. Two. Three…”

Wall. Floor. Ceiling. Wall. Wall. Ceiling. Floor. Wall. Wall. Wall. Floor. Wall.

“Dee?”

Her scanner was slaved to her optic nerve. She looked to the distance, it showed her the distance. She looked close, it magnified.  Multiple scanners; multiple images.  Multiple depths of field on each image.

Breathing short and shallow, she focused on what she thought was the wall in front of the borer. One image at a consistent distance. Keep it simple. One. Push the others to the side.

“You’re going to have to blindfold me.” Eventually, she’d give into the urge to open her eyes.

“Kinky.”

“You wish.” Since the soft cloth Jurrin carefully wrapped around her eyes didn’t reek of di’Taykan hormones—where reek translated as left her squirming on the floor—he’d used the t-shirt in her pack. They must be in deepest shit when a di’Taykan didn’t even attempt to get lucky.

Wall. Ceiling. Wall. Wall. Wall. Floor.

Wall.

One wall.

“Okay.” She held her breath for a moment then inhaled long and slow. Blew it out. “Okay, that’s got it.” One wall. Dead ahead. “Now jack the tracks into my legs.”

“It’s the propulsion unit. You’ll have to sort out what exactly you’re moving.”

“Whatever. You can jack my arms in once we’re mobile.” She could hear Jurrin moving, hear the click of tools. She matched her breathing to his to keep from hyperventilating.

“Hook them to what?”

“I saw half a dozen waldos on the outside of this thing. If we’re attacked, I’ll need them.” Hand to hand to waldo. She bit back a giggle.

“If?”

“Fine. When.”

A wire slithered across her leg. She felt Jurrin’s fingers around her thigh.

“The contact point is lower.”

“Spoil sport.” She could hear the grin in his voice.

The trick would be to walk without walking. The wetware gave the command. The skeleton did the work. Except tracks worked simultaneously, not sequentially.

“Uh, Dee, we’re not moving. Maybe your brain isn’t compatible with this thing.”

“It’s a brain,” she grunted. “It’s compatible with everything.”

The floor jerked under her.

The borer ground around in a half circle, tracks grumbling against the stone.

Left.

Then back.

Right.

Wall. Wall. Wall. Ceiling. Floor.

“Dee!”

The trick was not to think of her legs. Not legs. Tracks. Moving forward together. Mind over matter.

WALL.

“Shit! Sorry.” Turning on purpose would also be good. Speed up left tread to turn right. Speed up right to turn left. Reverse was just forward backwards. Easy.

She aimed the borer toward the ramp and gunned it up toward the street.

“You’re doing it!” Jurrin squeezed her hand. His palm felt damp.

“Of course I am.” Sky. Rubble. Stone dust. Marine! “Here they come. Get the hatch open.”

Even focusing on just the one screen, the amount of input coming through the borer’s sensors threatened to overwhelm her. Best thing she could do for the squad was get it sorted. A small piece of her attention registered boots on the decking, voices, the clatter of gear against metal…

The heavy thud of Ghailian, last in. The only heavy she’d heard so they’d stripped Huang out of her skeleton.

“What the fuk!” He didn’t sound happy.

“We can’t stay,” she reminded him quickly. Sky. Street. Sky. Rubble.

“Yeah, but…”

“But nothing. Biggest damned skeleton any Marine’s ever worn.”

She could hear the others waiting for Ghailian to respond. Chris started to say something but was cut off so quickly she wondered if someone—Serri maybe—had slapped a hand over his mouth.

After a long moment, Ghailian sighed. “You sure?”

She grinned and, as she felt the hatch close, got the tracks moving again. “Piece of cake.”

WALL!

“Shit! Sorry.”

“She does that a lot,” Jurrin sighed dramatically over the laughter.

“Marines…” Speed up left tread. Street. Now both treads and full speed while she had a relatively flat, unobstructed surface to cover. “…we are leaving.”

* * *

“…but before you leave, there’s a few things I want to say.” Staff Sergeant Chad Morris’ skeleton gleamed so brightly Deena couldn’t look directly at him without polarizing her scanner. “As of today, the Confederation Marine Corps has trusted you with the operation of equipment they tell us is worth more than any of us will make in our lifetimes. I say, the equipment is worth sweet fuk all without you in it. Some members of Parliament say the Corps has made us into weapons. I say some members of Parliament have their heads so far up their asses they’ve cut off the oxygen to their brains. Because of you, because of us, because we’re willing to do the heavy lifting, Marines will survive who might not have, battles will be won that might have been lost. We are one in four and we make the difference! Make me proud, Marines.”

* * *

“Dee!”

Deena had to wet her lips and swallow before she answered. “What?”

“You stopped breathing.” Chris had taken Jurrin’s place at her side.

“No, I didn’t.”

“Yeah, you did.”

Blindfolded, she couldn’t roll her eyes, but she layered the reaction into her voice. “I think I’d know if I…” What felt like a mortar round hit close enough to rock her on her treads. It wasn’t the first, but it was the closest. They’d found the range. She needed to see more than just the track in front of her so she turned her head. Felt the metal floor under her cheek.

Not her head.

Locking her attention on the visual input, she turned her perception of her head.

Rock. Grass. Trees. Sky. Track. Track. Sky. Rock.  Grass. Trees. Sky. Track.

Too much information. It swirled around and around and around and she was going to puke and then drown in it in a minute.  She had to stop thinking about the borer as separate, as something she was driving, and become the borer.

Track. Focus. Turn. Rock. Focus. Turn. Trees. Focus. Turn. Turn. Turn.

There was moment of vertigo. She fell. Smashed through ice. Resurfaced, able to see, able to turn her head a full three hundred and sixty degrees just as the impact from another mortar shell sprayed dirt over her rear sensors.

The longest waldo didn’t have much of a throwing arm either but Deena figured ripping a tree out of the ground and whipping it back along the path of the mortar fire might give the Others something to think about. All she had to do was keep her tracks moving. Keep going until they got close enough to their own lines that the enemy would fall back.

Her arms were cold.

* * *

“All right, you’ve all hooked up to a remote, we know you can make the brain/skeleton connection…”

Only eight of the eleven Marines who’d chosen to become heavy gunners after basic had made it this far.

“…today, you’ll be jacking in to the rudimentary skeleton. Strength augmentation only. Settle the shoulder pieces before you jack in your arms. And remember, the skeleton is becoming part of you, not the other way around.”

“Ah come on, Sarge.” Deena couldn’t lean far enough out of ranks to see the speaker—not without catching hell herself—but she thought it sounded like Sam Drake. “When you going to turn us loose on the full combat chassis? We got buddies out there waiting for us to clank to their rescue.”

“You want to join them today, Private? Just open your mouth again.”

* * *

“Come on, Dee, just open your mouth.”

Chris.

“Leave her alone.”

Ghailian.

“I just want to get some water into her.”

“You see her swallow lately? Borers don’t swallow.”

“Fuk off, Ghailian. Dee! Deena! Come on! If you’re not going to open your mouth then talk to me. Tell me you’re okay.”

It pissed her right off that there were no visual sensors, no cameras of any kind inside the borer. She could hear, there were microphones so the operators, back when the borer needed an operator, could give voice commands, but she couldn’t see. And she couldn’t seem to find her mouth in the constant stream of data coming from outside.

Oh. There it was.

“I’m fine.”

“Dee?”

“I’m fine,” she repeated and shifted the bulk of her concentration back to boring through a pile of debris blocking the track. From the residual radiation she was picking up, they were passing close to where one of the pulsed planes had kissed dirt. When those things blew, they blew big. Going around would take too long and although her walls were thick enough to protect the Marines she carried for a short time, she needed to hustle. Lingering wouldn’t be good for anyone.

“Why is she talking through the control panel?”

Jurrin sounded upset, but he wasn’t talking to her so Deena ignored him in favour of feathering her right track in order to give the left time to grip.

“Answer me, Ghailian! Why, dammit?”

“How much farther to the camp?”

“What difference does that…”

“Fifty-nine kilometres, eight metres, six centimetres give or take.” She wasn’t entirely ignoring the conversation, just the parts that had nothing to do with her.

“You should stop now, Deena. We can walk from here.”

“Don’t be stupid, Ghailian. Radiation levels are too high. And it’s starting to rain.” Her moisture sensors were going nuts.

* * *

“Not everyone can be a heavy gunner. There will be extensive psychological evaluations even before the physical modifications begin.” The Staff Sergeant turned his head, faceless behind the head-plates of a full combat skeleton. “This is a position only Humans can fulfill and only one in four of them. There is no way of knowing which you’ll be until you’re jacked in for the first time. Most of you won’t be suitable. Some of you…” He swung the big KC-12 off his back and blasted three grenades, a stream of impact boomers, and a line of fire from the flame thrower down the range toward the target.

Toward the smoking pile of debris where the target had been.

“Some of you,” he repeated, and Deena would bet the brand new chevron on her sleeve that he was smiling, “will get to play with the good toys.”

* * *

She unlocked the hatch after she gave the recognition code to the sentry and crossed the perimeter of the camp. She felt like crap. She hadn’t been made for this kind of distance travel, not at speed. Her tracks were worn almost smooth, cracked in at least three places, and two waldos had broken off. Okay, one had broken off the other had been shot off.  Not to mention that her power levels were dangerously low.

She watched a crowd of Marines run up. Lost the image.

Flashed in on Sergeant Yarynin being carried out on a stretcher.

Jurrin and Chris were still inside, so she switched to internal audio.

Dirt. Sky. Marines.

“Deena? Dee? She’s not breathing!”

“Move away from the body, Private.”

“It’s not a body, dammit!”

“Chris, come on. Give them room to work.”

“I’m not getting a heartbeat! Get those jacks out and a med pack in!”

“Dee!”

So cold…

* * *

“They shouldn’t be allowed out in public.”

Jerked forward for emphasis, hand aching in her mother’s grip, Deena turned to watch the Marines cleaning up the last of the mess left by the storm. She’d learned about the Marines in school, how they came down from the space station to help after the storm and how there used to be lots and how they’d saved people and found dead bodies and fixed the roads. Things were almost back like they were before the storm and almost all the Marines had gone back to fight in the war.

Almost.

The biggest Marine stepped forward, black metal gleaming in the sun, and picked up a piece of a building, lifting it like it weighed nothing. One of the other Marines yelled something and the metal-covered Marine tossed the piece of building over by the fence as easily as if he was tossing a single bit of wood not nearly a whole wall.

Deena felt the impact through the bottoms of her sandals.

When the Marine turned and waved a metal hand, she waved back.

“Don’t encourage them, Deena. They’ve become machines, their brains are no more than wet computers.” As her mother lengthened her stride, Deena had to nearly run to keep up. “What kind of person does that to themselves?”
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“Technically, you’re not a sergeant until your orders come in from Battalion.” Captain Ala di’Hirose chewed and swallowed the last mouthful of scrambled vegetable protein and reached for her coffee. “But Battalion is taking its own sweet time and I need a sergeant. The offensive on Borlon has cleaned us out.”

“Sergeant Narr?”

“Still tanked. They’re having trouble getting his skin to regen. First time, it came up blue. On both hands.”

Sergeant Narr, like all Krai, was a mottled green/grey/brown, the dominant colour dependent on which part of the Krai home world his prevailing genetic contribution came from.

The captain finished her coffee and sighed deeply. “We’ll call this a field promotion. I’ll see that your pay is adjusted, and you’ll picnic with RECON one last time before you head to Ventris, your TQ8, and your new posting with the infantry. Who seem to be going through sergeants faster than we are.”

“Maybe I can teach them to duck, sir.”

“I should certainly hope so, Kerr.” She leaned back in her chair and pushed her tray to one side. “I’m not saying a little of our skill-set spread throughout the infantry isn’t a good idea, I just wish Command would quit poaching our non-coms.” She sighed again, bronze eyes darkening as though she’d opened the light receptors to look into the past. “That shit show on Cavener Station halved our numbers. We won't get enough new faces to bring them up again until BRC spits out its next set of survivors, but if you wanted to wait and take a promotion that kept you with us, I’d see that it didn’t negatively affect your review.”

“And Command would back you?”

Di’Hirose’s hair flipped out and she smiled. “Command? Fuk ‘em sideways with a sammie.” Then she laughed. “Yeah, in a perfect universe. But, as long as they’re dragging their brass on your transfer, I’ve got five RECON Marines that need a sergeant. One’s short, one’s a FNG, one’s a pain in my ass—reminds me of you, four years ago—and we can’t split the other two up, not and keep them functional, not after Cavener. None of them are sergeants.”

“Technically, sir, neither am I.”

“You are if I say you are and that makes you close enough for government work. They need eyes on MC471 before they send in the big guns, so I’m dropping you six dirtside.”

“Green or black?”

“Well, you're going in green; after that, who the fuk knows.”

* * *

Six Marines waited in for Torin in BR3, gathered around the briefing table—the five Captain di’Hirose had mentioned and Lieutenant Turrik. As Torin closed the hatch behind her, the lieutenant’s nostril ridges flared and he headed toward her, hands outstretched.

“I wanted to tell you myself,” he said, touching his fingertips to Torin’s and huffing a breath toward her, “but the captain has to handle a field promotion so…” He shrugged, as bad at the Human gesture as most Krai. “I’ll settle for being the first to congratulate you, Sergeant Kerr.”

Torin nodded, careful to keep her teeth covered. The Krai, like most of the sentient species of the Confederation, recognized bared teeth for the threat it was. “Thank you, sir.”

“The Corps’ heading down the shitter if you’re the best bet for a sergeant, Kerr.”

“Some of us aren’t quitters, Morrae.”

Turrik stepped back out of the way as Morrae moved in, grabbed Torin, and dragged her into a hug. “If I’ve got to go out one last time, I’m glad I’ll be under someone who’s got half a chance to get us out alive.”

“Half a chance?” Torin protested as deep purple hair tried to weave through her basic Human brown. As di’Taykan hair was actually multiple sensory strands about fifteen centimetres long, it wasn’t particularly successful.

“Three quarters. And speaking of being under someone…”

“Not the time, Morrae.”

“Later then,” she agreed, opening her arms, right hand rising to touch the pheromone masker at her throat.

The Taykan’s di phase was the most enthusiastically non-discriminating species in known space and the pheromones they released made most of the other species enthusiastic participants. That wasn’t a problem among the Taykan, but when they accepted the Elder Races' offer of the stars in exchange for fighting in a war those same Elder Races were too socially evolved to engage in—an offer both the Krai and the Humans had accepted as well—pheromone maskers became required during multi-species interaction and had become part of the Confederation Marine Corps uniform. While the Taykan couldn’t entirely understand why anyone would want to say no, they were horrified by the thought of compelling an unwanted sexual interaction and complied without complaint.

Torin and Corporal Morrae di’Kyshto had gone through BRC at the same time and after had served together on multiple RECON teams. Had Morrae not made it clear she was out when her current contract ended, she’d have been Torin’s chief competition for the sergeant’s spot.

“Sergeant Kerr…” Morrae took her arm and turned her slightly to the left. “…this is Private Servik. He’s new.”

The private’s nostril ridges closed about halfway. “I had the same training you did, Corporal.”

“And he finished seventh in his class.” Morrae’s hair flipped out. “Had a bit of time in as a basic grunt before he managed it, though. Sergeant Kerr finished second,” she added, ignoring Servik’s teeth.

He was so young. It hadn’t been that long ago by the numbers, but Torin didn’t remember ever being that young. His upper lip rose, exposing a little more threat. “And you finished first, I suppose?”

“No. She didn’t.” Both Torin’s hands clenched into fists. She forced them open. Logic said Corisho di’Varal had the same amount of blood in her as any Taykan, but it hadn’t seemed that way on Cavener Station. Torin had seen other Marines bleed out. She’d never seen so much blood.

To his credit, Servik understood Torin’s tone, met her gaze, nodded, and looked away, faking interest in the table’s inert surface.

Thinking of Cavener, drew Torin’s gaze to the two Marines at the far end of the table.  Corporal Bannon Lembede had lost weight since she’d seen him last, his dark skin ashen where it stretched across his cheekbones, broad shoulders slumped. Psych had cleared him for duty. Torin wondered if psych had looked into his eyes. Beside him, Lance Corporal Domini di’Naital sat rubbing his thumbs against his finger-tips, his coral-coloured hair hanging limp and almost motionless. They’d been left on Cavener after the battle, piled with the dead for the three days it took the Navy to fight past the blockade and drop a new company of Marines to take the station back. An energy pulse, hard contact, or gremlins had caused their HE suits to show no life signs on the network. Rumour had it that the sergeant who’d left them behind spent a lot of his time drunk.

Torin had been on teams with them both. She knew Bannon better than Domini, but only because they'd done their close combat training together. Before Cavener, she’d have trusted them both to have her back. Now…

“Psych cleared them,” Morrae murmured by her ear. “They’ve either got to go back out or get out. Neither of them wants to leave—either the Corps or each other—so psych’s attached them at the hip. This trip’s intended to ease them back in.”

“Fuk you, Morrae.” Bannon flipped her off. Although he couldn’t possibly have heard the content, it was obvious who Morrae had been talking about. “Congrats on the promotion, Torin. You deserve it.”

Domini’s hair gave a short flip. “Sergeant looks good on you.”

One’s short, one’s a FNG, one’s a pain in my ass, and we can’t split the other two up, not and keep them functional.

That meant…

Torin turned toward PFC Mari Opizzi, who grinned, spread her arms, and said, “Leaving the best until last, Sergeant?”

 They’d never been teamed together, but Torin had heard the smaller woman’s laugh ring out through the mess, too large to be contained. She wasn’t a lot taller than a Krai, with short, dark hair and dark eyes, and an expression Torin’s aunties would have called wicked.

“Right then.” Lieutenant Turrik thumbed the desk on, and the image of planet appeared above it. “I’m not going to say MC471 is going to be chrick, because we all know that if I do, the operation’ll go into the shitter before you lot leave orbit. That said, let’s go over the plan.”

* * *

“First drop?”

“Third.”

Torin hid a grin. “First two were training drops?” Servik didn’t answer, but his nostril ridges told her everything she needed to know. “They don’t know we’re here, so they won’t be shooting at us. If you're in pieces when you hit the ground, that's all on you.”

“Very comforting,” Morrae said from her other side.

Fairly certain her initial reaction—driving her elbow into the di’Taykan’s ribs—wasn’t something sergeants did, Torin ignored her and said, “No difference between this drop and a training run until we make contact with the enemy.”

Servik huffed out a breath. “Look, Sarge, I get that you’re trying to…”

“Approaching drop zone.” The Marine pilot at the controls of the VTA cut Servik off. “Hatch control switching to DHC in three…two…one.”

“DHC has hatch control. Drop team, take position.” Lieutenant Turrik stood, flipped his seat up, and spread the fingers of his right hand out over the control screen.

Heart pounding, Torin stood with her team. She'd dropped somewhere between thirty and fifty times—it was bad luck to know the actual count—but she still rode the same surge of excitement. Regular drops were the most fun a RECON patch offered.

“Drop team, sound off in position order.”

She noted with some amusement that Servik matched his call-out to the semi-bored responses from the other four. Then it was her turn. “Corp…” Idiot. “Sergeant Kerr ready.”

The lieutenant raised his left hand in acknowledgement. “Hatch opening in three, two, one.”

As each layer of the deck slid back, Torin felt the individual vibrations through the soles of her boots, the outer hull pulsing more powerfully than the other three. All Marine VTAs, Vacuum-to-Air shuttles, had an atmospheric hatch—essentially a hole through the lower hull for dropping supplies or personnel. Torin knew vacuum jockeys who refused to ride in the same compartment with it, but then the Navy’s superstitions had superstitions. And vacuum jockeys tended to be prima donnas.

“Drop team advance to drop position.”

Torin checked the screen by the lieutenant’s shoulder. The landing site used the edge of a heavily wooded area as cover from enemy scans; the trick was hitting the ground before hitting the trees.

Morrae shuffled forward, the toes of her drop sleeves out over the hole.

“Drop in three, two, one. Drop.”

Bannon followed as Morrae’s head cleared the hull, Domini behind him. Mari whooped as she dropped, then swore creatively as Servik dropped so close behind her, he nearly stood on her head.

The lieutenant's nostril ridges flared as Torin reached the hatch. “Gravity always wins, Sergeant.”

“Not when it’s fighting the Corps, Lieutenant.” Hands flat against her thighs, she banished a recent dream where she’d gotten stuck half in and half out of the VTA in front of the brass, and strangely, her mother, and dropped, her drop sleeve engaging the moment she cleared the exterior of the ship. Set to make a feet-first landing, the anti-gravity field extended up over her lower body—although, at just over four thousand metres up, it was doing little more than preventing her from accelerating past the point of no return. The line of dark green became trees, dark and light splotches became bushes and grass. After eighty-five seconds, the power bar on the right side of her visor began to climb. Twenty-seconds later she’d slowed enough to feel the difference.

Knees slightly bent, centre of balance low in her pelvic girdle, core tight…

A drop of water hit her arm with enough force to register on her visor, sleeve stiffening, cold spreading out from the impact site as her uniform’s environmental controls went off-line.

And a sudden flare of heat as they came back on again.

Wonder if that hit hard enough to ping the sergeant.

Sergeants fussed. It was what they did. Torin hated being fussed over.

You’re the sergeant, you idiot.

The first four had reached dirt. Servik stumbled and kept going, allowing the forward momentum to carry him to the trees. Half a metre above the ground, Torin’s drop sleeve charge burnt out. She went almost to one knee as she hit, pushed off from a runner’s crouch, and joined her team under cover, her KC7 hanging from its shoulder strap in position to fire from the hip if necessary.

A green RECON was considered a failure if weapons were fired. Marines didn't like to fail. They liked dying even less.

* * *

“Better they get a brief burst of static than get their hands on the tech, right Sarge?” Mari grinned, igniting the self-destruct on her drop sleeve.

“SOP, Opizzi,” Torin grumbled, dropping her own sleeve on the same bit of bare soil. “All in, Marines. Then, in case they send someone to check that brief burst of static…”

Mari gave her a sarcastic thumbs up.

“…Lembede clear the ground. Morrae and Opizzi, check no one left a visible crater when they landed.”

“I should go high.” Servik had one boot undone.

“You should look up,” Torin told him. They were under young conifers, five maybe six metres high, twenty centimetres in circumference. The Krai were arboreal and Torin knew Servik could get up these trees, even move between them, but thirty point twelve metres in, she pinged off a tree two point six metres around and approximately thirty-four metres high. Beyond that, they got bigger. Evergreens, they had a multitude of short branches over the upper seven or eight metres, with a lot of sky between them. “You can go high when we’re stationary. While we’re moving, you’ll be on the ground.”

“I’m Krai,” Servik protested. “I know trees.”

“I’m a sergeant. I’m well on my way to knowing everything, but if you tell me you’ll be faster up top, you can go high.”

He squinted up into the canopy, nostrils fluttering as he worked out distances, and knelt to secure his boot.

“I’m sorry, Private, I didn’t hear that.”

Nostril ridges almost closed, he straightened. “You were right, Sergeant Kerr, I’ll be faster on the ground.”

Ends of her hair flicking back and forth under her helmet, Morrae grinned at her over Servik’s head. Torin held her gaze until she stopped.

They took a break twelve kilometres in, just past the halfway point where the huge trees had given way to a significantly smaller species. Although Servik had taken two strides for every one of the theirs, he’d had no trouble keeping up. The Krai had an almost mythical endurance.

“Yeah, well, the mythical endurance of the di'Taykan has nothing to do with running in full gear,” Morrae panted, helmet cupped in the curve of her arm.

“It’s light gear,” Mari mocked, crossed hands resting on her KC.

Torin didn’t catch Morrae’s reply, voices dropping to a murmur of sound that could have been the breeze in the top of the enormous trees as she scanned the path ahead. It had begun to rise, twelve degrees now, twenty-seven about twelve metres out. Turning back toward the team, she scanned each of them, amazed at the information a sergeant could access. Bannon’s heart rate was up. Morrae and Domini had both cracked their environmental controls down to the coolest setting. Mari…

“Opizzi, are you chewing gum?”

“Big believer in minty fresh breath, Sarge.”

“If you choke on it…”

“Fully capable of running and chewing gum, Sarge.”

“Your potential funeral.” Mari was a highly trained adult. Torin wasn’t going to challenge her belief in her capabilities, although she half thought she should. Sergeant Narr would’ve told her to spit it out.

But Sergeant Narr wasn’t here.

She was.

“We’re up on ten klicks out. Shut down tech.” Long range scanners were shit through tree-cover, but at this point Torin, had she been the enemy, would have set a random pattern of short-range scanners in the trees. High odds Morrae and Domini had set their EC so low in anticipation of the order. Even inert, their combats would contain the lower temperature for the next five or six kilometres. Ambient temperature was well within di’Taykan tolerances, but they preferred to be cool.

Two klicks out, she could hear machinery—no surprise, the enemy had taken a mining colony. Logic, much as it could be applied cross-culturally, said they’d then begin mining.

Domini, to her left, touched her arm. When Torin turned, he pointed to Bannon on his left and two paces behind. And not just Bannon…

“EMP,” Bannon explained quietly when the other five gathered around the half-metre-high metallic pillar. “Goes off every twelve seconds.”

Morrae’s hair lifted. “Someone out there has twelve fingers. Or four fingers per hand and three hands.”

“Given the spread, odds are high there’s another every four or five metres.” Bannon pulled the pillar out of the ground, pushed in the retractable spike, tugged it out again. “We ran into these things on Fallon when I was with the 3/7. As far as the squint squad could tell, it’s just an EMP—no looking, no listening.”

“They think taking out our tech will stop us?” Mari snorted. “Way to not pay attention.”

“Right. They should know that won’t work.” Servik’s nostril ridges closed. “We’ve been kicking their asses for centuries. We could kick their asses naked with a knife in our teeth.”

Mari snorted again. “That’s a stupid place to carry a knife, new guy.”

“Space is big,” Torin’s tone cut Servik’s response off at the first syllable, although, she silently acknowledged, they were both right. Even the KCs were based on old tech, a chemical explosion propelling a solid at high speed, impervious to distant interference and weighted to make a decent club in case the ammo ran out. “Maybe this lot have never had their asses kicked.”

“New species?” Bannon asked, rising out of a squat.

“Could be.”

The Others, the name the media had given the unnamed enemy, had at least seven species fighting, with unconfirmed rumours of another two. The Confederation had three: Humans, di’Taykan, and Krai. The Others had invaded Confederation space and had sent diplomatic envoys back in pieces. They took no prisoners and, when captured, self-destructed, taking as many of their captors with them as possible. No one knew why the Others continued to attack.

In general, Torin amended silently. In specific, the reasons behind this particular attack were clear.

“They’ve left nothing in orbit. We wouldn’t have known they were this far in had someone in the colony not squeezed off a message just before they blew the system. Took a little over five hours for that message to get to the Susumi satellite by the jump point, close to five more before some serley dirin avirrk at company headquarters bothered to check the untagged file. Company to Parliament to the Ministry of Defence to us — another thirteen hours. And most of that was distance. Now, what could get those lard asses up and moving at speed?” Lieutenant Turrik spread his hands. “Panite. The same panite that’s an essential component of Susumi tech. There’s a shitload of it on MC471 and the enemy wants it as much as we do. Brass doesn’t like the whole sneaking around, no orbital defences setup, assumes it’s a trap, so we need to get eyes on without tipping them off.”

“Opizzi, go right. Domini, go left. Let’s make sure they’ve set a perimeter and this isn’t a forgotten piece of tech.”

“Why would they have…” Mari began, took a look at Torin, and raised a hand. “Going right, Sergeant.”

“Someone has sergeant face,” Morrae murmured.

Torin ducked a frog/beetle leaping to a new tree and let that be her response, suspecting that a new posting as a sergeant would be easier than dealing with Marines who’d known her for years.

The perimeter posts to the right and left were four point seven metres out and identical to the one Bannon had found.

An EMP perimeter wasn’t a military defence. Who or what had the Others sent in?

Half a kilometre out, Torin heard shouting over the grumble of the big machines. Strange how entitled impatience ignored language barriers, sounding the same regardless of species. She could smell heated metal.

At a hundred metres, she left the team in a protected hollow—protected because it had five Marines in it—and belly-crawled out into the low brush that bordered the large clearing once home to the mining colony.

“Okay, if panite crystals are both rare and essential…” Mari spun the hard light image of MC471. “…why wasn’t the Corps dirtside protecting the mine?”

“Full disclosure. If the military goes out, the media has to be informed.”

“Fukking media,” Bannon muttered.

The lieutenant flared his nostrils in agreement. “One company can’t claim an entire planet, so the only way to keep the competition out is to keep the news of the find out of the media. No media, no Marines, and odds are this’ll be what gets the bill through Parliament that gives the government control of panite mines.”

“No bet,” Torin muttered.

The mining colony had been cooked. Four shuttles with thermal engines had simply landed in any area approximately the right size. Using a broad definition of approximately. The sluice mine at the base of the ridge would have given no shelter to the miners. The only solid building on the plateau was a prefab constructed by the Others.

 Sometime between landing and now, the shuttles had been buried nose first and had their sterns disassembled, leaving what were essentially very large tubes sticking about three metres out of the ground about two hundred metres apart.

As Torin watched, a repurposed mining machine lifted…something she couldn't identify at this distance, into the farthest tube.

“We can’t see shit from here,” she said when she rejoined the team. “What’s the pin say?”

“They’re not scanning.” Bannon dropped the pin back into a pouch on his webbing. “And I'm reading enough noise, I guarantee never notice the PCUs this close in. Even if they were looking.”

“Do they think we aren’t going to take this place back?” Servik demanded.

Domini shook his head, his hair moving in the opposite direction. “They think we don’t know they’re here.”

“Ignorance is a bad defence.”

“Alien.” Mari snorted. “They could have new tech we can’t read.”

Servik snorted back at her. “That they’ve developed a new power source for?”

“Possible.”

“Unlikely. Sarge?”

“Internals and personal communication only.” Torin thumbed her tech back on. “No scanners. No slates. If you have to move out past the hundred-metre mark, power down. Domini, Lembede, get to the top of the ridge. Servik, find the closest tree with the best view. Not on the ridge,” she added when he opened his mouth. “Morrae, Opizzi, you’re with me on up-close-and personal. Be back here…” She glanced up at the sun and considered how fast a thirty-one-hour day would move it. “…in ninety minutes.”

“That’s not a lot of time, given the height of the ridge,” Morrae began.

Torin cut her off. “If they can’t get to the top in half an hour, I’ll need to check their med alert because their legs are probably broken.” It took her a moment to identify the sound as Bannon snickering, and she damped down a surge of pride. She was his sergeant, he was hers, and helping his mental stability was part of her job. “Ninety minutes will give us enough daylight to get back to the EP.”

“Wait.” Servik’s hands tightened on his KC. “We’re just going to look around and leave?”

Mari grinned broadly enough to show molars. “Welcome to RECON, new guy.”

* * *

The enemy had maintained the perimeter of the mining colony—or at least not extended beyond it—and while Torin couldn’t identify what they were building, she could tell they were working to a deadline. All the colony’s large equipment was in use, and move your ass sounded the same in most languages. Physical ass optional.

As Opizzi joined Morrae crouched behind the charred remains of a set of temporary quarters, Torin ran for the next secure location. Unseen, she dropped to one knee, brought up her weapon, and looked around a piece of twisted metal that been a two-seater mule. “I’ve found some of the miners.”

“Are they alive?” Morrae asked. Torin could hear the others waiting for her answer.

“No.” She looked at the pile of burnt and broken pieces, breathed shallowly through her teeth, and thanked whoever was looking after this part of the universe that she’d sent Bannon and Domini up to the top of the ridge. Psych hadn’t said, “Don’t let them crawl up to a heap of corpses that might remind them of the heap of corpses they were buried under.” Torin assumed that was understood.

“Think it’s all of them?”

There were bodies on the top of the pile that hadn’t been taken out in the shuttle landings. Actual bodies, not crisped body parts.

“Odds are.” The carrion insects covering the pile made a constant background buzz, higher pitched than the growl of the machinery. “If any survivors FFP’d out of here, they’re not our problem. The Corps will pick them up later when they take back the mine.”

* * *

“Bugs and Brains,” Domini told them. “That's all we saw.” Bannon grunted agreement.

Servik nodded. “Yeah, that’s what I saw too. Plus a couple of Stick-figures, holding what looked like slates. In charge, maybe?”

“Maybe.”

The Bugs looked like very large cockroaches. Brains were what the Corps called the aliens with the overly large heads, even though that wasn’t where their brains were located. Stick-figures were tall and thin and probably not mammals. Marine nomenclature tended to be unimaginative. Of the three, Torin had only faced the Bugs in battle, where faced referred to a Bug's body dropping from a blown fighter and smashing into damp shards on impact. One of the shards had cut a three-centimetre line across the back of her left hand, so she counted it.

No one had spotted anything resembling a military presence.

“So the bodies…” Domini paused, his eyes flashing light, then dark. “…Sergeant Kerr saw, the ones not fried by the landing, were killed by…what? Scientists?”

“I've known some pretty cranky scientists,” Mari offered.

Torin crumpled the wrapper of a protein bar and dusted the remains into a belt pouch. “Or they landed with the equivalent of a fire-team to deal with any survivors, but now the scientists are in charge and the fire-team has been absorbed into the workforce. Out of uniform, running support, operating the heavy machinery…”

 “But the briefing said one jump point and no evidence of a ship in system.” Helmet in her hand, Morrae fluffed out her hair. Sergeant Narr would have told her to put the helmet back on, but they were in no immediate danger, so Torin let it go. “Even if they went back through the same point,” she continued, “there’d be a second energy signature. Where’s the ship they jumped in on?”

“Taking a scenic tour of the system,” Mari offered around a mouthful of protein bar. “Making them the Navy's problem.”

“Could they have come in the VTAs?” Servik asked

Bannon frowned. “Can you take a VTA through Susumi?”

“Not ours,” Torin told him.

Morrae’s hair swept forward and back. “One jump point, remember? Not four.”

“So one Susumi engine…” One Susumi engine, Torin repeated silently and finished the thought aloud. “All four shuttles were attached to a single Susumi engine.”

“Can they do that?” Mari looked around the group. “Can people survive Susumi space in a VTA?”

All eyes ended up on Torin, who shrugged. “Do I look like a Susumi engineer?”

“Chrer tin sar!” The pale green of Servik’s mottling darkened as all eyes turned to him. “No, not you, Sarge. I spent some time with a Susumi engineer a while ago. Navy. Their ship was at Ventris for repairs and she did the whole freak the grunt out by climbing through a Susumi engine with him thing. That’s what the Others are building in the VTAs. Susumi engines. It’s why they used four VTAs for less than twenty bodies. They were packed with the parts they needed for the build.”

Domini frowned. “Why would their Susumi engines look like ours?”

“Function, form,” Servik told him. “At least for the central core. The core's unmistakable.”

Machinery grumbled up on the plateau. Insects buzzed. Creatures unseen complained loudly up in the canopy.

Someone had to say it, and Torin got the big bucks. Or would when her raise came through. “That's why they've sunk the VTA's so far into the ground. After they've got the engines installed, they’re going to try and take the whole planet through Susumi space.”

“Because it’s full of panite.” Mari unwrapped another protein bar. “If they’re going to the effort, I’m guessing more full crystals than shards. What?” she demanded as group attention shifted to her. “New guy’s not the only one to knock boots with a Susumi engineer.”

After a moment, Morrae drew in a deep breath and said, “Okay, you may be able to shield a VTA to survive Susumi space, but there’s no way they’ll survive on the surface of a planet. Do they think the atmosphere’s going to go along for the ride?”

“My guess, they'll have hooked up the engines to the VTA controls and seven or eight of them will be crammed into each cockpit.” Torin frowned. “Servik, how close to finished did they look?”

“One’s done. The core's been lowered into two more and they're hooking up now. The fourth…”

Up on the plateau, two of the big machines roared out in harmony.

Torin indicated Servik should crawl to the top of the hill. He was, after all, the only one of them who knew what a Susumi engine looked like.

“The core just went into the fourth VTA,” he said after crawling back. “What do we do, Sarge?”

Her decision. She was the sergeant. She squared her shoulders. The enemy was attempting to steal the mineral that allowed ships and satellites to fold space. To give the Others an advantage that, if it didn't turn the tide of the war—Torin had no idea if the tide was ebbing or flowing, that wasn’t her job—could definitely kill a lot more Marines.

“We evac, hit vacuum, squeeze a message through, the brass jumps in a battle cruiser…” She was thinking out loud. When Susumi engines blew up, interesting things happened involving multiple waves of Susumi energy. Where interesting was seldom good. Or survivable. And here, they were talking about four enormous engines, big enough to move a planet through Susumi space. It could get very interesting. “They won't want to take the engines out from orbit,” she realized. “It would destroy the panite.”

“And most of this hemisphere,” Domini noted, eyes dark.

Bannon shrugged. “So they'll send in the Marines to take back the mine.”

“And the moment they attack, this lot will start up however many engines they've finished by then and jump. Killing those Marines. Even if the jump gets fukked and they don't get the panite home, they still win because we don't have it either.”

Torin raised a hand, cutting Bannon off before he could respond. “They've already sent in Marines.”

Morrae's hair lifted. “You think we should take back the mine?”

“I think that's all we have time for. No one with a functioning sense of smell leaves a pile of bodies to rot so close to where they're working unless they don't have time to deal with it. But Domini's right, if we go in guns blazing, they'll try a jump with the one engine they have finished.”

Mari spread her hands. “So how do we stop them?”

“We sneak in and we take out the controls.”

“Torin…”

She turned toward Morrae and waited.

Morrae sighed. “Sergeant Kerr, the controls are inside the protection of a VTA. Maybe if we had boomers and a shitload of luck we could drop charges in from above and somehow not hit the actual engine, but we don't have boomers. If we're going to take back this mine before it goes bye-bye, we have to concentrate on soft targets.”

“We don’t shoot civilians.” And all signs said this group was mostly civilians.

Her hair flattened. “Civilians die in wars all the time.”

Torin lifted her upper lip off her teeth, vaguely aware of Servik’s nose ridges slamming shut. “Not what I said. I said, we don’t shoot civilians.”

“Well, yay us.” Mari twirled a finger in the air. “We’re light and green; in and out fast and quiet. Light doesn’t come with demo charges. Neither does green.”

“Really?” Torin sighed. “Who here isn’t packing demo charges? Servik?” He was new to RECON. There was a chance.

“Uh, I’ve got seven, Sarge.”

“Overkill, new guy.” Mari patted her pouches. “Four’s fine.”

Torin had six, but two were micro charges and barely counted. “We won't be using the demo charges we're all carrying because, as Corporal Morrae pointed out, using explosives to take out the controls without blowing up the engine close will take one fuk of a lot more luck than I'm comfortable counting on. We use the perimeter EMPs.”

Bannon shook his head. “The perimeter EMPs aren't strong enough to penetrate a VTA.”

“We don’t shoot through the VTA, we shoot down into the VTA.”

Mari opened her mouth, but Morrae cut her off. “You want us to grab the enemy’s perimeter defences, get into their compound, get to the top…”

“Technically, bottom,” Mair interjected.

Morrae ignored her. “…of a buried VTA, and fire a low-level EMP down into a giant Susumi engine to fry…what?”

 “The circuit strings that connect the engine to the ship's hull. Susumi engines aren't propulsion units,” Torin continued, “they fold space, partially by modifying the area surrounding the ship to make it congruent with the destination.”

“Okay,” Mari said after an extended silence, “everyone who hasn't knocked boots with a Susumi engineer raise their hand.”

Bannon waved. “I'll get on it when we get back.”

“Fine. Great. Whatever. But…” Morrae came down hard on the word. “…their security can't possibly be shitty enough for us just to walk up to those engines.”

Torin shrugged. “First, we're RECON. Getting in and out without being seen is what we do. It’s what you do for another three tendays.”

Morrae’s hair flipped up, reconsidered, and fell.

“Second, even if there's a military contingent of some kind, it's so small we can't see signs of it. We could take them even if they were ready for us. Which they aren't.”

Morrae’s eyes, locked on hers, darkened until the purple shaded into black.

“And third, put your damned helmet on.”

The creatures in the canopy shrieked again. A beetle/frog passed through Torin’s peripheral vision. Up on the plateau, mining machines grumbled and growled through tasks they’d never been designed for. Morrae’s hair was completely still.

Torin waited.

After a long moment, Morrae put on her helmet and released a deep breath. “What if they’re military scientists, Sarge?”

“Then they’re crap at the military part of it. Opizzi, Servik, Domini, go grab six EMPs. Two for backup,” Torin added before Mari could point out that one EMP per tube would be enough. Squatting, she scuffed a bit of dirt clear with the edge of her hand. “Map time.”

* * *

Torin tapped her front teeth with her thumbnail and marked the positions of the pole lights out on the plateau. Most species had vision problems at dawn and dusk. The imaginations that helped sentience evolve didn't like looking into the shadows. They could use that.

The machines were parked. The plateau was quiet. Lights were on in the pre-fab over by the mine.

Six Marines to take out four engines.

She put Servik on the finished engine because with it capped he had an extra metre to climb and an access port to open. Prehensile feet gave him the extra speed and agility. Keeping Bannon and Domini together meant Morrae was also on her own because Torin needed Mari with her in case she had to redirect her attention to the operation as a whole. “And because you weigh less than sixty kilos. If I have to heave anyone’s ass up the outside of a VTA, I’d rather it was yours.”

“That’s the nicest thing you’ve ever said to me, Sarge.”

“Don’t get used to it, Opizzi.”

As the light levels dropped, pole lights around the clearing began to glow. Not enough to make a difference, not yet…

“Marines.”

Mari shifted on her left.

“Ready.” Torin dug the toe of her boot into the dirt. “Go.”

The tops—or bottoms—of all four VTAs were roughly two metres above ground. Getting to the top wouldn’t be a problem, both di’Taykan and Bannon were close to that height and Torin was only eighteen centimetres shorter.

Her visor pinged VTA number four at three hundred and six point one seven metres. Bent almost double, combats losing the green and shifting to match the charred and torn up ground, she raced toward it. Mari ran a metre back to her left.

 The footing sucked. Hard, soft, firm, unstable—all in the same stride. The trip through the forest had been like running a track in comparison. As her visor pinged a hundred metres, they reached the ground packed in around the tube and her right boot hit with a solid thud. The enemy had mixed something in to solidify it, something other than the bits burned off miners too small to gather up.

Torin picked up speed.

“Servik, going up.”

“Morrae, going up.”

Torin's fingers were almost touching the rough, grey side of the VTA when a Stick-figure wearing military camouflage walked around the curve. She couldn’t remember where the vital parts were on Stick-figures, but visible sensory organs were up top so she hit them just below.

“Lembede, Domini, going up.”

The Stick-figure folded. Literally.

“How many joints does that fukker have?” Mari wondered.

“Just took down an enemy combatant. Military personnel may be patrolling.” Torin hooked her fingers over the edge of the tube. “Kerr, going up. Move it, Opizzi.”

A boot on her thigh, the second on her shoulder, and Mari was crouched on the top of the curve. “Fukking fuk! Drones! I’m okay, it's just a low-velocity dart. Probably to keep birds out. The vest stopped it.”

“Helmet stops it too,” Domini noted.

“And that’s why you keep it on.” Torin pulled herself up in time to see Mari fly backwards, a line of crimson drops arcing out from her face as she fell. “Drones are firing more than just low-velocity darts, people. Opizzi's down.” She rolled over onto her back. “And there's multiple drones.”

“Morrae, complete.”

The two closest drones got caught in Torin's pulse, lost power, and dropped.  One crashed off the lip of the VTA before falling to the ground. When Torin looked down, way down, the three Brains still working inside the VTA looked up. Their eyes widened. One pointed.

“Servik, complete.”

The perimeter sensors took twelve seconds to charge between EMPs. Torin could see the Brains’ mouths move. She assumed it was their mouths moving.

“Sarge! Incoming drone!”

If she took out the drone, it would be another twelve seconds…

The drone exploded.

Torin turned far enough to see Mari pick up another rock, blood dribbling from the cut in her cheek.

“College ball!” she yelled. “Go Quasars!”

Two of the Brains working on the engine shouted out tangled strings of sound. The third crouched with their hands over their head.

Torin ignored them and aimed the EMP at the highest concentration of lights. The lights flared, faded, and died. In ones and twos, the rest of the lights flickered, dimmed, and went dark. She waited twelve seconds, perimeter sensor humming in her hold. The dark held and a thin stream of smoke rose high enough for her to smell the burned plastic.

“Kerr, done.” She dropped to the ground. “What’s the holdup, Dom?” Was psych wrong? Were Bannon and Domini taking their time, hoping the enemy would end it for them?

“Got a Bug spraying insulation. Hard to get a clear shot.”

“Shoot through the Bug.”

“We don't shoot civilians.”

Torin rolled her eyes. “It's an EMP! Unless Bugs are highly conductive…”

“Sarge! Seven, no, nine drones heading to your position!”

The black ovals against the sky were too far away for Torin to take out with the EMP. She dropped the perimeter sensor and swung her KC around. “Lock and load, people. There’s no Susumi tech in those drones.”

Two shots. Two drones exploded.

“Fuk you, Morrae,” Torin muttered before she remembered she was a sergeant and sergeants didn’t compete with their corporals. The snicker suggested Morrae had heard her anyway. She squeezed off a round, clipped a drone, and sent it spinning. “They’re a bit…”

The roar of a great beast drowned her out.

“Holy fuk.”

Torin had to agree with Morrae. Heading across the plateau and straight for her VTA came a machine out of nightmare. Protruding pipes jerked left, then right, then left again as the enormous digger cut a trench in the ground with a stream of pressurized air. The lack of operating lights made it more frightening, even if it probably meant only that the driver couldn't find the on switch.

“Two uniformed hostiles in the cab!” Servik was still prone on top of his target, his silhouette a barely visible bump on the smooth curve of the cap.

“If you've got a shot, take it.” Torin flattened against the side of the VTA as a cloud of ash and dust billowed by. “Goggles!” she snapped at Mari and flicked her own lenses down out of her helmet. With no angle on the cab, she squinted through a break in the dust and fired at the tracks. She might as well have spat at them.

“Cab's not glass, it's clear aluminum.” Morrae paused to fire again. “Might crack it with two shots in the same place, but visibility sucks.”

Gears screaming a protest, the machine turned, heading for the one VTA that still had functional electronics.

“Lembede! Domini! Incoming! Get down!”

“We just need twelve seconds to recharge.”

A steaming pipe adjusted its aim.

“You haven't got twelve seconds!”

A small, dark figure, only a little darker than the evening sky, leapt from the top of the completed VTA onto the top of the machine.

“Servik!”

“Little busy, Sarge.”

“What the hell is he doing?”

Mari stepped up beside her. “Proving himself.”

“Servik! Get clear! That’s an order!”

“There's an access hatch!”

The machine had multiple clawed arms for retrieving the panite. They flailed wildly around the machine, slamming metal against metal.

Metal against Krai.

Servik fell forward.

Hit the ground in front of a tread.

Krai could take a lot of punishment.

Torin saw his hand slide into his vest.

“Fire in the hole.”

His lips drew back off his teeth.

The tread rolled forward.

“Take cover!”

Torin hit the ground beside Mari, both of them pushed tight against the base of the VTA, heels of their hands pressed into their ears, eyes squeezed shut, slammed by sound and light. Muffled impacts rang out a staccato beat as pieces of the machine hit the other side of the VTA. Bones thrumming with the vibrations, Torin sipped air through her teeth and tasted dirt. When the vibrations stopped, she opened her eyes and stood.

Visibility was better than she'd expected. Holding a hand down to Mari, she hauled the smaller woman up onto her feet.

Mari swiped dirt off her goggles with her thumb, looked at Torin, and said, “Seven demo charges?”

“Probably set off explosives stored in the machine.”

She kicked at fist-sized hunk of twisted metal. “You think?”

“Marines, sound off!”

“MORRAE.”

“Lembede.”

“Domini.”

“Opizzi.”

“I CAN’T HEAR YOU!” Morrae sounded on the edge of panic.

Torin closed her eyes for a moment. “Domini.”

“I’ve got her, Sarge.”

The Stick-figure Torin had taken down lay crushed and half buried under something mechanical. The far side of the VTA looked like it had gone through an artillery barrage.

“Sarge.”

She turned toward Mari's gesture and saw a Bug scuttle around a twisted loop of track and out into the open. Over the dust and scorched metal and burned plastic, she thought she could smell lemon furniture polish.

The Bug’s back end rose as the rear legs kept moving after the front had stopped.

“Hold your fire.” Torin pushed the muzzle of Mari’s KC toward the ground as she walked forward.

“Sarge?”

“I said, hold your fire. Don’t make me repeat it again.” They didn't shoot civilians. So, what were they supposed to do with them?

The Bug’s mandibles clattered together, both sets of upper arms spread wide.

To Torin's surprise, the response came from directly behind her, and she turned to see two of the Brains who'd been working inside the VTA drop down from the rim and move to stand behind the Bug, over-sized eyes locked on the two Marines. When the third finally limped over to join them, the Bug dipped their antennae at Torin then herded—there could really be no other word for it—the three Brains back to the pre-fab.

“Sarge, our insulation installer is heading up and out of the VTA.”

“Let them go.” She watched the Bug scurry across the plateau, watched the entrance to the prefab open, then close again. She didn't hear the lock engage, but she'd bet her pension it had.

“That wasn’t the only machine,” Mari said softly, as Torin’s shoulders relaxed. “It wasn’t even the biggest. And they still outnumber us.”

“They're not going to leave the shelter.”

“How can you be so sure?”

Torin looked around at the destruction. “They’re civilians. War isn’t their job.”

* * *

Krai bones and teeth were among the strongest substances in known space. Although his ribcage had been crushed, most of Servik’s bones and teeth were intact.

Torin checked the seals on the bodybag and stepped back.

“Fraishin sha AREN. Valynk SHA haren.“ Morrae’s hearing hadn’t quite returned, but she was the ranking di’Taykan.

Servik had been the only Krai. Torin bit a piece of skin off the side of her finger. She was a sergeant now. “Kal danic dir kadir. Kri ta chrikdan.”

That made Bannon the ranking Human. “We will not forget. We will not fail you.”

Torin sent the command. The bag stiffened and flattened.

The ash fit into a small cylinder that slid into one of the measured spaces inside the senior NCO's vest. Inside Torin’s vest. Marines didn’t leave Marines behind. It felt…

Heavy.

She wanted to turn to Bannon and Domini and tell them they had to get past Cavener. They had to live for Servik. She didn’t. She was a sergeant now and too smart for that kind of bullshit.

“So, back to the evac point, Sarge?”

Torin unhooked the CFM and twisted it on. “Fuk that. They can pick us up here.”

* * *

“Seriously? Garden design?”

Morrae grinned, her hair lifting. “Family business. Beats farming.”

Torin thought of the manure pile outside the barn on her parents' farm. “No argument from me.”

They stepped back as a trio of officers hurried past them into the shuttle. Maintained perfectly neutral faces as the two lieutenants almost jammed shoulder to shoulder in the hatch.

“When do you leave for Ventris?”

“Next threesday.” Torin couldn’t decide if she was looking forward to it or not, so, mostly, she didn’t think about it.

Morrae adjusted her crimson scarf, opened her mouth, and was drowned out by the final boarding call. A di’Taykan shrug was as graceful as everything else the di’Taykan did. “That’s for me.”

The hug lasted longer than it might have, less long than it could have with a di’Taykan involved.

“Stay in touch,” Torin told her. “I don’t know many civilians.”

“You too. I don’t know many sergeants.” She stepped back into the hatch. “Seems like you’ve got the hang of it, though.”

Torin touched the spot near her hip where Servik's cylinder had slid into her vest. “Yeah, seems like I do.”




To Dust We Shall Return

My story for the Zombies Needs Brains anthology Apocalyptic required…something suitably apocalyptic. But an apocalyptic story has to be dark. I couldn’t see a way around that, and I just don’t write a lot of dark. Well, not that dark, anyway. Fortunately, in the Valor-verse I’d set up an intergalactic war, and the way I figured it, if you have an intergalactic war then at some point you're going to have a planetary apocalypse and the only big question remaining concerns the timing of Torin’s arrival.

The ending of “To Dust We Shall Return“ is intended to be a “The Lady or the Tiger” ending (Do they still teach that story? Well, never mind, Google knows.) but if you've read the last Torin Kerr Peacekeeper book (The Privilege of Peace) you'll have a better idea of which door to open.

“Where’s Dr. Alison?” Nostril ridges clamped shut, Dirnir leaned out around Bogdan’s bulk and squinted toward the barely visible sled.

“She wouldn’t leave her lab.” Bogdan shrugged, large enough the movement made visible ripples in the blowing dust. “I had a choice: pick her up and carry her, or assume that as an adult she could make her own decisions.” He brushed his gloved hand over his filter, clearing away the layer of dirt. “Who knows, maybe she can find a way to stop the storms.”

The winds dropped and, just for an instant, Dirnir thought she could see a patch of blue. The high, dry plateau where the three colonies had been dropped had been chosen because of the ore, but it hadn’t been a bad place to live. Not a great place perhaps, too few sizable trees for that, but not a bad place.

And then, eleven point two tendays in, the first storm had hit. It had lasted four days. Wind lifting dirt and pushing it into noses and machinery both.

Then the second hit.

Then the third.

The fourth storm had lasted two weeks. By the time it ended, they were nearly out of full-face filters—and as mining colonies, they’d arrived with enough filters to keep the ore coming regardless of conditions underground. The constant abrasion had stripped gardens down to bare stalks.  The local wildlife had disappeared.

When the fifth storm rolled in, Voice of the Company had finally admitted this was more than they could handle on their own and had sent a message back to headquarters.

Sixth.

Seventh.

The storms got longer and the time between them shorter.

Eighth.

“Dirnir?”

She started and shook her head, adjusting her grip on the cable they’d strung between the mine and the anchor so she could turn around. “Let’s get inside.”

“Any word from…”

“No.”

* * *

“I can see you’re broken up about the delay, Sarge.” Private First Class Mari Opizzi grinned up at Torin. “I bet you’ve been looking forward to those eight weeks in Ventris, all spiffy in your Class Cs, minding your manners and learning how to do a job you’re already doing.”

Torin glanced down. The shorter woman wore a black T-shirt, ancient combat trousers, and a pair of boots with a gouge across the right toe—the RECON default uniform. Minus the age and the gouge, Torin wore the same. Sergeant or not, Class Cs could wait for Ventris.

“I mean, it must suck, knowing you’re having to hang about with us poor grunts in RECON for one more…” Mari winked and fell silent as the briefing room door slid open.

Torin acknowledged Lieutenant Turrik, nodded at the four Marines already seated, pointed Opizzi toward a chair, and headed for her own.  Lance Corporal Domini di’Naital and Corporal Bannon Lembede had, with Opizzi, been part of what she’d thought would be her final RECON outing. She should have remembered that plans rarely survived the reality of the Corps. PFC Phoela di’Kano and Wirekik were there to make up for the two lost off the previous team. Morrae had run out her contract and Servik…She touched her side where the cylinder of Servik’s remains had rested, tucked into a pocket of her vest.

Servik had found a use for the demo charges he’d brought along.

As, once again, her team held a broad range of skills and no specialists, she had to assume the powers-that-be had no idea of what they’d be heading into. SOP for RECON at least eighty percent of the time.

 She’d barely settled into her seat when the hatch opened again.

“Asses down,” Captain di’Hirose snapped and continued as they sat. “We’ve got a three-anchor mining colony backed by the SSG consortium that’s dropped out of contact. Didn’t respond when the SSG checked in and then didn’t respond when the Department of Colonial Affairs followed up. There’s a signal from their satellite, but nothing from the ground.”

“If the ground signal needed boosting, they could…”

“They didn’t.” The captain cut Bannon off, bronze hair flipping out to follow the arc of her hand. “Lieutenant.”

Lieutenant Turrik touched the edge of the table. “Welcome to Hurasu.”

“Is that the actual colour?” Torin asked. The atmosphere of the planet rotating above the tabletop swirled with brown. Dark brown, light brown, pinkish in places—not colours the DCA looked for when placing colonies.

“It is now,” the lieutenant replied, half-closed nostril ridges mirroring the annoyance in his voice. “It was never a green and pleasant place, but the air was a breathable compromise and the temperature cool enough outside the equatorial zone for Taykan without the rest of us freezing our asses off. Forests exist only at the edge of the polar circle, but temperate and equatorial zones have clumps of three to ten huge trees every three to five hundred hectares. Not a lot of global biodiversity so the DCA assumed a fairly recent extinction event.”

As the planet rotated, Torin counted six—no, seven—electrical storms large enough to have been seen from orbit. It looked more like an ongoing extinction event.

“Taykan and Krai make up thirty-eight percent of the colonial population. Humans, sixty-two.”

“We’re like cockroaches,” Opizzi muttered gleefully.

No one argued.

“There’s also seven statistically insignificant Dornagain at the kiddie table.” Captain di’Hirose flipped the population breakdown into the air. “Voice of the Company—just what her name suggests— and two at each anchor on administrative duties. They work directly for the SSG and weren’t intending to stay once things got established.”

No surprise. The Elder Races were settled, unwilling to take the risks that went with colonizing new planets. The Younger Races—Humans, Taykan, and Krai—fought the war the Elders were too socially evolved to participate in and pushed at the boundaries of the Confederation space.

“Families?”

“Human and Krai.”

The Taykan would never send Qui to a new colony. Their breeding population and their children were so protected that even on Taykan colony worlds, di’Taykan smoothed off the rough edges before family groups moved in.

Lieutenant Turrik spun the globe and focused in on a section of the northern hemisphere. “Anchor here, here, and here, two-hundred and fifty kilometres apart, shipping port to be built within the triangle, approximately eight hundred people per anchor, fifty/fifty mining professionals and support. Planet has an obscene amount of gold, and the Confederation has an obscene need for conductive material.”

“So it’s a strip and skip?” Wirekik asked.

“An obscene amount of gold,” Turrik repeated. “Initial reports said there’s places you can sweep it up with a broom and a dustpan. So no, the SSG was settling in for the long term. Word is, they had another triangle nearly ready to go.” He nodded at the storms. “Not so much now, I expect.”

Torin frowned at the image. “Station?”

“Not yet.”

“Space is big, Sergeant,” Captain di’Hirose interjected before Torin could respond. “And there’s a war on. The SSG will move a station into place as soon as there’s enough product ready to make it worth the cost. And yes, a station would’ve helped figure out what the fuk is going on.” She braced both hands on the table and leaned in, bronze eyes darkening as more light receptors opened. “The point is, this kind of atmospheric change isn’t natural. Not full planetary coverage, not in under two years.”

“Enemy action,” Torin stated flatly.

The captain nodded. “That’s what the brass thinks. They pulled time on the Susumi satellite to scan the system and found no other jump points, nothing to indicate ships in or ships out. Not that it matters, this didn’t happen on its own and everyone’s aware that a Department of Colonial Affairs satellite isn’t military grade. If the Others have a planet killer…”

“Armageddon armament,” Wirekik offered.

“Ecosystem explosive,” Phoela countered.

Mari snorted, spread her arms, and declared, “Apocalypse bomb!”

Domini opened his mouth, visibly thought better of speaking, and closed it. The others froze in place as one by one they became aware of Torin’s expression. After a long moment, she turned her attention back to the captain. “Is there a chance the Others were in-system when the SSG arrived?  Odds are high they’ve got the same need for conductive material we do.”

“It’s possible,” the captain allowed. “But when they arrived isn’t the issue.”

Bannon shook his head. “If they’ve been there for a while, they’ll have dug in.”

“It isn’t an issue to the DCA,” the captain amended. “They’ve got colonists who could be under attack but, as a governing body, can’t go in to check if there’s any chance of enemy action in the area.”

“Could be under attack, Cap?” Domini frowned, coral hair flicking back and forth. “Chance of enemy action?”

“If they were sure, they’d send the infantry.”

“No one’s happy about a potential apocalypse bomb,” the lieutenant added.

Mari thrust a triumphant fist toward Phoela, who sighed and bumped it.

Captain di’Hirose slapped the table, and the planet disappeared. “Since we don’t know what the hell is going on, you lot are going in to secure the colonists.”

“Green or black, Captain?” If they ran into the Others did they gather information or kick ass?

“At your discretion, Sergeant Kerr.”

* * *

“What if the survivors want to leave?” Mari waved her hand and nearly slammed it into the bulkhead. RECON travelled in a minimal Marine packet and the CFS Palmatier looked barely large enough to support her Susumi drive. “We sure as shit don’t have room for them.”

“Why wouldn’t they want to leave?” Bannon asked, tossing Domini a pouch of coffee. “The entire planet’s fukked.”

“Twenty-nine distinct dust storms at last count.” Wirekik set his pouch of sah on the table with his left foot and used his right to grab a bag of korm chips. “Though since they already volunteered to live on dirt…”

“On it, not in it,” Phoela corrected.

“We pass the numbers on to the Navy.” Torin looked up from the DCA information and glared Domini’s boots off the table. “Navy tells the DCA, and the DCA sends transport. Since they won’t send transport until they know they aren’t heading into a war zone, let’s hope we find out what the Others are up to ASAP.”

Domini’s hair lifted. “I bet they have new cloaking tech!”

“Because that’s just what we need,” Bannon muttered.

“Hey, Sarge!” Mari swivelled to face her. “Why would the brass think the Others are stupid enough to stay on a planet after they trashed it?”

Torin shrugged. “Obscene amounts of conductive material.”

“Why would the Others mess up the atmosphere, then? If they can get in and out without being seen, they can do a strip and skip in another hemisphere. Or if they wanted to be shits, they could take out the colonies and use their gear to ghost the DCA. Or they could just monitor incoming traffic and take off before the DCA returns. Or monitor incoming traffic and call in reinforcements to take out the DCA. Which’d make it pretty definitively a war zone.”

“Half of what the Others do makes no sense.” Wirekik’s nostril ridges closed at the sudden attention. “I mean, it probably makes sense to them but it’s serley chrika to the rest of us.”

Mari’s brows rose. “I bet they were testing it and it got away from them.”

“It?”

“The apocalypse bomb.” She rolled her eyes. “They needed a test site with people, right? They’re not just testing the effectiveness of their new weapon, but how adaptable we are once it’s been set off. Hurasu is perfect. Twenty-four hundred people isn’t enough to put them in danger of discovery before dustapalooza! They may not have even intended a full dustapalooza, but if the colonists leave because the Others have made the place unliveable, the Others can take advantage of the time it’ll take the SSG to send in station-controlled drones, and they can strip the place clean with giant mining robots! You know, like giant mining machines only they're robots.”

Torin held out a hand, stopping Mari on the way to the coffee pot. “How much caffeine have you had today?”

* * *

“With signals bouncing off the suspended gold dust, I can’t scan for life signs any better down here than the Palmatier could in orbit. And speaking of the Palmatier…” Lieutenant Yerr paused to stroke the landing struts into the green with her foot. “…I can’t reach the ship either. You need to talk to the ship, I’ll have to go back up. Oh, and Sergeant, remember how there was only supposed to be one satellite on the roundabout? I’m ninety-two percent sure I pinged a second.”

Torin paused, about to leave the cabin. “One of theirs?”

“Wouldn’t that be nice. Just arrived and found the enemy already.” She shook her head. “No, one of ours.”

* * *

The air on Hurasu was breathable, for certain semi-solid definitions of breathable. Torin considered stuffing the entire team into HE suits and compromised with gloves, hoods, and full-face filters.

“I hate these things, Sarge.” Domini scowled at the barely visible filter draped over his hand.

“We all hate them.” Torin had lost an eyebrow removing one on Canifton. “Put it on anyway.”

“Sarge…”

“Now.”

Lieutenant Yerr had set the VTA down just to the east of the first settlement, close enough it almost felt like cheating. As they finished securing their gear, Torin pulled up the exterior view.

“Holy fuk,” Mari breathed.

“Ser le grine,” Wirekik agreed.

The thing about dust storms, Torin realized, was that the word storms emphasized the dust in the air and made it easy to forget about how much got left behind.

A break in the wind showed a drift of gritty powder half way up the side of the two-story anchor, gold specks flashing as the lights from the VTA swept over it. Most of the surrounding single-story houses had been buried, and a few of buildings had been crushed under the weight. The crushed buildings were all prefabs, snapped together immediately after the anchor had touched down. Given the number of houses built of the native stone, Torin hoped the prefabs had been empty when they collapsed.

“All dirtside communications are dead, Sergeant. Hope it’s only the communications.”

“Likewise, Lieutenant.” Torin pressed the edges of the filter down behind her ears. “Opizzi, Domini, Lembede, check the mine. They might have dug in. Wirekik and Phoela, with me.”

“The anchor?” Phoela asked, pulling her hood up over writhing hair.

“The anchor.” The anchors were dropped from orbit containing the supplies new colonies needed to get started. They could handle vacuum, atmospheric entry, and impact; a little dust and wind wouldn’t hurt them.

Halfway to the anchor, the wind picked up again.

Caught mid-stride, it hit Torin’s raised leg with enough force to knock her off balance. Two pieces of particulate hit hard enough for her combats to activate and absorb the impact. As she began to fall, Wirekik grabbed her hip, steadying her long enough for her to get both feet back on the ground.

She nodded her thanks and collapsed the formation, tucking Wirekik in tight behind her right shoulder, Phoela behind her left. Easier for the Others to take them out, harder for the storm to take them down and separate them.

Three steps further and the anchor disappeared. Torin felt Wirekik and Phoela grip the straps of her pack. By step four, so much dust covered her filter she couldn’t see. Nor could she ping the anchor. Bracing her KC against her hip in case she had to fire one-handed, Torin swiped her free hand over her filter and managed three fast steps, following her display’s YBR before she had to do it again.

And again.

And again.

How many of the colonists had been literally lost?

When the proximity alert went off, she stretched out her arm, touched the anchor, followed the long wall around to the airlock entry, and had to actually touch the data port in her cuff to the lock in the outer door.

And once inside, after all three of them had thrown their weight against it, she had to touch it again to close it.

The inner door was open, a drift of dust up and over the lower lip.

Her scanner working again now it was out of the storm, Torin swept for life signs.

Nothing.

When Phoela opened her mouth, Torin raised a hand for silence and signalled a switch to night vision before sending the other two to search the second floor. No one knew where the Others were, so they could be anywhere. She headed for the power station, clearing each room she passed on the way. It looked as though the anchor had been powered down manually—there were no signs of a fight or of sabotage.

“The good news,” she said, meeting Wirekik and Phoela back in the common room, “is that someone was alive to turn off the lights. The bad news, they didn’t leave a note. Kitchen’s been stripped of all edibles.”

“Infirmary’s empty too.”

“But we found these.” Children’s clothing dangled from Phoela’s hand. “All kids, but all different sizes.”

Torin listened to dirt hiss against the windows. “Children’s lungs fill faster.”

“…geant Kerr! Can you hear me?”

The hiss had softened.

“Report, Opizzi.”

“No life in the…and no…of the Others, but there’s something you…see.”

The filter pressed against her eyelashes as Torin lifted a brow. “Something?”

“Looks like a grave. Hang on…Fuk it, only audio’s getting through.”

The hiss had dropped to a whisper.

“I’ll be right there. Wirekik, di’Kano, start searching the buildings. East side, outer edge, work your way in. Move as quickly as you can. Don’t split up. Lembede, di’Naital, same on the west.”

“Copy, Sergeant.”

The hazy outlines of buildings defined the road that led from the anchor to the mine. Torin took a ping off Mari's helmet, just in case, and began to run.

Two hundred and forty-two point seven metres out, the wind roared between the buildings, picked up a drift, and exposed the bodies of two emaciated animals, hides draped over skeletons, cracked tongues protruding. The lack of food in the anchor’s kitchen and the presence of Krai in the colony, who could and did eat anything organic, suggested the animals had been buried before the colony had been abandoned.

Or had been wiped out.

* * *

Given its position by the entrance to the mine, odds were that the grave had been dug with mining equipment.

“There were two Dornagain, right?” Mari waved a hand at the area surrounded by the half-buried fence. “This could hold them.”

Torin thought of the children’s clothing. “And a few others. What’s left inside?”

“Small digger and two haulers. All of them seized. Dust in the…”

Lightning danced along the top edge of the fence.

When her helmet visor depolarized, Mari shrugged. “Or that. Gold melts at just over a thousand degrees, lightning’s closer to twenty-eight thousand, so it’s possible the mechanicals got gilded to death.”

* * *

The prefabs were empty. So were the houses.

If the Others had been here, if they’d finished the job the storms had started, the wind had scoured away all evidence.

* * *

“Found three dead shonk.” Helmet in hand, Bannon pushed back his hood as they waited for the VTAs airlock to cycle. “Bodies were more desiccated than rotted. Lungs were full of dust.”

“How did you…” Miri began then shook her head. “Never mind. Don’t want to know. Dom! What happened to your hair?”

There was an oozing coral stub at Domini’s temple. He sucked in air through his teeth. “Poked out, sanded off, Bannon sealed it. I’m fine.”

“A quarter of the colonists were Taykan,” Phoela said softly as the inner door finally opened.

* * *

“Can you keep her up in this?” Torin asked, peering through the windscreen at three-metre-high dust-devils. The plan had been to fly the VTA to the next anchor following roads built straight and wide enough for mining equipment, but VTAs weren’t noted for their stability in atmosphere at the best of times and this wasn’t that.

“I don’t want to, but I can.” Lieutenant Yerr flicked a weather map into the air above the control panel. “Terrestrial influences randomize the storms at ground level, but if I take her up twenty klicks the patterns are reasonably stable. My preference is up, over, and down.” She sighed as Torin’s brows drew in. “Or I can stay low and risk going belly up somewhere between anchors and you lot will have to walk the rest of the way.”

At twenty kilometres up they’d be a lot easier to spot were the Others monitoring the results of their environmental destruction. Pointless destruction if they weren’t monitoring it. Had it been up to Torin, they’d take the road but Lieutenant Yerr was in charge of the VTA.

“I’ll get everyone strapped in.”

* * *

The second site was essentially identical to the first: buildings had collapsed; both mine and anchor were empty; there were children’s clothes left in the anchor’s infirmary. Instead of a grave they found a lake nearly empty of water, the shoreline scoured of plant life, and the bowl filled with dead fish.

“What killed them?” Bannon wondered, slipping a sample of the muddy liquid into his vest.

“Lack of water.”

“Seriously?”

“They’re fish,” Torin reminded him, brushing the dust from her filter. The Others could have poisoned them, but most of the time the simple answer was the correct answer.

“They’re destroying the entire planet,” Wirekik growled, nostril ridges shut behind his filter. “Nothing’s going to survive this.”

* * *

The landing at the third site slammed Torin up into her harness. The VTA tipped sideways, then jerked back level as the struts compensated. Blood dribbled from the corner of Bannon’s mouth, Domini cupped shaking fingers around the stump of his hair, and Mari muttered profanity under her breath—although the odds were high she wasn’t actually hurt.

“Wind shear,” Lieutenant Yerr spat. “You’re going to want to wait a bit until things quiet down, Sergeant. You can see SFA out there right now.”

It took an hour and forty-three minutes before they could get a visual on the anchor.

There were lights on.

* * *

“What the fuk took you so long?” The Krai’s nostril ridges were a pale, bloodless grey, and her clothing hung off her, a size too large.

The tall Human beside her shook his head. “They’re not DCA, Dirnir, they’re RECON.”

“RECON?”

“Marines.”

“I can see that.” She ran her hand back over the short bristles on her scalp and showed teeth. “You deal with them, then, I have things to do.”

Torin watched her stomp off to where a small cluster of Krai children huddled against the wall of the large common room. The air was stale, the scrubbers running above capacity, and it smelled of too many people in too small a space. Had she not been a Marine, and a sergeant, she might have said it smelled of despair. A symphony of soft coughing suggested the colonists had given up on moving the dust out of their lungs and were concentrating on breathing instead—with limited success. A gesture sent her team out to do what they could to help, then Torin turned her attention back to the emaciated man in front of her.

“Bogdan Gozluv, Staff Sergeant with the seven/three engineers.” He folded his arms and glared at her from under bushy brows. “I’d say you have to excuse Dirnir, Sergeant Kerr, but frankly, I don’t give a rat’s ass if you do. She’s colony admin; she’s got a lot on her mind.”

She was in close conversation with a pair of di’Taykan now and was, Torin realized, the only adult Krai in the room. “We were told the admin were Dornagain.”

“Do you know what it takes to keep a Dornagain alive? How much food? How much water?”

Torin looked past him at the pallets and the people on them. Most of them coughing, all of them too thin. Where was the line when people were dying?

“We lost Live by Lists when a digger rolled on her, before we gathered here. The other six stopped eating,” Bogdan continued, voice flat. “Stopped drinking. Wouldn’t let any of us make it easier for them. Said they didn’t want us to carry their lives for the rest of our own.” He met Torin’s gaze, eyes red-rimmed. “Stupid, hairy, giant assholes. It took them over a tenday to die. They’re fukking heroes.”

The Elder Races refused to fight. Sometimes they died anyway.

Less than four hundred colonists remained. Only thirty-seven of the two hundred and twelve children had survived—two hundred and twelve children who’d played outside while the early winds lifted fine particulate into their lungs.

“There were no signs of any of this in the initial assessments,” Bogdan growled. “None. I’d figured the DCA screwed the pooch, but since you lot are here…” His gaze flicked out over Torin’s team. “…I assume this isn’t natural. Are the Others dirtside or did they do this…” He didn’t wave his hand as much as move it in a jerky arc from the airlock though the common room. “…from further out?”

Torin watched children wander listlessly, listened to the coughing, remembered children’s clothing, and packed it all away to deal with later so she could do her job. “If they know, they don’t send RECON.”

Bogdan’s fists opened and closed, then he squared his shoulders and sighed. “Fair enough. How soon can you begin evacuation?”

“We don’t have transport here, not for this many…” This few. “…but we can fit a dozen children on the VTA when Lieutenant Yerr returns to the Palmatier.”

“Away from their parents?”

“Away from the dust, to a doctor and a full medical bay.”

“We have a doctor, and three ex-corpsmen, and our kids don’t go near the dust. We need food. And filters. And a ride out yesterday.”

“Water?”

He shook his head. “Digger broke into an aquafer, that’s why we gathered here. We’ve got plenty of water.”

“Why didn’t…”

“We move the whole colony to the mine? There’s a staph bacteria on the wet rock. Something our doc had never seen before. Lost four Human children, their parents, and a di’Taykan that way. Krai are immune, so they’re living in the upper chamber.” His eyes narrowed. “Don’t think you can suddenly come up with something we missed and save the day, Sergeant, all we want you to do is get us the fuk out of here.”

Torin tapped her PCU. “Do you copy, Lieutenant Yerr?”

“I copy, Sergeant. Your team’s supplies and the two boxes of extra filters are on the ground. I’ll inform Captain di’Merish of the situation and be back with everything the Palmatier can spare ASAP. Out.”

With the anchor sealed, Torin couldn’t have heard the VTA lift off although she thought she had. Or maybe it was the storm.

Bogdan raised a single brow. “Open com?”

“Easier than explaining.”

“Easy way isn’t always the right way, Sergeant.” His breath rattled deep in his throat. “We can leave Susumi space at the same time we entered it on the other side of the galaxy, but your lieutenant has to hand deliver her Sitrep.”

He sounded so weary, Torin found herself explaining. “The gold in the air…”

“Is scattering the signal from the ground. We know, Sergeant. But it’s been a year and six tendays. Where was everyone?” He raised a hand. “Never mind. Space is big. There’s a war on. The DCA bogs down in bureaucracy, and the SSG got busy doing other things. I don’t need to hear their fukking excuses.”

“I wasn’t going to give them.”

His lip curled. “Good for you.”

“Sergeant?” Dirnir rejoined them, nostril ridges half-closed.

Still angry then. Torin didn’t blame her.

“When we combined the colony,” Dirnir continued, “I sent Bogdan out to get Doc Alison, but she refused to leave her lab.”

“Dr. Felicia Alison,” Bogdan expanded. “She made a deal with the SSG to set up a small research station.”

“Deal?”

“Transport, her own piece of dirt in return for a first look at her results. The DCA approved, and there were delusional words about the lab becoming the colony’s first university. She’s set up on the other side of the valley, same elevation, but about a hundred klicks north.”

“A hundred?”

“Less than an hour,” Dirnir snorted as Torin edited the profanity from her next question. “What’s she studying?”

“Planetary sciences,” Bogdan began.

 Dirnir cut him off. “Which we’re disturbing. Thus, the distance. Before the storms started with this 27/10 nonsense, she’d come in once a week, teach a couple science classes, have a meal, exaggerate her results.” Nostril ridges relaxed and expanded with the memory. “Her whole response to the first tornado was a highly indignant, That’s not supposed to happen.”

You were friends, Torin realized. “Why wouldn’t she come in?”

Bogdan shrugged. “From what I could see of her lab, she was monitoring the storms. Not just locally; all the storms. I think she’s trying to figure out a way to stop this.”

“She doesn’t need to die to stop it,” Dirnir snapped. Her toes curled against the floor. “I haven’t been able to send a ride since. They’re too light and the winds are too high.”

“She has…”

“The same ride. She can’t get in; we can’t get out.”

There wasn’t anything Torin could do here except hand over the filters. And she had to do more. “Do you have anything heavy that still runs?”

“Sure. There’s a hauler that’s in good nick.” Bogdan reached out and put a hand on her forearm, as though he might need to stop her from immediately charging out the airlock. She wasn’t positive he was wrong. “It doesn’t matter, Sergeant. Visibility’s a lie, and we’ve already covered the impossibility of getting a signal through the dust.”

“We don’t need a signal. Not if you have the coordinates of the lab.”

Nostril ridges closed again, Dirnir showed teeth. “Of course we have the coordinates of the lab, but…”

This time, Bogdan cut her off. “Yellow brick road.”

Torin nodded. “YBR is a standard RECON download. We shut down nearly every time out.”  She raised her voice. “Lembede! di’Naital! You’re with me.”

Bogdan folded his arms. “And if the Others attack while you’re gone?”

Torin raised a brow. Had the man forgotten how to be a staff sergeant? “I’m leaving you three Marines.”

His mouth twitched into what might have been a smile. “So you are.”

* * *

The hauler’s tracks rose up over Torin’s shoulder, the floor of the cargo bed was a good half metre above her head, and the cabin a half metre above that. Gold dust had been ground into the rungs of the ladder.

“I emptied two packs to give you a full charge, so transport better get its ass here before we run out of power.” Germer, the Krai in charge of the vehicles, swung from a strut and dropped to the ground. “There’s nothing between here and Doc Alison’s place Beener can’t get over or through. Keep her going in the right direction and you should have no trouble.” He paused, tapped a front tooth with a grimy fingernail, and added, “Unless the Others have laid mines. There’s no armour on her undercarriage.”

“Why would you think…”

“This isn’t natural.” Germer flicked up a finger, not bothering to expand on what this was. It could only be one thing. “The Others have left us alone.” A second finger. “So…” A third. “…they must be after the doc.”

“Why?”

“No idea.” He shrugged, no better at the Human gesture than most Krai. “They sent a peace delegation back in pieces. Why do they do anything?”

Halfway up the ladder to the cabin, Torin paused and looked down. “You call the hauler Beemer?”

He laughed, nostril ridges fluttering. “No one says you have to. You sure you know how to drive one of these?”

Bannon snorted over the clang of his boot hitting the lowest rung of the ladder. “Please, she’s a sergeant.”

* * *

With the coordinates for the mine and the research centre already in her helmet, Torin guided the big machine out of the vehicle bay, following the line on her visor. It handled enough like an APC she kept the lurching to a minimum. “ETA three hours, eleven minutes.”

Bannon glanced over her shoulder. “I thought I heard Dirnir say it took an hour.”

“Not at our top speed.”

“Sarge, you’re doing 31K.”

“And that’s our top speed.”

“Hey Sarge…” Domini tossed his helmet onto an empty seat and dragged his hood off, allowing his hair to spread out into a coral nebulae around his head. “Do you think that mechanic was right? That the Others aren’t after the gold, they’re after the lab? Or the doc? Or both?”

“It’s possible.” It was all possible. Dr. Alison had been listed in the colony’s personnel files as though she were part of the colony, not a separate, unique entity, but that didn't necessarily mean the Others didn't know about her and her research. Whatever that research happened to be.

“So if we find the Others there? With the doc?”

“Then we know where they are.”

Torin knew what do when faced with the enemy, and none of that knowledge could be applied to the sick and starving. She almost hoped the Others were at the centre. Making them pay for the dust and the deaths would give her something to do with the anger twisting under her skin.

* * *

They stopped ten metres out from the research centre’s coordinates after rocking over a large, unidentified object that compacted under the hauler’s tracks.

Domini shut the engine down. “With any luck, we just took out an enemy VTA.”

Something slammed into the hauler, bounced off, and slammed in again.

“Debris carried by the wind,” Torin said after a minute. Bannon and Domini nodded. The Others’ weapons made a distinctive impact that they were all familiar with. “Let’s move.”

Visibility was nonexistent. She found the building by walking into it, the dust having taken out her proximity alarm. Leaning in close, her face little more than the filter's distance from the structure, she saw enough of the wall to recognize the distinctive outer layer.

An anchor.

Anchors were dropped with colonies; they weren’t used as research stations.

Dr. Alison must’ve gotten one hell of a grant.

The outer door was unlocked and the inner door was open. The airborne dust that had entered with them glittered in the ambient light from dozens of screens. Torin recognized the work-bench along one wall, a couple of fabricators, and nothing else in the jumble of machinery. She sent Domini right, Bannon left, and moved carefully straight down the middle.

The screens were all tracking the storms. Three were locked on the mesosphere, although the data coming through looked spotty.

They found nothing to indicate the Others had ever been in the building.

They couldn’t find Dr. Alison.

“Keep looking. If we can’t find her, we need to find something that can tell us where she’s gone.”

The kitchen held eight dirty mugs and a floor-to-ceiling cupboard over half full of instant meals.

The large room at the narrow end of the anchor opposite the airlock took up the full two stories and had a retractable roof.

Torin scuffed through the dust to the almost familiar piece of equipment in the centre of the room. “Lembede, could you send a satellite up with this?”

“Could send a lot of stuff up with this system.” Bannon swung his KC across his back and crouched to look in under the main bulk of the machine. “Nothing big though. Needs to be under sixty kilos.”

“That’s admirably precise.”

“Not really, Sarge.” He tapped a finger against the curve of metal. “There’s a warning label on the loader.”

* * *

Dust feathered down the stairs leading to the roof. Off the top of her head, Torin could remember four instances of the Others landing on anchors. She signalled for silence and reached for the mechanism that opened the trap door.

It was jammed.

It took brute force and a fifteen-centimetre serrated blade to get the door open. The metal screamed in protest when they finally forced it down.

By the time storm accumulation had spilled into the stairwell, Torin stood ankle deep in dust. Half a dozen larger pieces of debris bounced past, the wind circled her, raising dust devils, and a thin arm wrapped in dust-coloured clothing swung down from the roof.

Dr. Alison had died trying to get back into the anchor, the back of her head caved in by a triangular piece of metal about a centimetre thick. It looked as though she’d been buried before the storm managed to abrade more than just her top layer of clothing and when Torin turned her over, desiccated features glared out from behind her filter with an expression of extreme irritation.

“How long you figure she’s been dead, Sarge?”

“I have no idea.” Torin had seen a lot of corpses during her years in the Corps, but they were usually…moister. “Wrap her in a couple of blankets and secure her to the cargo bed. When you’re done, strip the kitchen and the infirmary. I’m going to try and figure out what she was doing up here.”

“You think she might’ve been setting up some kind of gizmo to stop the storms?”

“Well, if she was, she forgot to turn it on.”

* * *

Head ducked down to help keep her filter clear, Torin shuffled carefully around the roof, dropping to one knee during the heavy gusts to reduce her chance of going over. She found seven sensors still operating and three more reduced to jagged spikes, the broken metal polished smooth.

A gust out of the west took her by surprise. She stumbled, fell, and slid toward the edge, gloved hands cutting waves through the dust. She managed to stop herself just as her palm slid over a ridge in the seamless roofing material.

Her data cuff buzzed against her wrist.

The slate she lifted into the sepia light didn’t look damaged. And it wasn’t locked.

No reason for it to be. Dr. Alison had been working alone, a hundred klicks away from anyone who might read over her shoulder. Who might want to know what she was up to.

Crouched in the stairwell out of the wind, Torin flicked through files. Most had been corrupted and those she could get into were too far outside her skill sets for her to understand more than the basics. They looked like plans. Some were definitely schematics. She nearly missed the small text file. “Dear Diary,” she muttered, scrolling back to it. “Saw the Others land yesterday. The coordinates are…”

In Torin’s experience, scientists were seldom that helpful.

Most of this file had been corrupted as well, but the Parliamentary seal at the top of the message remained recognizable. As did the smaller seal representing the Minister for Military Affairs.

Torin stared at it until she had to brush dust off the screen.

Dr. Alison had gotten one hell of a government grant.

From the Minister for Military Affairs.

Had the MMA heard about a new weapon about to be deployed by the Others and sent her here to figure out how to stop it?

Was it coincidence that the Others had used that weapon here, on Hurasu, miraculously providing the data Dr. Alison would need to counteract it?

Torin didn’t believe in miracles.

Was it coincidence that the Others had used that weapon here, on Hurasu, after the colonists had settled in and the DCA had withdrawn?

As Opizzi had pointed out, “They need a test site with people…”

Hands sweating inside her gloves, Torin tapped a finger against the Parliamentary seal. But who were they?

Back on the roof, she braced the slate against the lip around the trap door and brought her boot down on it. The Corps issued slates that were Marine resistant; a civilian slate didn’t stand a chance. Gold had already begun to adhere to open circuits when she picked it up.

Prying the memory chip out of its protective casing with the point of her knife, she dropped it into the cupped palm of her left hand and used the hilt to grind it to dust.

Then she let the wind take it.

And heard Mari’s voice in memory. “Why would the Others mess up the atmosphere, then? If they can get in and out without being seen, they can do a strip and skip in another hemisphere.”

“Sergeant Kerr?”

“On my way down.”

Bannon met her at the bottom of the stairs. He gestured up at the open trap door. “We can’t close that.”

Torin raised a brow.

“I mean, there’s a lot of expensive equipment in this place that’s going to get ruined.”

“Probably.” She led the way back to the airlock.

“We’re going to let that happen?”

“How do we stop it? If people object,” she continued before he could answer, “it’s on me. We did our job, we secured the colonists. We can’t fight this kind of destruction.”

No one could.

Maybe Dr. Alison had been working on a solution.

But most of the time, the simple answer was the correct answer.

Torin followed Bannon out into the storm, licked her lips, and tasted dust.




Long Time Passing

This is sort of a direct sequel to the 3rd Peacekeeper/8th Torin book, The Privilege of Peace. Hopefully, you don’t have to read all eight in order to understand what’s going on, but I’m certainly not going to complain if you do.

“Forty years ago, the Sagara-West was lost in Susumi space.” Lieutenant Commander Stedrin paused as the image of the dreadnought class battle cruiser rotated slowly above the table, his intended dramatic effect lessened by a whistle from one of the two Silsviss wardens.

“That happens?” Lantriz leaned forward, claws scraping against the table’s inert edge. “A ship goes into Susumi space and doesn’t come out? I wasn’t told that happens.” He turned to the Silsviss sitting beside him. “Were you told that happens?”

Nictitating membranes flicked across Brayit’s eyes. “I was not.”

“I really think that’s information we should have been given, don’t you?”

“I do.”

“Preferably before we disappear.”

“Agreed.”

Lantriz had opened his mouth to continue his protest when Torin cut him off. “Enough. You’re hearing about it now.” When his throat pouch inflated slightly, she stared across the table until he deflated and settled back in his seat. Integrating the nine Silsviss abandoned by their planetary government into the Justice Department remained a work in progress almost four years later, pairs cycling in and out of Alpha Team as necessary to remind them that Torin had defeated a Silsviss in single combat and had the skull on her wall to prove it. She could’ve had two, but while one skull made a statement, two became a questionable decorating choice.

Lantriz and Brayit were the youngest of the nine and the most likely to challenge, so she’d seen a lot of them. Sometimes, briefly, she regretted the end of the war. There was nothing like an artillery bombardment to put cultural differences into perspective.

“Are you finished, Warden Kerr?” Stedrin, unlike Commander Ng, had been a Marine before joining the Justice Department and becoming second in command of the Strike Teams. Under his supervision, discipline during briefings had improved. Slightly.

“Sir.” Torin’s nod tipped her head to the left, exposing a bit of throat, acknowledging the chain of command. In the past, the Confederation had absorbed new species using an our way is the only way philosophy. They were trying to do things a little differently this time.

Pale blue eyes darkened as Stedrin turned toward the Silsviss. “To answer your question, Warden Lantriz, yes, it happens. Not often, as Susumi engineers are well aware of the consequences of the smallest of errors.”

On Torin’s left, Werst snorted, nostril ridges fluttering, and gestured at Craig. “He’s no Susumi engineer, he’s a pilot.”

“And I’m just that bonza,” Craig responded.

“Forty years ago, someone on the Sagara-West made an error,” Stedrin continued ignoring them. “Five tendays ago, the Sagara-West emerged from Susumi space.”

“Serley chrika,” Ressk muttered as the image changed, edges smoothed off the exterior of the ship and the attached Marine packets until the whole thing looked like…

“Big Yellow.” Torin gripped the edge of the desk. “Only grey.”

Big Yellow, the spaceship shape of the hive-mind, organic plastic that had run an intergalactic war as a social experiment, had maintained an entirely smooth surface, as though air resistance made a difference in a vacuum. But Big Yellow was gone. Defeated. Changed.

“It’s not…” Craig began and trailed off.

“It’s not.” Given her history with the ship, Torin appreciated how definitive the lieutenant commander sounded. “Scans confirm it’s made of exactly the same structural elements as it was when it went into Susumi space. What you’re seeing is forty years of wear.”

“If it had been flying for forty years through a sandstorm,” Werst muttered.

Ressk, his bonded, raised a sarcastic salute with the mug of sah he held in one foot. “And we learn new things about the universe every day.”

Across from him, Binti Mashona raised her coffee cup. “And here’s to those things that aren’t trying to kill us.”

Torin, in turn, raised a hand to cut off the banter before the movement of Stedrin’s hair got even choppier. “What’s this got to do with us, sir?” The Strike Teams had been formed to deal with the kind of violence that happened when wars ended. There were always a few who saw their training as an easy answer.

“Parliament sent a team to investigate.”

“Military?”

“We’re not at war with the Sagara-West, Warden Kerr. Scientists. All from the Elder Races except for six of the engineers.”

“Oh, let me guess. Two Humans. Two di’Taykan. Two Krai.”

“That is correct, Warden Mashona.”

“Welcome to the Confederation. We’re predictably equitable.”

“Exterior scans showed that the hull is intact…”

The image of the Sagara-West changed. Torin assumed they were now seeing what the investigating team had seen.

“…and although the signal is weak, there’s internal power. They chose to access the ship by way of the main airlock as that would allow the entire team to enter at the same time.”

Craig shook his head. “Everyone wanted to be first.”

“Very likely,” Stedrin agreed. “Although the exterior controls had been burnished away, a signal sent to the interior processors eventually accessed the outer hatch.”

The image changed again.

Torin had never been in the main airlock on a Naval vessel—Marines came and went through the attached packets—but form followed function and the area exposed when the hatch began to open was larger than she was used to but familiar.

“That’s a lot of vented water vapour.”

“Given the volume, seventy percent humidity in the airlock.”

The interior looked damp. Which, given that the interior of the airlock was now a vacuum, was impossible. The feed came from a single viewpoint, mostly focused on the inner hatch, pausing on each point of wear. Had the “sandstorm” forced its way past the seals, Torin wondered.

The gravity generator on board was either off or no longer working, and the assembled scientists were not happy about having to use boot mags.

“All power directed to life support,” Binti suggested.

“I are having life signs!”

She spread her arms in triumph. “What I said.”

Bright orange HE suits erased most bipedal species indicators, but height and speech pattern identified a Katrien as the speaker. Torin counted four among the taller bodies—although one of them might have been Niln—before the viewpoint returned to recording wear patterns.

“Even Humans could survive forty years,” Lantriz pointed out over multiple recorded voices announcing they too had life signs.

“The interior pressure took a while to equalize…” Stedrin continued.

“Blocked valves,” Craig said.

“…and while breathable, nitrogen was down, oxygen was up, argon and carbon significantly up.”

“Water vapour is 5.93 percent by mass!”

“Rusted valves,” Craig amended.

“Higher argon,” Ressk reminded him.

“We’ll skip past the extended time it took them to access the inner door controls…”

Flashes of orange sped by.

“Communications were inaccessible…”

“All power to life support.” Ressk and Binti bumped fists.

“…so once they cracked the seal, they broadcast their identity in multiple languages as well as Federate. When they received no response, they opened the hatch…”

The interior of the Sagara-West was pitch black, and individual suit lights that had been enough to fully illuminate the airlock were now lines of yellow-white disappearing into the distance.

“…and boarded.”

For the most part, Torin ignored the layers of speculation from the boarding party—she’d had a lot of practise tuning out Katrien voices over the years—and concentrated on the visuals. A twisted fall of heavy wire…rope? A pale oval at one end. “There’s movement. Up near the ceiling.”

The image spun. Torin caught sight of…something. The lights went out before the screaming started.

“It goes on for a while.” The lieutenant commander touched the table, and the image reverted to the exterior of the Sagara-West. “The investigating ship detached and returned to base.”

Someone at the table was growling, but it cut off before Torin could be certain it wasn’t her. “They didn’t go in after their people.” She touched her tunic just over her hip, the place on a combat vest where the bodies of lost Marines, reduced to ash, were carried out by the senior NCO.

“They did not.”

Binti rocked back, balancing her chair on two legs. She sounded unaffected, but her eyes were narrowed and her right hand flexed, as though she were pulling a trigger. “So, forty years in Susumi space drives you crazy?”

Werst waved a foot and said, “Navy.”

“Sure, less far to drive, but not my point. You want us to go in and take out a ship full of crazy people? Navy, Marines, all armed. Wouldn’t it make more sense to send in the military?”

“Yes. But, as I said, Warden Mashona, we’re not at war with the Sagara-West, and it’s no danger to the Confederation as all external weapons have been…“ Stedrin looked pained as he finished. “…buffed off.”

Ressk snorted, nostril ridges fluttering. “So were the external air lock controls and that hatch still opened.”

“That was pointed out during the review. Parliament decided it was a clissig/clissik comparison. A crime, however, has been committed. Several crimes. So they’ve passed the problem to the Justice Department, who’ve passed it on to us.”

“We’re supposed to arrest a ship full of armed, crazy people?” Ressk asked as the Sagara-West rotated above the table.

“You’re to investigate what happened.”

“Investigate?” Torin’s tone drew Lieutenant Commander Stedrin’s full attention. They didn’t investigate. Once they were called in, the investigating had been finished and it was all about the stopping. “And CC?”

“No Clean-Up Crew this time.” His hair fanned out. “They don’t want to lose anyone else and they think a Strike Team has the best chance of surviving.”

“They’re right,” Werst muttered.

“It’s a ship full of violent, probably unstable people.” Torin silently acknowledged that violent and unstable could be a massive understatement, adding, “There’s seven of us. We’re good but it’s a small chance.”

“You are also right.” Ressk reached out and the two Krai bumped fists.

Stedrin kept his attention on Torin. “Nine. Justice is sending two scientists along. Commander Ng tried to hold out for multiple strike teams, but you’re all that’s available in this sector.”

Torin trusted Commander Ng to do right by them. “Why not bring in a team from another sector?”

“The situation on the Sargara-West is unstable, and Parliament doesn’t want to wait. They want you to assess the situation and define the dangers so they have enough information to send in either the military or another science team.”

“Another science team?” Binti rolled her eyes.

Torin kept her attention on Stedrin. “And if we’re taken out?”

“Your removal should be enough to convince Parliament to send in the military.”

“Should?”

He shrugged. “Politicians.”

Lantriz hissed. Torin agreed that was the only sensible response.

* * *

“Torin!”

Torin turned, matched familiar face to familiar voice—in her business, paranoia was a survival skill—and opened her arms. “Alamber! Aren’t you supposed to be at the Di’Gar Institute for another tenday?”

“Tested out early, because I’m just that good.” He tucked himself into her embrace, ducking his head to press his temple to hers, the sensory organs that looked more-or-less like hair ghosting over her face. A number of non-Taykan had assumed that because of their shared and unusual pale blue hair colour, Lieutenant Commander di’Rearl Stedrin, ex-by-the-book Marine, and di’Crikeys Alamber, ex-accidental criminal, were related. They were not. Although Stedrin denied it more vehemently and occasionally added a short lecture on genetics, depending on who’d made the assumption and how far the stick was up his ass that day. Stepping back, he grinned and beckoned to the other di’Taykan. “This is Dr. Di’Haro Daylis, biologist. We came in on the same transport.”

Short for a Taykan, Dr. Daylis barely reached Torin’s 178 centimetres. Her hair and eyes were a deep red/burgundy, a little too close to the colour of blood to be one of Torin’s favourite colours.

“Daylis, this is Warden Torin Kerr. I’d say ex-Gunnery Sergeant Kerr, but apparently you can’t be an ex-gunnery sergeant.”

Dr. Daylis grinned, much as Alamber had, her eyes darkening as more light receptors opened. “No hug?”

“Ask again once I know you.” They touched palms. “Welcome to Berbar Station.” She meant it, too. Alamber had been the only di’Taykan on Alpha Team, isolated and cut off from his own species. Now that he’d left the field, she wanted him to have as much company as possible to make up for it. “Will you be working with the Wardens or the Justice Department?”

“That uptight fukker Stedrin didn’t tell you?” Alamber laughed. “We’re your science team for the Sagara-West. Daylis is the squishy biology part, and I’ll get us into the ship’s system.”

Stedrin hadn’t told her. Odds were, he believed he had a good reason, but it looked like they’d have to have another little chat about keeping the team leaders in the loop. He’d been a staff officer in the Corps and occasionally still defaulted to previous settings. “I’m heading to Musselman’s to join the others. You two should come with.”

When Dr. Daylis hesitated, Alamber threw an arm around her waist and tugged her into motion. “Come on, they can welcome you to the party while they welcome me back.”

“You wouldn’t prefer Ressk’s reaction to occur without a stranger in the room?”

Because she was di’Taykan it sounded like innuendo, but Torin could tell she was serious. “Ressk’s reaction?”

“To being supplanted by Alamber’s greater skills in…” The ends of her hair flipped up. The Taykan version of air quotes? “…tech support.”

“I was joking about that, Boss.” When Torin raised a brow, he added, “Me and Ressk are good. He helped with some of the Institute’s more traditional expectations. Like when Dr. Vreek objected to the way I cracked the training OS. Kept saying it wasn’t supposed to work like that. I thought that was the point, but…” He shrugged. “Thing is, Ressk knows he doesn’t have my advantages.”

Ressk hadn’t spent his formative years as part of a criminal organization working for Big Bill on Vrijheid Station. When Torin thought about how Alamber had become so good under Big Bill’s tutelage, she wanted to blow the fukker up again, regardless of how unique a technical perspective his “training” had given Alamber.

“So…” He walked close enough they bumped shoulders. “I hear the Silsviss were finally put on teams.”

“It was time. We’ve got Brayit and Lantriz this trip. If you want their whole names,” Torin said to Daylis, “you’ll have to ask them. They list family like the Krai list family.”

“Is everyone getting along okay?”

“For the most part. Too long in Susumi, Werst challenges them; that’s a learning experience for all of us.”

Daylis touched the masker at her throat that kept Taykan pheromones down to no one has time for an orgy right now levels. “Are they compatible?”

Most reptilian species weren’t, but the Silsviss were warm-blooded.

“Not compatible with me,” Torin told her. “As always, what consenting adults get up to in their off hours is none of my business. Watch out for the claws.”

“Lantriz,” Alamber began.

Torin cut him off. “I do not need to hear that story again.”

“But…”

“No.”

With the other Strike Teams deployed, the corridor outside Mussleman’s was empty. And the roar of noise when Torin opened the hatch to the bar could barely be called a roar…until Alpha Team spotted Alamber.

Ressk surged to his feet, bellowing out a greeting, but Binti vaulted over a startled engineer and made first contact.

Eventually they were all seated and served and listening to Alamber tell them what he’d been doing since his last short visit home. From Daylis’ smile and the colour of her eyes, most of it was probably true.

Craig wrapped an arm around Torin’s shoulders, raised the beer in his other hand, and pitched his voice for her ears alone. “Hail, hail, the gang’s all here.”

She relaxed back into his warmth. Alamber’s absence hadn’t affected the functioning of the team, not when Torin had spent her entire career accounting for losses, but he’d been missed. “I’m definitely feeling better about this job.”

“That’s because you’re a big, mushy sof…ow.”

* * *

The Promise would be spending only sixteen hours in Susumi.

“Defo why the other sectors were told to sod off.” The pilot’s chair creaked as Craig leaned back and settled a heel on the scuff mark at the edge of the control panel. “Ship’s nowhere near the sector borders; exactly where it should’ve shown up forty years ago.”

“Good thing their parking spot was empty,” Torin muttered from the co-pilot’s seat, watching the readouts from the Susumi engine.

“Eh.” Craig shrugged. “Space is big.”

“Seems Susumi space is bigger.”

“We will be leaving it, yes?” The hiss on the final ess suggested Brayit was serious. Both Silsviss were in the control room for the jump. “Leaving Susumi space? Not getting stuck like the Sagara-West?”

“It doesn’t happen often,” Torin began.

Craig cut her off. “It doesn’t happen at all when I’m piloting.”

“Yes. Good.” The metal ring around the end of Lantriz’s tail tapped lightly against the deck. “No offence, but we don’t want to spend forty years with only mammals, not when you smell so much like food.”

“Speaking for mammals,” Torin told him, “no offence taken.”

* * *

Craig scooped up a spoonful of tomagoras, swallowed, and said, “So you reckon forty years in Susumi broke their brains?”

“Mammals are soft,” Lantriz muttered.

“Not that I’m agreeing with the big lizard,” Werst growled, “but forty years isn’t that long.”

“Krai and Taykan live longer than Humans,” Binti told him, stirring shredded naan into her stew. “It’s a bigger percentage of total time for us.”

Alamber frowned at her bowl. “You’re smothering the spices.”

“That’s the point.” She nodded across the table at Craig. “His tastebuds are destroyed. Mine still function and I’d like to keep it that way.”

“Soft,” Brayit sighed.

“It was forty years in Susumi space.”

Torin raised a hand to cut off responses to Dr. Daylis’ statement, a little concerned by how dark her eyes had gone. “We all know that, Doc.”

“You think you know, but you’re missing the point. How long have you ever spent in Susumi?”

Torin thought about it for a moment. “Four tendays. Less than an hour or two.”

“And when you emerged?”

“It was same time as when we went in.”

“Not exactly, but the interval was so small it’s close enough. The longest time recorded in Susumi space was a scientific expedition attempting to reach the galaxy’s edge; it took almost a year. They emerged four seconds after they left.” Her hair flicked forward. “Three point nine-nine-seven seconds, to be precise. The Sagara-West has been in Susumi space for forty years our time.”

It was so quiet in the galley, Torin thought she could hear the tomagoras sizzling.

Ressk solved it first. “Three hundred and fifty-one million, five hundred and ninety-six thousand, six hundred and ninety-seven point fifty-two years.”

“In Susumi space?” Binti leaned back and frowned at him. “You’re saying the Sagara-West spent over three hundred and fifty million years in Susumi space? There’s no way the ship itself would’ve survived that long.”

“Out here.” Daylis spread her hands. Her hair followed the movement. “In there, it evidently did.”

“But the crew, the Marines,” Binti protested.

“They’ve probably not survived.”

“Probably?” Craig’s voice had gotten a little shrill.

“We can’t know.”

“Everyone ages in Susumi,” Torin said before the yelling started. “If you’re in there for four tendays, you’ve aged four tendays. They’ve tested all Confederation species. Younger. Elder.” She opened her mouth to add although odds were, not the H’san when she caught Craig’s expression and closed it again. Not the time.

“Everyone ages,” Daylis agreed. “That doesn’t mean we die. We could find the original crew, preserved or mutated by Susumi radiation. Or the descendants of the original crew.”

“Or something that got in from Susumi space,” Werst grunted. “Killed everyone on board and…” Hands holding his bowl, he used his feet to write air quotes. “…emerged to destroy us all.”

“Well, fuk,” Binti said after a moment.

* * *

“You forget how big a dreadnought is when you haven’t seen one for a while.”

“I’ve seen smaller stations.”

So had Torin. And the Sagara-West had been hauling a battalion-sized Marine packet, adding to her bulk.

“Five thousand and seventy-one crew members on the Sagara-West, sixteen thousand nine hundred and eleven Marines.” Dr. Daylis sounded pleased. “Plenty for a viable population.”

“Or a good meal for Susumi boarders.”

“Werst.”

“Just saying.”

All nine of them were in the Promise’s control room. Safely beyond the reach of the Susumi wave, a rapidly growing speck in the clear aluminum window, the Sagara-West filled the big view screen. It still looked more like Big Yellow than Torin was comfortable with. “Werst, Braylit, Alamber, with me.”

“I still think,” Daylis began.

“I don’t,” Torin told her. “Recon first.”

“Oh, we’re going to be chrika stealthy in bright orange HE suits,” Werst grumbled.

The first expedition had entered through one of the large airlocks, announced their presence, and died. Alpha Team was entering through a small maintenance hatch and doing it quietly.

“I’m impressed that someone who isn’t me got that airlock open,” Alamber muttered as gloved fingers danced over his slate. “This is some seriously scrambled code.”

“It’s three-hundred-and-fifty-million-year-old code,” Ressk pointed out from the Promise, twenty metres away and attached to the Sagara-West’s hull with magnetic grapples. “It shouldn’t exist.”

“It’s forty-year-old code,” Alamber corrected, “that hasn’t been amended in three hundred and fifty million years.”

Left hand holding one of the lines, Torin lightly ran her right over the hull. Tiny scored ridges, too small to feel but visible through her helmet’s highest magnification, caused the soft, burnished appearance and gave the soft shush shush of Susumi space a darker meaning.

“Stage one.”

The cover of the hatch controls popped off. Torin caught it before it drifted too far.

“Stage two…” Alamber slid a hand into the opening. “…should go much faster. And this,” he added to Brayit, “is why I couldn’t get in from the Promise.”

Brayit lashed his tail, testing the flexibility limits of the HE suit. “Seems primitive.”

“Primitive failsafes are the hardest to fuk up.”

“Which is why we’re sending in wetware, not drones,” Werst pointed out.

“Because wetware’s so hard to fuk up,” Craig growled. “You can take it out with a pointy stick!”

“Less chatter, people. Alamber?”

“Count of three, Boss.”

A dark line appeared, outlining a one-by-two-metre rectangle.

“And, three.”

The hatch opened into an airlock large enough to hold all four of them if they were willing to be very friendly.

“So, Brayit, is that your tail or are you happy to see me?”

“It’s my tail.”

“Pity. And…we’re in. Airlocks all use the same codes,” he said before anyone could ask. “Get in one, get in them all.”

“Short-sighted for a battleship.”

“Good thing there’s only one of me, then.”

“The others…”

“Were overthinking it.”

Although unlocked, the hatch remained closed.

“Could be blocked.” Torin and Brayit magged their boots, put their shoulders to the metal and shoved. The hatch opened about half a metre and jammed, a mass of roots blocking the lower third of the opening. Tiny balls of something not-quite-dirt floated into the airlock.

“Warden Kerr…”

“Samples acquired, Doc.” She tucked the sealed vial into a belt pouch. “Switching signals to outgoing only.” With the airlock open, incoming signals were more likely to be picked up should the ship have functional security, although functional security weren’t the words she’d use for the massacre of the science team. “Werst.”

He slipped through the crack and disappeared. A moment later, so did most of the blockage. *No sign of unfriendlies, Gunny.* As planned, he’d switched to his jaw implant. *Hatch is as open as it’s getting. Brayit…*

“I can get through.”

It was tight, but he made it.

Torin, who’d given him a shove at the three-quarter point, followed. “Alamber, crack into whatever impossible system remains and keep this exit open.”

“Guarding the retreat, Boss.”

“PCUs off. All communications through implants until I say otherwise.” Forty-year-old tech could trace a PCU, but not modern implants nor the recorders in the suits.

She emerged into a forest of sturdy-stemmed plants growing up from both the deck and the bulkhead, reaching toward a diffuse green glow. Brayit and Werst had jammed themselves between stalks to give her room. The growing medium was thick enough their boot mags were useless. They might be able to pull themselves along at ground level where the stalks rose straight for about a metre, but neither she nor Brayit would be able to move in anything but a straight line. If they were going to get a look at things, they’d have to go up. At Torin’s nod, Werst started toward the light, propelling himself along a stalk about as big around as her thigh. At four point two metres, he disappeared into what she assumed were leaves.

Brayit scraped a sample of smooth, hard, maybe-bark into a vial. “These weren’t recorded by the bigger airlock. Why do you figure it was dark there and light here?”

“Could be it’s daytime now.” Torin anchored herself and dragged the tangle of roots Werst had ripped free close enough to break off a five-centimetre length.

“Simple as that?”

“Often is.”

*I’ve got visuals. Gunny, you need to come up see this.*

“On our way.”

The leaves were around a metre long, tapered to a rounded end. They grew thickly enough to hide them where Werst waited, less than a metre from the light. In spite of the bright orange suits.

The leaves at the very top of the stalks were broader and darker. Werst moved one aside and beckoned Torin forward.

They were in what had been engineering, but all the interior bulkheads were gone. A yellow-white light on solid supports had been fixed in the centre of the space, a rough sphere of stalk tops surrounding it. A darker area to the left turned out to be an open shaft through the stalks.

Werst nudged her and pointed to her right.

Dozens or more beings moved gracefully above the leaves. They were a multitude of colours, had four limbs splayed out like an X around a rough square. No head. Sensory organs could be spread out or clumped in the centre mass. Increased magnification showed five ten-to-fifteen-centimetre tentacles on the end of each apparently boneless limb. Four of the beings were holding nets, and the rest were filling those nets with growths harvested from within the leaves. Fruits, Torin corrected, noticing an empty, brown, paper-like cup shape beside her. As she watched, one of the nets was filled and the being holding it headed for the shaft.

Using tools and harvesting a crop made them people, not beings.

None of them were visibly armed, the scene suggesting peaceful farmers. Torin had spent too long at war to take the suggestion at face value.

She slipped down to give Brayit a chance to look. All the Strike Teams had been advised to take advantage of the fresh perspective the Silsviss offered. As all nine of the Silsviss with the Justice Department had been military, their perspective was seldom much different than that of the ex-Marines.

“Low tech.” Brayit ducked back under cover. “Those nets were made of these…” He split a leaf apart and pulled out the centre vein. “…tied together.”

“We weave nets,” Werst grunted. “We’re not low tech. And given the size and the lack of differentiation between hands and feet, I’d bet that lot started as Krai.”

“Lost your heads.”

“Kept our brains.”

The Krai, who could digest anything organic and were barely affected by a lack of gravity, had the best odds of survival.

“Brayit’s right about the nets,” Torin said after another look. “They’re crude. Basic. Although they could be the lowest level of their tech, saving woven fibre for other uses.”

“If woven fibre’s tech, then long-distance communication’s going to be at the shouting-really-loud level,” Brayit pointed out.

“Granted.”

“They’ve got energy.” Werst nodded at the light. “Passive scans say they’re not using it to communicate with it.”

Torin tucked in her chin to check the readouts along her HE suit’s interior collar. “Could have developed energies we can’t read.”

Brayit hissed. “They haven’t developed braided rope.”

“False equivalency,” Torin muttered, watching the steady reading of ambient energy on the left screen set into the heavy collar of her suit. “And we don’t know they don’t have braided rope, we only know they don’t have it here.” Powered communications of any kind would show as fluctuations. “All right, I’m calling it. Let’s open the coms.”

It took a moment for Daylis’ excited shouting to become words. “…me go! I need to get in there! We’re looking at entirely new lifeforms!”

“Doubt they’ll let you poke things into them.” The strain in Binti’s voice identified just who was restraining the biologist.

“I’m talking about the plants!”

“Sure you are, Doc.”

“I’d use passive scans on the people!”

“If they’re growing plants,” Torin interrupted, “the odds are high they have a day and a night.”

“The dark when the first team boarded, also a clue,” Craig said.

Torin ignored him. “We’ll head back now and send a science team after dark.”

Ressk snorted. “By science team, you mean the doc surrounded by people who can kick ass?”

“I do.”

“Thought so.”

Torin rose up to record one last scan of the light source. They could use the multiple readings to calibrate the dreadnought’s internal clock. “All right, that’s…”

The being that burst out of the leaves was larger and more heavily muscled than the harvesters. Its skin was a mottled blue and it carried two long, curved blades, swinging both toward her, one high, one low.

It was obviously better in the stalks than she was, so she pushed straight up, allowing herself the advantage of her manoeuvring jets. The upper blade swept no more than two centimetres under the sole of her boots.

“Harvesters are fleeing for the passage,” Werst grunted as Brayit grabbed a handful of tentacles with one hand, blocked a blade with the long knife in his other, and threw the stalk-person, Werst’s grip on his lower body keeping him from suffering the equal and opposite reaction.

Brilliant blue filaments that looked like Taykan hair sprang up all over its body. One of the…

Fuk it, Torin decided, she was calling them hands.

…hands not holding a weapon flung what looked like a grapple into the leaves, taking advantage of the sudden tension on the braided rope to send itself toward Torin. They’d had a lot of practice navigating zero G, she allowed, and pinged the light supports. Metal. Curling around, she pointed her boots at them and magged on at full power. No point in burning her jets until she had to. She hit hard and felt the strut shudder under the impact, sending a hum of vibration through the whole structure.

No. Not vibration, the hum of Susumi space. And it was coming from the light. “Alamber…”

Another four…no, five stalk-people rose out of the leaves, one or two tentacles maintaining contact, allowing them to skitter around on the “surface”. They were fast. And armed. And obviously used to repelling boarders.

*Boss?*

“It can wait. Incoming unfriendlies.”

One of them threw a bolo.

Brayit’s knife flashed, and both spiked ends continued independently.

The creature filamented in fuchsia.

A line of dead leaves showed where Werst had fired a warning shot with his bennie, the organic disruption a smarter choice when surrounded by vacuum.

“We’re coming in!”

“Lantriz, stay where you are!” Torin held up her bennie by the muzzle. They might not recognize it as a weapon, but every tool using species recognizes a club. “Hey!”

“Hey?”

“Not now, Mashona. I’m trying to prevent a massacre.”

She mimed smashing the light. That brought all six stalk-people toward her, using grapples in both hands to direct their momentum, stopping themselves in a ring around her and the light with triangular flaps of skin between each limb and the central body.

Air resistance. No gravity, but an atmosphere. Torin had gotten a little too used to having no gravity equal vacuum.

Her helmet was at 62% of full polarization. If they had eyes, she couldn’t see them but they wouldn’t have come this close to the light if it affected their ability to fight.

They watched her. She watched them. Stalemate.

“Torin?”

“If they attack Brayit or Werst, I’ll destroy the light. I’m the bigger danger. They’re thinking now. Weighing the odds. This will give us a chance to try to communicate.”

All six were showing filaments, the blue, the fuchsia, a bright and a dull green, and a mustard yellow.

*Hands off without a fukking invitation!*

Alamber.

It took two to hold him and they broke through into the central opening moving fast and trailing bits of green. They came up on an angle, far enough from Werst and Brayit that he’d be dead before they could free him.

“Hold!” Torin snapped when they began to move. “Alamber?”

“Hole in my suit, Boss, and a knife point in my side. Just far enough to let me know they mean business.”

“Gunny, we’re coming in!”

“If I have to tell you lot to stay put again, I’m not going to be happy!” Torin snarled. Four hands holding Alamber—three hands holding Alamber, one holding a knife—left four hands free. The gestures were easy enough to understand. You break the light, we kill him. You leave immediately, everyone lives.

The everyone lives was an optimistic guess. The leaving immediately was not.

Something intelligent enough to bargain with had clearly boarded while the Sagara-West was in Susumi. Considering the math, more than one something. Torin set that realization aside to deal with later. Here and now, it was more important to work out what would keep them from killing Alamber as soon as she moved away from the light. A sense of honour? Vested self-interest? If they knew a reputation for not honouring a bargain would cause them trouble in the future, then clearly the same something intelligent had boarded more than once.

Torin set it aside again.

“You know, they could be lying,” Alamber said, as though he’d been following her thoughts.

“I know.” Increasing the magnification in the lower left quadrant of her helmet, Torin could make out a similar pattern of darker colour on the side of the bodies facing her. Blue, the only one who hadn’t clamped their filaments in tightly again, showed dark blue dimples in the same area. Unfortunately, identifying potential sensory organs didn’t help to interpret them.

“Boss, I have an idea.” His helmet slid back and lost its rigidity, pooling on the shelf of his tanks. “Ow! Fukker!”

“Alamber!”

“Only the point went in.”

Daylis snapped something in Taykan, and Alamber snickered as his hair rose into a pale, blue aureole around his head.

Fuchsia, green, green, and yellow answered. The two holding him were a bright lime green and a nearly identical pale blue.

Alamber snickered. “Can’t wait to tell Stedrin I found another cousin.”

Pale blue leaned in a little closer. Hair and filaments touched.

The Krai might be the species most likely to survive, but the Taykan were the most likely to crossbreed. What was impossible in three hundred and fifty million years?

Dark Blue’s filaments snapped toward Torin.

Werst had bristles. Brayit had no hair at all. Torin sighed, checked exterior oxygen levels, and released her helmet. The air was breathable but not pleasant. It smelled like rotting vegetation with a hint of capsaicin where it hit the back of her nose.

Yellow passed their weapons to Lighter Green and moved slowly toward her. Torin, moving at the same speed, tucked her bennie around on her back. She could use her manoeuvring jets as weapons if she had to. When Yellow was near enough, they reached out and gently ran a tentacle though her hair. Their filaments sagged.

“Feels like they’re sorry for you, Boss.”

“Feels like?”

“Yeah. It’s…”

When his voice trailed off, Daylis took over. “This is not the time to emphasize cultural behaviours over science. This kind of touch sensitivity happens to Taykan in qui.”

“I am not in qui!” Alamber protested.

“I didn’t say you were. But these beings could be.”

Torin drew in another slow breath of air. No pheromone hit. Small mercies.

* * *

The deep, rich red of Daylis’ hair fascinated the stalk-people. Everyone wanted to touch it, to merge with it. With her hair easing the way, she had no difficulty scanning the stalk-people present, although she’d scanned Alamber first. Werst stripped out of his HE suit and went to help the harvesters, who’d returned the moment it became obvious the violence would be at least delayed. His ability to grip with both hands and feet seemed to balance his lack of hair. Ressk grumbled over the coms that he never got to have any fun. Brayit, like Torin, stayed in his suit. Unlike Torin, he left his helmet up and polarized.

“If they’ve never seen a species like yours, you’re a bit terrifying.”

Brayit huffed, condensation momentarily visible on the inside curve of his helmet. “Ss’truth.”

“I’ve got indicators of Krai and Human as well as Taykan.” Daylis had a flat scanner pressed against Lime Green, his filaments and her hair combined. Her thumb flicked the data on her slate by so quickly Torin was surprised she could read it. “Cell structures are very malleable. Could have been caused solely by Susumi radiation—I’m seeing some familiar micro indicators—or it could have been deliberate. I suspect they could regrow even the major limbs if they had to. There’s cartilage present, but no bones.”

“No gravity,” Torin pointed out. “No reason for bones.”

“Evolution appears to have opted for a permanent breeding state.”

“Go Human heritage.”

“If I could draw fluids…”

“No.”

“Torin, message just came in from Stedrin. Parliament wants us to retrieve records. Preferably back to the initial Susumi jump.”

“That was 350 million years ago.”

“My guess, they’re thinking forty. I sent a reminder back.” Craig’s tone suggested the reminder had been barely polite. “What do you want to do?”

There’d been a battalion-sized Marine packet hooked up to the Sagara-West, which meant there’d been a Marine Corps box on board. Nothing was ever entirely Marine-proof but it was said that the Marine-resistant recorders could be dropped into a star and retrieved after the heat death of the universe, so there was a chance, a very small chance, Torin admitted, that it might still exist.

“Tell them I’ll have a look.”

“But no promises?”

“I don’t make promises to politicians.”

Dark Blue’s attention had never really left her. The exit the harvesters used went toward the packet, so Torin pointed at herself, then at it. Half his filaments flipped up and then down dismissively.

Torin pointed again.

Dark Blue repeated the filament flip.

If she had to guess, she’d say it was profanity-equivalent.

The following gesture suggested she remove her suit. Or “go peel something” was also profanity-equivalent here.

“I’m removing my suit. Brayit, Werst, stay ready just in case.”

“Why are you removing your suit?” Craig didn’t sound happy.

“It’s a gesture of trust.”

She could hear Binti’s eye roll. “You don’t trust anyone on first meeting, Gunny. “

“I want them to trust me.”

She was a lot more vulnerable while removing the suit than she would be once it was off, but Brayit was on guard and she was ninety-nine percent certain the Silsviss as a whole had been convinced her death would not result in promotion.

Maybe ninety-eight percent certain.

Dark Blue didn’t exactly pat her down once the suit was off, a PCU slipped into her ear, but they circled her slowly. To be fair, that was the kind of suspicion Torin appreciated. Once they were satisfied, they gestured toward her bennie.

“Brayit.” When he turned toward her, she threw it.

“Tell me you didn’t just toss your weapon away,” Craig growled.

Brayit hissed. “Tell me you think she’s any less dangerous.”

“Good point,” Craig reluctantly allowed after a moment.

She was covered in sweat before she reached the top of the stalks, not from the heat—because it wasn’t hot, ambient temperature was just over nineteen degrees C—but from the damp. “They’ve woven growing stalks to create the walls of the passage.”

“Got that from us,” Werst grunted.

The woven sides of the passage turned and twisted and became a chute leading into the next section. Dark Blue stopped her at the exit, moving to block her way.

“Look but don’t get close enough to disturb the civilians?” That seemed reasonable. Clearly Dark Blue had a certain authority among their people.

Close enough now to see the line of what might be a mouth, she still couldn’t see eyes. But then, if the filaments were sensory organs, odds were they didn’t need eyes. Not to mention that this second chamber was definitely darker than the growing chamber. Larger too. And filled with…buildings. Complex, multi-level woven structures anchored to each other with rope, the absence of gravity allowing them multiple elevations and points of reference. The closest, given the piles of stalk-fruit, were clearly storage and processing. She could see a game of catch—no, keep-away—being played to one side. Beyond that was…

Dark Blue shifted when she moved, allowing her another angle but no forward movement.

Off to one side was a building without the grace of the others, anchored to the deck as well as a piece of original, interior bulkhead. As far as she could see, given the light levels, it had been painted in a variety of colours. Along the roofline, tied on with coloured rope were…

Bones.

Over the years Torin had seen a lot of bones. Human. Taykan. Krai. H’san. As well as many of the Primacy’s species. She didn’t recognise any of these, or the shapes they made. But she knew why they were there.

She had a Silsviss skull on her wall.

* * *

“So, military or science?”

Torin sat back in the co-pilot’s chair and scratched at a rash she’d picked up inside the Sagara-West. After a blood test, the autodoc had prescribed mild histamines, so she wasn’t too worried. “All things considered, where all things includes a science party that got chopped to pieces, I think that’s pretty obvious.”

Craig sighed. “No such thing as an ex-gunnery sergeant, right?”

“Right.” Battles lost. Battles won. She’d been formed by her responsibilities.

“So, military.”

Torin touched the place on her vest where she’d carried her dead home and said, “Diplomacy.”
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